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FORWARD

All labor that uplifts humanity
has dignity and importance
and should be undertaken with
painstaking excellence.
Martin Luther King Jr.

A

century of excellence has extended the
influence of a small campus far beyond
its hometown.
In celebration of the 100th anniversary of its
founding, the institution, known today as Pennsylvania
College of Technology, has published a series of books
that chronicles the history of the campus beginning
in 1914.
This book (number four in the series) and a
companion documentary, both titled Working Class:
100 Years of Hands-On Education, capture stories
that embrace the dignity of a “working class” defined
not only as a group of individuals contributing to
the workforce, but also as a teaching and learning
experience that puts general education into practice
through relevant, hands-on activities in classrooms,
shops, and laboratories.
The stories are told by the men and women who –
by their actions as teachers, students, and campus and
community leaders – helped to weave the institution’s
rich, century-old tapestry. These stories originally
were told in different forms, from personal memoirs

to videotaped interviews. Many were published in
newspapers and magazines.
Professor Emeritus and Master Teacher Veronica
M. Muzic, who served as the college’s chief academic
officer, said, “Past through present, [the book shares]
a consistent motif and one that demonstrates sound
planning and decision making over time.”
Penn College acknowledges the contributions
of many individuals whose work supported the
compilation of its history, including men and women
who shared their memories through oral history
recordings and provided generous contributions of
documents, photographs, and memorabilia to the
Madigan Library Archives.
Special thanks are offered to Professor Emeritus
and Master Teacher Daniel J. Doyle, Patricia A. Scott,
Thomas F. Speicher, and Christopher J. Leigh, for their
work with the oral history project; Nicole S. Staron,
Patricia A. Scott and Helen L. Yoas, for research
assistance; and Veronica M. Muzic, Thomas W. Wilson,
and Tina M. Miller for editing support.
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INTRODUCTION

W

orking Class: 100 Years of Hands-On
Education offers a glimpse into classrooms
that – for more than a century – have
presented postsecondary education in a unique manner,
combining general education with real work experience.
A century of success is rooted in the school’s
respect for the “working class” – defined not only as
a group contributing labor to the workforce, but also
as a classroom engaging students both in traditional,
general education, and relevant, hands-on, work-related
activity.
Today – in a learning environment that combines
classrooms, laboratories, and technology-enhanced
workspaces – students directly apply knowledge gained
from textbooks and lectures to real-world projects.
Through this comprehensive educational experience,
men and women – many representing the first
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generation in their families to attend college – increase
their prospects for richer, fuller lives.
Fortified by its success in creating opportunities
from challenges that ranged from depression and
world war to global industrialization, the institution
that began as a vocational education experiment in
1914 entered the 21st century as a nationally ranked,
baccalaureate college.
The celebration of its Centennial presents an
opportunity to explore the history of an institution
distinguished by its unique mission in a crowded
higher-education marketplace.
As a national leader in applied technology
education, Pennsylvania College of Technology
today builds upon a rich history of success, inspiring
individuals, workplaces, and communities through its
ongoing commitment to the “working class.”

A century of success is rooted in the school’s respect for the “working class”
– defined not only as a group contributing labor to the workforce, but also
as a classroom engaging students both in traditional, general education,
and relevant, hands-on, work-related activity.

The evolution of this institution has been marked
by its renaming – three times in its 100-year history.
The story began in 1914 when a new high school
opened in Williamsport, Pa. A vocational-technical
program housed in the school basement opened an
adult training program that gained national acclaim for
efforts to fight joblessness during the Great Depression.
The program grew into the world-renowned
Williamsport Technical Institute, founded in 1941,
and created the foundation for Williamsport Area
Community College, established in 1965 as one of
the state’s first community colleges and the only one
dedicated to hands-on, technical education.
Challenged by rising costs and facing the loss of
local sponsorship required by the community college
system, the college forged a unique affiliation with
The Pennsylvania State University that led to the

establishment of Pennsylvania College of Technology
in 1989.
As a special mission affiliate of Penn State, Penn
College became the state’s premier technical college. In
recent years, the college has articulated a vision to be
recognized as a national leader in applied technology
education.
Guiding the institution throughout its 100-year
history are consistent, core values that celebrate the
dignity of work and the importance of connecting
the classroom to “real world” experiences in business,
industry, and society.
This publication celebrates the ideals that inspired
Williamsport’s visionary leaders to embark upon a
journey in 1914 that would lead to a 21st-century model
of higher education.
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1914 – 1941

