[Intro Music]

Samantha: 
My name is Samantha Lewis and I'm excited to introduce our podcast today, which is led by Barry Render, author of the number One Operations Management title on the market.
Our guest is Michael Nager, the business development manager at Festo didactic, a large German firm that creates tools to facilitate learning experiences for engineers and technicians.
Barry and Mike will be discussing awareness and education around careers in manufacturing.

Barry: 
Thanks, Samantha, and thanks Michael for joining us today.  It's great to have you on the podcast.

Mike: 
Yeah.  Thank you, Barry.  I really appreciate the opportunity to talk about this important subject with you and your audience.

Barry: 
Well, first let me start with your company, Festo Didactic.  I'm sure is not well heard of, or well known around the US, even though it's a very large company with thousands of employees.  Can just tell us a little bit about the company?

Mike: 
Yeah, of course.  So we're part of the Festo group of companies, which is a privately held German based corporation.  People in industry know Festo automation primarily for pneumatic valves and cylinders and automation components.
I work for the division called Festo Didactic, which helps support educators around the world in providing a hands on experience for students that are learning technical disciplines.
So industrial engineering, electrical engineering technicians, maintenance, we are focused solely on education and training and develop curriculum, equipment and credentials around all of that.

Barry: 
You know, you're known as a thought leader in smart manufacturing.
You've written a couple books, including one that I've read, called Smart Students Guide to Smart Manufacturing and Industry 4.0, and I know you just want an award for a book on manufacturing jobs intended for children to read.
How did you get into this job?  What led you to this?

Mike: 
Yeah.  So it's been a little bit of a journey, Barry.
So you know, with my work with Festo Didactic, I'm helping combat the skills gap that we have in the United States.  So the skills gap is usually defined as employers not being able to find folks with very specific sets of knowledge and things like welding or machining or maintenance and that sort of thing.
And then as I was traveling a around the country working with schools, colleges, universities, I noticed something that was a little bit disturbing is… at the same time, employers are saying that they can't find people to work, I'm looking at these schools and I'm working with these schools on programs and find that there's some empty seats.  So not all the seats that are available for students are being filled in these technical programs.
So I had the idea as a side project to write these books to try to encourage young people, teens and children to consider manufacturing, supply chain management and all the related fields to consider these as career choices earlier in their education journey.  So hopefully if everything went well now we could fill those seats with more students in universities and technical schools throughout the country.

Barry:
You've told me before that you thought we've kind of dug ourselves into a hole and that in this country most people, all they know about manufacturing is it sort of a dying industry.
We've gone offshore.  We've gone overseas.  What makes this awareness gap so difficult to overcome?

Mike:
Well, you know, manufacturing is in a very literal sense is a hidden industry.
So as you're driving down the highway, you know and looking out the window, you might notice, you know, some sort of windowless steel frame building by the side of the road.  No windows, very nondescript.
If you weren't paying attention, it would just zip right by, but if you were to go inside, people are shocked to find that these manufacturing operations are not dirty and dangerous and dim like yesteryear.  
But actually are very bright high technology places to work.  So if you were to walk into one of those buildings, you would very likely see automated storage and retrieval systems.  You would see mobile robots, Industrial robots, increasingly cobots, all working to produce products, but it's hidden.
So I'd like to use the analogy of a construction fence, so I imagine there's some people that got into the construction industry because when they were small, they were walking by a construction site, peered through the little window that they put into the fence, and then they got to see the steam rollers and the all the heavy equipment.
And I imagine some people, you know from that early age decided to go into the construction industry.
Well, I can't go out and just build windows into these manufacturing facilities.  If I show up with my saws all and say I'm gonna cut a window into the side of the building so people can see inside property, the owners would not like that very much.
So I wrote these books as kind of a virtual window into the manufacturing operations so that people that are not able to see it first and well at least be able to read about it and spark their interest.
So that was kind of the philosophy behind the book generation.

Barry:
If the title of a worker in a factory a decade ago was machine operator who just pushed the same button 400 times a day, what would that title be today?  

