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This mismatch between the skills of our workforce and the 
skills required for these positions is unacceptable. In a race to 
create jobs, revitalize American manufacturing, and accelerate the 
state of our economy, shouldn’t we focus on building a skilled 
talent pipeline to these high-paying jobs? 

Through all of this, one point becomes crystal clear — we 
need to skill-up America’s workforce now. 

A Common Story
Darlene Miller struggles with many of the same issues other 
manufacturers across the country do. As CEO of Permac 
Industries in Burnsville, Minn., Darlene cannot find the CNC 
(computer numerical control) operators she needs to run 
a productive and growing business. “We can buy all of the 
equipment we need,” said Miller, “but we cannot find the skilled 
labor we need to advance our companies.”

It’s a common story. In the Minneapolis area alone, as many 
as 2,500 manufacturing jobs, paying as much as $75,000 or more, 
are open with no one to fill them. 

However, there’s one critical piece of Miller’s story that is 
different. She sits on President Obama’s Council on Jobs and 
Competitiveness. Shortly after committing to certifying 500,000 
Americans with manufacturing skills credentials, the President 
charged the Jobs Council with finding ways to assist small- and 
medium-sized businesses, specifically in the manufacturing sector. 

Through her own challenges and hearing the struggles of other 
peers, Miller knew firsthand the need the council had to!address. 

Like many things, it would require help from partners.

Community College Driven 
As a not-for-profit public trust, ACT has long positioned 
itself on the forefront of our nation’s growing skills gap. Our 
National Career Readiness Certificate (NCRC) serves as the 
foundational credential for the NAM-Endorsed Manufacturing 
Skills Certification System. This stackable program is made up 
of nationally portable, industry-recognized certifications. A key 
centerpiece of the President’s call to credential workers, the 
Manufacturing Skills Certification System is a gold standard for 
creating a demand-driven talent pipeline.

The challenge? Employers like Miller need people with these 
skills right now. This critical need often is expressed in weeks 
rather than months. And life generally does not happen in 
semesters. So we need a fast-track innovation for getting this 
work-ready talent to the shop floor even faster.

ACT, the Manufacturing Institute, and the Jobs Council 
recognized that the foremost experts in delivering a steady 
supply of skilled workers are our nation’s network of community 
and technical colleges. As this working group came together for 
a pilot program in the Minneapolis area, two critical partners 
emerged — Dunwoody College of Technology and South Central 
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RIGHT NOW!
This is an unprecedented time in the state of the American workforce. While the economy is on the road to recovery, our 

nation is still struggling with record unemployment. And yet a recently released study from The Manufacturing Institute 

reports that more than 80 percent of manufacturers cannot find the skilled talent they need — particularly in high-demand 

production jobs. This adds up to more than 500,000 unfilled manufacturing jobs. 
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Community College. Both organizations have rich histories in 
working with small and large employers and in preparing job 
seekers for ever-evolving workplace needs. 

With the players assembled, it was time to think differently 
about how we prepare individuals for jobs in manufacturing.

Reimagining the Talent Pipeline
Re-engineering coursework to create a more effective and 
efficient talent pipeline is very much like applying lean processes 
to increase productivity in a manufacturing business. The 
resulting program, the Right Skills Now initiative, is a concise 
and comprehensive for-credit educational pathway to credentials 
that have immediate value in the workplace and lead to a career 
pathway. The NCRC forms the base of this stackable system, 
while the NIMS credentials certify critical in-demand machining 
and metalworking skills.

Through the program, manufacturers gain accelerated access 
to skilled talent as well as an efficient and sustainable system 
for evaluating which candidates have the right skills. Students 
(or job-seekers) earn industry-recognized credentials and 
credit toward a degree — all while working. Those who are 
unemployed or under-employed can prove they have the right 
skills in a competitive job market.

The best part? All of this happens in just 16 weeks — as 
compared to the nearly two years required by the previous 
approach. The Right Skills Now initiative has accelerated the path 
to skilled talent and shortened the time it takes to get that talent 
to the shop floor where it’s needed most.

A Scalable Model
The Right Skills Now pilot was launched in Fall 2011 at an event  
in Minneapolis featuring representatives from all partners — 
including both colleges, U.S. Small Business Administration 

Administrator Karen Mills, and Sen. Amy Klobuchar (D-Minn.).  
This spring, students from the first Right Skills Now program 
graduated and are on a path to careers in manufacturing. 
Employers like Darlene Miller are finding relief through a 
reinvigorated talent!pipeline. 

This progress sparked something remarkable — word got 
out about what was going on in Minnesota, and other states 
wanted to adopt the program. Currently there are official Right 
Skills Now partnerships underway through community colleges 
in Michigan, Nevada, and Washington, as well as the original 
in!Minnesota.

The Linchpin 
In evaluating the success of the Right Skills Now initiative, it’s 
important to note that none of this would have been possible 
without all partners collaborating in search of a talent innovation 
to address this challenging issue. 

While ACT, the NAM, and the President’s Jobs Council all bring 
unique expertise to the table, our nation’s network of community 
colleges provides the unparalleled reach necessary to tackle an 
issue of this scope at the local level throughout the country. 

As Margaret Mead said, “Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s 
the only thing that ever has.” With community colleges as our 
partners, we can bring change to a workforce that needs it. I 
hope you’ll be among those who join us in this endeavor.

Martin Scaglione is president of the workforce 
development division of ACT Inc.