B

oom. Trees falling in Penn’s Woods once
made a powerful sound.
In the second half of the 19th century,
Pennsylvania was the greatest lumber-producing
state in the nation. Williamsport – a centrally located
city that held timber for miles in the cradle of the
Susquehanna Log Boom Company – became known as
“The Lumber Capital of the World.”
The boom created wealth in Williamsport, which
claimed more millionaires per capita than any other
city. While lumber barons built magnificent homes
within walking distance of the Susquehanna, thousands
of working-class citizens provided manual and skilled
labor that brought prosperity to the river valley.

Chute of the Susquehanna Boom at Hepburn Street

Cribs in Susquehanna River holding logs during lumber era

Lumberjacks of all ages

Logs
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For generations, local citizens lived off the land,
working on farms, in forests, and along the river. By the
early 1900s, many jobs began to disappear as the timber
boom that introduced great wealth into the region also
depleted once-plentiful natural resources.
The Pennsylvania Lumber Museum reported, “By
1920, the seemingly endless forests had become history,
and in hundreds of lumber towns as the last, solitary
log was moved up the jack ladder, the sawmill whistle
was given a long, lonely, final blast, which signaled the
closing of the mill and the end of an era.”

It was impossible to recreate lost natural resources,
but new opportunities for prosperity emerged as
a result of innovations that took place during the
lumbering period. Williamsport’s strategic location
and the introduction of steam-powered engines,
railroad transportation and other technologies led to
the development of large-scale, commercial enterprises
in the city. To be successful, those businesses needed
educated and skilled workers.

The boom
created wealth
in Williamsport,
which claimed
more millionaires
per capita than
any other city.

Train transporting logs

Photos property of James V. Brown Library, available
through the Pennsylvania History Collection

Collage of Williamsport views (Market Square, Third & Pine, Trinity Church, W. Fourth & Campbell, Lycoming Opera House
1914 – 1941 •
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Williamsport High School
A new Williamsport High School, built on land
between the Susquehanna River and the mansions of
“Millionaires’ Row,” symbolized the rising importance
of education in this 20th-century city.
In November 1914, a public celebration marked
the dedication of a majestic, neo-classical high school
building, where an enlightened faculty would introduce
new ideas about teaching and learning to meet the
needs of a city on the brink of change.
“At the turn of the century, the high school offered
four courses of study – the classical, the Latin-scientific,
the English-scientific, and the commercial,” declared
Williamsport Schools Through the Years, published in
1958. “As the century progressed, the high school kept
up with the times.
The school’s instructional shops were equipped
with tools and machines high school students could
use to develop the skills needed for jobs in local wood
products and machining industries.

“Williamsport had one of the best schools for
industrial arts in the state … for what we would now
call vocational education,” said George H. Parkes, who
joined the high school faculty as a mechanical drawing
teacher in 1920. He was named director of the high
school vocational program in 1924, and became the first
director of Williamsport Technical Institute in 1941.
The earliest industrial shops – situated, as Parkes
described, among the basement coal bins – were wood
shops, a pattern-making shop and a cabinet-making
shop.
“It is rather remarkable, the sophistication of that
program,” Parkes declared. “The high school was new. It
was a very well-built building, and was quite elaborately
equipped for its size and for the size of the program at
that particular time.”