Mike:
Yeah.  Well, thanks for that, Barry.
As technology is increasingly and more rapidly being deployed in manufacturing, operations and supply chain, I don't want to leave out supply chain either.  Every job role within that facility is changing.
So, as you mentioned, for many decades, machine operator was a job title and basically the human was tasked with tending the machine, keeping it filled with parts, taking finished parts out after the cycle run, basically pushing stop and start buttons all day long.  
With the technology increasing we are starting to see a shift even at the operator level.  So instead of being called an operator, people in these positions are increasingly being called production specialists.
So now the job is shifting from being a machine tender to actually helping the corporation achieve its financial goals by ensuring that the production run for whatever shift that they're responsible for is meeting the goals.
So if 1000 widgets are supposed to be produced in this job shift, the production specialist who is taking the place of what used to be called the operator is responsible to make sure that those thousand widgets are produced at the end.  So it's a complete mind, it's a complete shift in mind space of what the job actually is and the importance.
So, uh, you know, it's just not engineers.  It's not just technicians, even at the operator level being renamed production specialist show how important it is for people to have this skills to be able to run these highly technical operations,

Barry: 
Are these jobs paying enough to attract college graduates and graduates of technical community colleges?

Mike:
Yeah.  So, increasingly, the job rates are going up.
You know what we're finding is that in the overall employment situation, there might be a less a need for less overall total employees, but the pay structure and the career potential for the employees that are working there is increasing.  So it's a very good situation to be in if you or someone that has these skills.
So that's part of my job, is to help colleges and universities produce students that have these skills and can command that higher pay.

Barry: 
So what exactly does your firm, Festo Didactic, do to address the awareness gap?  And how do you help colleges in terms of moving forward?

Mike: 
Yeah.  So you know, with my work at Festo didactic, you know, primarily I'm attacking the skills gap.
So I'm already working with institutions and professors and departments that know that just skills that need to be taught, and knowledge that needs to be taught and what we do is we bring on a very hands on oriented approach to the learning system. 
So it's not theoretical, it's just not PowerPoints.  
If we're talking about learning the subject of industrial controls or industrial maintenance, we actually produce and provide the equipment that students will see in the factories and they get to work with various hand tools and screwdrivers and multi meters and laptop computers increasingly to be able to troubleshoot or design or to engineer these systems.
So we're looking for an experience that combines theoretical and practical aspects, not just the theoretical side.
In this probably comes from our German heritage.  So Germany has a very well world-renowned reputation for apprentice programs of having students learning and working at the same time throughout their educational career, that we're helping US institutions bring this experiential learning experience at the students as well.

Barry:
For example, what kind of work?  I know you're doing something in Northeastern University.  Could you just sort of describe your involvement there?

Mike:
Yeah.  So my particular role within the organization is working in the department that we call the solution center.
So your listeners can think of our solution center as a system integrator for educational facilities and the way that we work is we work with the schools to define a scope and typically it's a learning factory.
That's kind of a little bit of a name that we've called it.  So we'll design and learning factory that can be placed into the classroom.  We're into the laboratory that provides a very holistic experience for the students.
So this factory will actually produce a product of some sort from start to finish.  Raw materials all the way through all the production processes out to delivery to the customer, but shrunk down so that it fits into a standard classroom environment, say 20 by 20 or 30 by 30 feet of classroom space.
It has all the hardware.  How we source controllers and robots from all the leading manufacturers around the world for any particular project   We have a software suite that is on top of that hardware and students you know, learn about statistics, statistical process control, overall equipment effectiveness, all these higher-level topics as well as just the hardware portion of it.
So learning factory is kind of what we call it.

Barry:
Great.  I learned a lot from you today, Mike.  I really appreciate your coming on our podcast.
I think it's fascinating what you're doing and I wish you all the best.
Congratulations on your books as well.  Thanks again for joining us.

Mike: 
Yeah.  Thank you for the opportunity, Barry, to speak with you and your audience

[Outro Music]  
