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Rick Franceschina was doing con-
struction work at GE Aviation a few
years ago when he spotted some
welders working on aircraft engines.

“I wish I had a job like that,” he
told himself.

He knew he could do the work
because he’d been a welder in the
Navy years earlier. But he needed
more training, and he needed a way
for companies like GE to verify he
was skilled enough for the job.

Franceschina got both this year
from a national program that pre-
pares workers for an increasingly
competitive job market in manu-
facturing. And when he was done
with the program, he got that welding
job at GE.

The program that made it possible
celebrates its 50,000th graduate na-
tionwide Tuesday at Cincinnati State
Technical and Community College,
one of several local agencies and
schools that have provided the train-
ing since 2005.

Graduates include military veter-
ans like Franceschina, as well as
thousands of other workers who went
back to school to learn the skills they
needed to land jobs in the 21st centu-
ry economy.

The Manufacturing Skill Stan-
dards Council launched the training
program eight years ago and pro-
vides the credentials graduates need
to show employers they can do the
job.

In Ohio, where manufacturing
makes up more than 13 percent of the
economy, the program has been em-
braced by workers and employers.
The state accounts for about 8,000 of
the 50,000 workers across the coun-
try who have completed at least one
of the 45-hour courses and received
credentials.

“Companies need a workforce
that’s able to adapt,” said Leo Reddy,
chairman and CEO of the standards
council. “We’re just trying to prepare
people.”

Specialized training targets
skilled labor that firms need

For Franceschina, the opportunity
couldn’t have come at a better time.
At 55, he knew the physical demands
of construction work eventually
would take a toll on him, and it was
time to look for something else.

He’d done some specialized weld-
ing in the Navy similar to the kind of
work GE and other companies do on
engines and high-tech equipment. He
learned about the credentialing pro-
gram at Cincinnati’s SuperJobs Cen-
ter after getting laid off from his
construction job in January.

Franceschina, of Cleves, met a GE
recruiter through the program and
was told to give him a call after grad-
uation. He completed the program,
passed his exams and then passed a
welding test at GE’s plant near Day-
ton. The job was his.

“I flipped,” Franceschina said.
“I’ve got to pinch myself every morn-
ing just to make sure it’s real.”

Reddy said placement rates for
the program, which offer two differ-
ent, entry-level manufacturing cre-
dentials, range from 45 percent to 65
percent. He said that’s far better than
the odds of landing this kind of job
without the credentials.

The reason, he said, is the training
is based on recommendations from
the companies that do the hiring.
Reddy said surveys of those compa-
nies in the late 1990s found they
weren’t satisfied with the quality of
the workers they were getting
straight out of high school, or even
college. They needed workers with
specific skill sets.

So the council developed the pro-
gram and the credentials around
their needs. One credential, for pro-
duction technicians, focuses on pro-
duction workers. Another, for logis-
tics technicians, is geared to material
handling workers.

“When someone shows up with
this, I know what they know,” said
Scott Ellsworth, vice president of
Tipco Punch Inc. in Hamilton. “That’s
more valuable to me than a high
school diploma. I don’t know what
they studied. With this, I know.”

Ellsworth, who also is chairman of
Business Leaders United in Washing-
ton, D.C., said the program helps
workers, too.

The credentials, he said, jump out
at employers as they sift through
hundreds of resumes. And because
the credentials are universal, they
follow the workers from state to state
and job to job.

The credentials have grown in
importance as the manufacturing
economy has become more compli-
cated and more technology-driven.

Decades ago, companies could hire
someone off the street and teach
them the basics of working on an
assembly line. Today, though, many
of those jobs require at least some
understanding of computer technol-
ogy and complex machine systems.

Employers have been complaining
for years about a lack of laborers
with the skills to do those jobs, even
through the Great Recession. Esti-
mates vary wildly, but surveys have
said U.S. companies need between
80,000 and 600,000 skilled workers.

“We worked to find something we
could do to help workers have an
updated credential for the market-
place,” said Sherry Kelley Marshall,
president and CEO of the Southwest
Ohio Regional Workforce Investment
Board.

The board is now one of the agen-
cies that offer training programs for
the credentials, including the Nation-
al Career Readiness Credential,
which measures workers’ reading,
math and problem-solving skills.

The goal, Marshall said, is to pre-
pare workers for the job and to help
employers recognize which appli-
cants can do that job.

“These tell employers that these
individuals can read what you give
them and figure out what they need
to do,” Marshall said. “They can do
the math, and they can solve the
problems you need them to solve.” m
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Off Track Planet, the digital start-
up built to serve tech-savvy world
travelers, is taking the next steps in
its own journey as a company.

OnMonday, the company pre-
viewed its newWeb application at its
Over-the-Rhine office. It is holding a
similar event Thursday in Brooklyn,
N.Y.

Co-founder and CEO Freddie Pi-
kovsky said the company, which re-
cently raised $500,000 of funding, will
selectively make the app available for
the next two or three months. The
time will give Off Track Planet a
chance to refine the product and start
to cultivate what Pikovsky calls “su-
per users.”

The company’s ultimate vision is to
create a digital, modern-day version
of Lonely Planet, the popular travel
guide that has served previous gener-
ations of wanderers. Off Track Planet

allows users to leverage existing
social media tools such as Twitter,
Facebook and blogs to create and
share digital scrapbooks of their trav-
els.

Off Track Planet then curates the
best content, photos and recommen-
dations, which allows other users to
create guides based on categories like
adventures, food, and art and design.

Finding super users is critical to
establishing Off Track Planet as a
trusted brand, Pikovsky said. He
wants to engage travel bloggers, foo-
dies and photographers.

The company ultimately hopes to
monetize its product by connecting
travelers with vendors like airlines
and boutique hotels.

“Off Track Planet wants to create
the most beautiful, dynamic and in-
telligent travel guide in the world,”
Pikovsky said.

“We can potentially have a commu-
nity of people putting in all this great
content of all the things that they’ve

done, and Off Track Planet as an au-
thoritative brand can crowdsource
that and add our touch to it.”

Pikovsky, whose parents are Uk-
rainian immigrants, spent most of his
life in Los Angeles and Brooklyn. He
came to Cincinnati in 2012 after enter-
ing the Brandery, the Over-the-Rhine
consumer marketing and branding
accelerator. He’s found Cincinnati to
be a perfect fit for the growing com-
pany, which currently has six full-

time employees.
Off Track Planet’s investors in-

clude CincyTech, the Downtown pub-
lic-private seed-stage investor, which
announced a $250,000 investment in
August.

“I like the situation here. In New
York, there’s a lot of opportunity out
there, but for every investor there
are five more startups,” Pikovsky
said. “I appreciate how connected we
are to the scene here.”m
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To try Off Track Planet’s newWeb
application, go to the company’s
website at www.offtrackplanet.com.
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I will give you a new perspective on
local executives and the region's
entrepreneurs – and why both matter to
you. Find me at LinkedIn, Facebook
and jpichler@enquirer.com.

Freddie Pikovsky is co-founder and CEO of Off Track Planet, a tech startup in a new
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