The first machine shop

Wood products
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“At the turn of the century, the
high school offered four courses
of study – the classical, the Latinscientific, the English-scientific,
and the commercial. As the
century progressed, the high
school kept up with the times.”
Williamsport Schools Through the Years

Collage of views of interior of Williamsport High School, 1914

1914 – 1941 •
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Photos property of James V. Brown Library, available
through the Pennsylvania History Collection

Collage of manufacturers – Demorest Manufacturing Co. Otto Furniture Co., Dodge Sawmills,
Williamsport Furniture Co., Williamsport Kindling Wood Co., Lycoming Tannery
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Locker Room Auto Shop
As automobiles gained popularity across
America, vocational education leaders in
Williamsport saw an early opportunity to begin
training automotive mechanics, introducing one of
the nation’s first instructional automotive programs.
But, traditional classrooms and industrial shops were
not fitting for this type of program.
“We wanted to get into the automotive field
and there was no facility,” George H. Parkes recalled
in a 1970 interview. “So, we got them to give us
the old locker room … on the ground floor of the
southwest corner of the high school …. We got an
old automobile and put it in there. At the start, we
had only one student and he worked pretty much
alone in there. This student’s name was Morrissey,
Charlie Morrissey.”
The program soon outgrew the locker room
and instruction moved from the locker room to an
open area under the high school football stadium
bleachers.
“In order to get a respectable place to have
an auto shop, we persuaded the school board to
let us have the dismal, deep freeze area under the
bleachers …. When weather would permit it, we
did a great deal of work out there. Charlie Smith was

the instructor and later Harry Myers. This auto shop
under the bleachers was quite a popular thing, and it
gave us the background, and confronted us with the
problems.
“We finally (1931 or ‘32) came up with a very
elaborate auto shop, a very large auto shop, and
an extremely well-equipped auto shop,” Parkes
concluded. “This was perhaps one of the very first
auto shop buildings built for this purpose in the state
of Pennsylvania or in the country … as far as serious
auto mechanics is concerned.” ¨

Automotive mechanics

High School athletic field

1914 – 1941 •
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“It was started simply as a night school, as many other school
districts had at that particular time … The most significant
early step we took was when we carried the adult education
program into the foremanship training program.”
George H. Parkes

Adult Education

Armistice Day Parade

Photos property of James V. Brown Library, available
through the Pennsylvania History Collection

Welcome Home Parade – June 18, 1919
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In addition to its vocational program for high
school students, Williamsport offered adult education
prior to World War I, including citizenship and
literacy programs for immigrants and classes for adults
interested in finding jobs in commercial fields.
After the war, a veterans’ training program
operated in the city from 1920-24, offering classes
in automotive mechanics, pattern-making, cabinetmaking, drafting, and electricity; over the summer
months, when regular school was not in session,
veterans trained in the high school shops. When
that program closed, the high school expanded its
programming for adults.
“It was started simply as a night school, as many
other school districts had at that particular time,”
Parkes explained. “It didn’t look anything like our
subsequent vocational adult school, but we began to see
the possibilities, partly by our contacts with industry
and our research. The most significant early step we
took was when we carried the adult education program
into the foremanship training program.”
In 1926-29, approximately 20 industries signed on
for the foremanship training program, opening their

doors to allow the high school vocational teachers to
provide on-the-job training to employees who were in
line for advancement. Education had spread beyond the
classroom and into the workplace.
Parkes saw the
foremanship training
program as an opportunity
to give something back
to industries that earlier
offered a “cooperative
education” experience to
Williamsport High School
vocational students. Teenage
“co-op” students alternated
traditional learning – in
academic and shop classes –
with real work experience in the cooperating
local businesses.
“Most of our industries, while very cooperative,
were doing it chiefly as a gesture of good will for
working boys who couldn’t go to college,” Parkes said.
The vocational faculty who led foremanship
training became “almost partners with industry,”
Parkes said. “They were in and out of the industrial
plants at a great rate.”

Based on a 1930 survey of local
industry needs, the Williamsport
Plan recommended that the
vocational education program retrain
unemployed workers to fill vacant,
skilled positions that would support
the growth of local industries.

The close relationship between Williamsport’s
vocational teachers and business leaders was the spark
igniting an industry-education partnership that created
enthusiasm among students and employers for the next
century.
“When we started this foremanship training
program, the industries suddenly discovered that here
was a service that would earn money for them,” Parkes
stated. “This was the beginning of our success in our
work with the industries.”

