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Building tomorrow’s workforce
Skagit Valley College expands manufacturing program to meet local demands
By MARK STAYTON
@Mark_SVH

MOUNT VERNON — Big changes are underway at Skagit Valley College to help better prepare students for the
Pacific Northwest’s rapidly evolving and expanding industries.
Working with industry partners in manufacturing, health care, automotive technology, agriculture and more, the
college has taken a second look at its organization from all levels: from big picture goals in a new strategic plan to
ground-level program changes coming from additional specialty certificates and micro-certificates.
For the first time, the college has a strategic plan that includes specific, measurable priorities, SVC President Tom
Keegan said. These priorities will be evaluated at least every three years to ensure they are current and relevant, he
said.
One priority is listed as “aligning educational programs with regional and state economic development strategies.”
Keegan said he holds quarterly meetings with representatives of regional industries, unions and economic
development organizations to keep track of population, employment and industry growth trends.
“We want to make sure we are only adding and expanding programs that are supporting our existing and future
economic development strategies,” Keegan said.
Manufacturing has been the most affected program so far. The college formerly offered one certificate program in
manufacturing foundations that was led by a parttime adjunct faculty member.
Six full certificates have been added within the last two years, including advanced composites, computer-aided
technical design and manufacturing technology. Barry Hendrix was brought on full-time in January to head the
program.
Like all program leaders at the college, Hendrix meets regularly with an advisory board of industry representatives
who review curriculum and learned skills to offer advice on how courses could better prepare students.
Hendrix said input from the board has helped develop programs that teach not only the technical training needed
for manufacturing jobs, but math, computing and soft skills like written and verbal communication that help make
well-rounded, flexible workers. He said many local manufacturers, like Hexcel and Janicki Industries, are looking
for technicians who pump out identical parts on an assembly line and work in groups to produce custom, one-off
products.
“People have this misconception about manufacturing, that it’s mass-production. Really, it’s mass-customization,”
Hendrix said. “Making not the same thing over and over, but a similar thing with custom needs.”
Numerous microcertificates — which often require one quarter of coursework — were added to the program in
high-demand fields like composites windblade repair, quality assurance and technical drawing.
Hendrix said the microcertifications can be taken individually to diversify a worker’s skills or can be strung together
to flesh out a certificate or associate degree.
“We’re trying to build a program that will allow anybody to get back into the workforce, or into the workforce for the
first time,” Hendrix said. He said the majority of his students are in workforce retraining.
Kevin Ridge, a 42-yearold former construction supervisor from Oak Harbor, said he is pursuing an associate
degree in welding while earning microcertifications in manufacturing and composite windblade repair. He said he is
working to find a job with a high-tech aviation manufacturer like Boeing or Janicki Industries.
“ M y t r a d e i s d e a d ,” Ridge said during a break in his welding class at SVC’s Mount Vernon campus. “I was
thinking about going to the refineries, but I’d like to work inside. I’ve worked out there before, and the refineries are a
young man’s game.”
Ann Avary, director of SVC’s Northwest Center for Excellence in Marine Manufacturing and Technology, said
courses in composites manufacturing and repair have greatly expanded in the last few years with plans to continue
to evolve to meet expected demand in those fields.
She said the lightweight, high-strength materials are becoming more popular in all kinds of industries, from
automobiles and aircraft to alternative energy and industrial uses.
“The use of composites materials is exploding exponentially,” Avary said. “ … the need for qualified technicians to
repair those parts — whether it’s a turbine blade, an airplane wing or an auto part — is going to grow and increase.”
She said the composites windblade repair microcertificate will be offered for the first time this summer, and a
course working with recycled composite materials will likely start in the fall.
Tom Doughty, vice president of administration for Janicki Industries, is the manufacturing representative at
Keegan’s quarterly meetings. Doughty said the company plans to continue working with the college to help produce
competent workers locally for a changing industry.
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“The best employees we can get are the ones that are already here,” Doughty said. “We don’t have to convince
them that Sedro-Woolley or the Skagit Valley is a great place to live. They already know that.”
Reporter Mark Stayton: 360-416-2112, mstayton@ skagitpublishing.com, Twitter:@Mark_SVH, facebook.
com/byMarkStayton

Scott Terrell / Skagit Valley Herald
Skagit Valley College student Daniel Muir uses a metal inert gas-welding system on a roll bat the welding class
installed in the school’s auto club’s drag-racing car.

Scott Terrell / Skagit Valley Herald
Jake Massey, who is scheduled to graduate from Skagit Valley College in June, cuts a metal plate using an
oxy-acetylene torch.
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