
 
 

 

In October 2011, Harper College, located in Palatine, Illinois, hosted a 
manufacturing summit that brought together local manufacturers and 
educators to discuss problems in facing the industry. 

One of the main issues that arose during the summit was the lack of 
access to a skilled workforce ‐ there are thousands of unfilled 
manufacturing jobs every day in Illinois.   Those present identified the 
skills needed by applicants and the current state of training offered by 
Harper College.  The differences between the two clearly describe the 
Skills Gap facing manufacturers. 

To help fill that gap, Harper College in partnership with 54 companies 
created a new program that will allow high school students, veterans 
and seasoned workers to gain certification in industry‐endorsed skills, 
in less than a year, followed by a paid internship at one of the 54 
companies. The first round of classes started on August 20, 2012 with 
74 internships available beginning in January 2013. 

Harper College, in collaboration with 23 other community colleges in 
the state, then applied and was awarded a $15 million federal grant to 
expand the program.  Today the iNAM network, led by Harper College 
encompasses 21 community colleges located throughout the state.  
With this foundation, efforts are now underway to establish 
foundational programs at “feeder” high school so that students can 
begin learning manufacturing skills, and through dual credit 
opportunities, transition to community colleges to finish advanced 
certificates and obtain Associates Degrees more quickly. 



 
 

Creating a hybrid program that brings together the private and public 
sectors like this involves planning, making key financial decisions and 
completing a series of strategic activities. These nine steps can help 
you plan, prepare and start a similar project. 

1. Someone must initiate outreach. This can either be a 
manufacturer reaching out to their local community college, or 
vice versa. Put together a high level meeting (president to 
president) to outline the issues faced by industry, or the 
willingness of education to address employer needs. This is a 
critical step because without support from industry and 
education leaders, a program will not get off the ground no 
matter how well intentioned people are. (Illinois uses its 
community colleges as a foundation because they were created 
by statute with specific geographic districts which helps identify 
specific feeder high schools and a finite number of local 
manufacturers to be served.)  

2. Pull together an initial Manufacturing Summit with the 
community college, feeder high schools and manufacturers 
(minimum of six initially) in attendance. This will form a nucleus 
for development and implementation of a pathway of study 
designed to meet local needs. It will also serve as the structure 
for manufacturers and educators to create realistic Internships 
for students and establish a network of participating 
manufacturers for both Internships and between‐term 
Externships for faculty.  

3. Develop specific curricula for implementation that uses a 
stackable credentialing approach designed to promote life‐long 
learning. There are 450 certificates available in manufacturing 
occupations, so students will be encouraged to continue their 
education through a “learn and earn” approach. 

4. Identify and train faculty for designation as Authorized MSSC 
Instructor to teach Certified  Production Technician and Green 



 
 

Manufacturing designations. Since MSSC is foundational 
knowledge for all manufacturing verticals, it is a logical starting 
point for all students interested in manufacturing.  

5. Set date for enrolling first students (usually the beginning of a 
specific semester).  

6. Begin outreach efforts at feeder high schools first; then add 
middle and grade schools expressing manufacturing as a career 
choice. Using  existing programs like Lego Education, Dream It, 
Do It and Project Lead the Way will help engage students who 
often struggle with mathematics and science …the so-called 
STEM subjects. Outreach should be sure to include messaging to 
students, parents and guidance counselors.  

7. Develop a method to record and evaluate performance looking 
for ways to improve all facets of the pathway of study and 
outreach efforts. Be prepared to share results with local 
Economic Development entities for their efforts to bring new 
businesses to the area.  

8. Seek to continually expand the number of manufacturers 
involved and providing Internships/Externships.  

9. Don’t worry about who gets the credit.  

 