Great Depression
When the Great Depression threatened the stability
of every American city, Williamsport’s business
and vocational education leaders – already united
by partnerships such as cooperative education and
foremanship training – pulled together. They came up
with a plan that would gain national attention for its
success in creating jobs and stimulating industry.
Based on a 1930 survey of local industry needs, the
Williamsport Plan recommended that the vocational
education program retrain unemployed workers to fill
vacant, skilled positions that would support the growth
of local industries.
“This retraining program was not a hit-or-miss
affair,” according to The Williamsport Schools Through
the Years. “Eight coordinators blueprinted the city’s
employment situation and students were trained to fit
specific jobs in the community.”
National media recognized the unique approach.
The Saturday Evening Post reported: “On the local level,
down where the jobs and the jobless are, a movement is
developing which, if it does not solve the unemployment
problem, is due to make a sizeable dent in it. What they
aim to do is train the jobless into jobs.”
The Post credited the retraining program for
unprecedented success: “What the Depression did
to Williamsport was about what it did to most
similarly placed industrial communities … but what
Williamsport did to the Depression is a story in the
best, though of late unofficial, American tradition.”

1914 – 1941 •
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Reprinted from Occupations – The Vocational Guidance Magazine, November 1938
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Reprinted from Occupations – The Vocational Guidance Magazine, November 1938
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Reprinted from Occupations – The Vocational Guidance Magazine, November 1938
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Reprinted from Occupations – The Vocational Guidance Magazine, November 1938
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Reprinted from Occupations – The Vocational Guidance Magazine, November 1938
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American Tradition
In Williamsport, the American tradition was
symbolized by a motivated working class of individuals
willing to roll up their sleeves and go to work learning
new techniques to secure better futures for themselves,
their families, and the companies that employed them.
The heart of that tradition was found in a new
machine shop, built across the street from the high
school, in the midst of the Great Depression. The shop’s
foundation was built by unemployed local citizens who
received food baskets as payment for their efforts.
Parkes, the vocational program director, was
determined to see the shop built, in spite of the
economic challenges faced by the school district during
the Depression. He credited his core of volunteer
unemployed workers – “businessmen, salesmen, men
who … didn’t seem to have too much skill but (were)
willing to work” – for making it possible.
The director felt certain that a machine shop held
incredible promise for the future, both for students
and for industry. One of his protégés, George E.
Logue, recalled Parkes describing a machine shop as a
foundation for all other industries.

“The only thing that can reproduce itself in the
world – that isn’t biological – is a machine shop,” Parkes
told Logue while convincing him to study machining
in the 1940s. “You can go in a machine shop and build
another one.”
Logue took Parkes’ advice and became a successful
entrepreneur. Late in his life, he gave credit for his
early success to faculty in the machine shop and in his
English classes, where he said the teachers persisted in
the difficult task of teaching English to “shop kids.”

Machine shop, 1921

Despite popular thinking of the day,
Williamsport’s vocational program
offered an equal blend of shop
experience and academics.
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“No better training for engineers and scientists”
Two Pants Suit Approach to Education
George H. Parkes, who was a student at Purdue
University when President Woodrow Wilson signed
the first federal act funding vocational education,
was one of the nation’s first fully certified vocational
education teachers. But, throughout his career, he
rejected the notion that college preparation and
vocational education should be separate.
“In most vocational programs carried on by
the public schools under the Smith Hughes Act,
it was almost a standard practice, encouraged by
the old federal board and later encouraged by the
vocational cadre of the U.S. Office of Education, to
ignore any college preparatory education under
Smith Hughes funds,” Parkes wrote in a summary
of activities titled “The Educational Job Concept” in
1974. “The powerful American Vocational Association
is to this day generally in support of no ‘college prep’
programs for vocational students. The Williamsport
faculty never liked this, since there could be no
better training for engineers and scientists than a
properly oriented vocational education.”
He described the unique approach of faculty,
who were committed to using real work experience
as a foundation for college preparation, as offering
students a “two pants suit.”
“We organized a semi-volunteer program,
which we referred to as a ‘two pants suit.’ A selected
student could follow his usual day-time vocational

