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The duty to honor veterans runs deep at the Northeastern 
Pennsylvania Industrial Resource Center (NEPIRC), a not-for-profit 
organization that serves a manufacturing community that is driven 
by Department of Defense suppliers. NEPIRC is led by a Board of 
Directors comprised of several military service alumni and is staffed 
by many retired or active service warfighters in their families.  For 
years, the organization has been releasing military tribute videos each 
Veterans Day and recognizing patriotic days and events by changing its 
NEPIRC logo to digital camouflage or the colors of Old Glory. 

When Pennsylvania’s Department of Community & Economic 
Development (DCED) expressed an interest in providing resources 
for NEPIRC’s proposed Accelerated Manufacturing Career Readiness 
Training Program for veterans, NEPIRC saw it as an opportunity to take 
its efforts to the next level. 

NEPIRC thankfully accepted DCED’s funding, which also supported 
two Exploring Advanced Manufacturing youth summer camps, but the 
organization needed additional resources to make the intensive three-
week veteran program happen. NEPIRC’s Board of Directors was first 
to step up, with many members contributing time, money and in-kind 
services. Shortly thereafter, other manufacturers joined the cause. 
NEPIRC staff members rose to the occasion by working extra hours 
and taking on additional tasks to make the program possible. The final 
piece fell into place when Lackawanna College, led by President and 
Retired Army Colonel Mark Volk, contributed facility space, faculty 
time and other missing components. “Support for the program was 
incredibly widespread, but also genuine,” said Eric Joseph Esoda, 
NEPIRC’s President & CEO, “with nobody asking ‘What’s in it for me?’ 
or, in many cases, even asking to be publicly recognized.”  

With resources shored up, NEPIRC mobilized to put the program 
together. Over 30 regional manufacturers provided input into the 
curriculum. Ultimately, a format including soft skills, fundamental 
industrial skills and plant tours was developed. While NEPIRC and its 
partner, Lackawanna College, were collectively able to provide teaching 
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in most areas and regional manufacturers were eager to host tours, a few 
gaps in the program still remained. That’s when NEPIRC took on another 
partner – Tooling U-SME – to complete the training lineup.   

NEPIRC and Tooling U-SME added a series of 12 industry-selected 
online courses to the program, one of which would be displayed on 
the in-classroom flat screen and presented as an optional “Lunch-and-
Learn” opportunity for veteran participants each day. 

With everything in place, the next step was attracting veterans to the 
training and career opportunity. The Lackawanna County Workforce 
Investment Board and a multitude of county and city offices assisted 
in promoting the program. NEPIRC also secured donated media and 
billboard advertisements and appeared on several local news and 
morning programs to build awareness. But enrolling participants 
remained a challenge until just weeks before the program launch date. 
“It was difficult to find participants,” said Esoda, “perhaps because 
our veterans have so many programs and benefits coming at them that 
the stimulus can be overwhelming.” NEPIRC adopted outside-the-box 
attraction approaches, even going as far as hanging posters at veteran-
focused motorcycle rides and barbecues. “We left no stone unturned 
– using everything from social media to social gatherings to promote the 
program,” said Esoda.  

The team registered 14 participants for the first cohort, and the group 
gelled quickly due to their common experiences as veterans. When they 
first arrived, the instructions asked everyone to stand up and talk about 
their military careers. By the time those introductions were complete, 
everyone was sharing stories about the bases, deployments, equipment 
and background they had in common. “Attendance was exceptional 
and the team was great to work with,” said Gerry Giza, one of NEPIRC’s 
instructors. “Not a single participant left early, even though the Tooling 
U-SME component was optional. In fact,” he added, “they really enjoyed 
the online learning and would regularly discuss, and sometimes debate, 
what the ‘right’ answer was for quiz questions as we went through them.”   

The program graduated its first cohort from the three-week program in 
October, 2017 and noted a post-graduation placement rate of 42%. As of 
April, 2018, that placement rate remains, with two additional graduates 
currently interviewing for a new career in manufacturing. 

NEPIRC is already talking with DCED, sponsors and partners to offer the 
program again in 2018. “I can’t see us NOT doing this again – it was just 
too successful for everyone – our veterans, our manufacturers and our 
community,” said Esoda. 