curriculum and, by special scheduling, he could
take courses in mathematics, science, English, and
so on, under properly qualified teachers, and upon
high school graduation, receive the accreditation for
admission to college, chiefly in the engineering field
…. The program was developed and supervised for
nearly 30 years by Arthur K. Patterson, an electrical
engineering graduate who had developed into one
of our best trained leaders.”
Contrary to ideas that vocational education
allowed students to exhibit lower standards
than traditional college preparatory classes, this
approach demanded a serious commitment.
“This higher education objective required a
great deal of student determination and academic
zeal,” Parkes insisted. “For example, students had to
attend classes in the evening, and could not always
participate in some of the activities dear to high
school students.”
Students who committed to the program
became leaders among their high school classmates,
Parkes reported.
“This pre-technical, open-door, ‘two pants
suit’ approach brought to our vocational
program many students who wished a
vocational training program, but also wished
to be eligible for college at some later date. The
program added respectability to our group and Mr.
Patterson saw to it that these
special students participated
quite fully in student affairs in the
high school. At one time, I recall
a high school teacher tried to
have some administrative control
on student activity offices,
which were being excessively
awarded to vocational students.
Undoubtedly, this program was
a strong factor in progressively
reducing the inter-faculty
superiority contests.” ¨

1914 – 1941 •
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Equal Blend – Shop and Academics
Despite popular thinking of the day, Williamsport’s
vocational program offered an equal blend of shop
experience and academics. While the Smith-Hughes
National Vocational Education Act of 1917 emphasized
practical work experience over academic course work,
Williamsport’s vocational program director did not
give in to the notion that vocational students should be
denied the advantages of a general education.
Parkes’ experience, as a railroad mechanic with
an engineering degree and vocational education
teacher certification, led him to believe that, while
his vocational students may have wanted more shop
time, they needed the right balance of education and
experience.
He convinced the school’s “classically trained”
English department faculty to allow alternative
methods for teaching the fundamentals of language
and communication to the vocational students. This
included using trade publications instead of textbooks
to encourage even the most reluctant students to read.
A textbook written by one of the department’s
English instructors, John T. Shuman, featured the
principles that were used to combine general and
vocational education in Williamsport’s classrooms. In
his introduction to Spelling
for Trade and Technical
Students, published in 1934,
Shuman wrote:
“Teachers will find
that the book properly
used has in it much that
tends to motivate study on
the part of the vocational
pupil. The different types
of lessons prevent study
of the material from
becoming a monotonous
routine …The mixing
of trade, industrial, and general
words tends also among this group of pupils to arouse
greater interest and to promote more purposeful and
sincere study than almost any other combination.”
The book’s content focused on improving
vocabulary by incorporating general and industrial
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“The mixing of trade, industrial, and general
words tends also among this group of
pupils to arouse greater interest and to
promote more purposeful and sincere study
than almost any other combination.”
words with technical words used in the most common
trades. It also presented words frequently misspelled
“by all high school students and people in general” and
offered lessons on “specific spelling difficulties that
persist in the spelling of older pupils.”
Shuman stressed the importance of customizing
general education to convince vocational students that
reading, writing and mathematics are among the tools
needed in their trades.
He wrote: “‘I know but I can’t say it’ or ‘I know but
I don’t know how to write it’ is heard frequently by the
teacher of vocational classes. A reasonable degree of
accuracy and proficiency in the fundamentals such as
spelling and using words is absolutely necessary to a
continued improvement in the pupil’s English. Yet in
spite of the existing situation we have thus far done very
little to provide this group with English material which
for them is practical, interesting, and essential.”
He acknowledged an abundance of “many excellent
books available in the field of English,” but insisted
that helping students find meaning in academics by
honoring their particular field of interest was the
ultimate key to success.
“It is true that vocational pupils should broaden
their range of interests by studying much that their
fellow pupils in other courses study, by reading
good books, and by participating in extra-curricular
activities. But since the great majority of them enter
industry from the vocational or trade school, they must
also be taught in their classes something about the
romance, the content, and the vocabulary of industry.”
Shuman’s textbooks integrated the fundamentals
of communication with vocational interests and
encouraged students and their teachers to honor
the connection between academics and real work
experience.
“My own experience in teaching English to
such students has convinced me of the overriding
importance of correct motivation,” he said.

Reprinted from Spelling for Trade and Technical Students, 1934

27

In English for Vocational and Technical
Schools, published in 1936 and 1954, John T.
Shuman specifically addressed the question,
“Have you ever wondered why you should
learn to speak and write well?”
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“It is true that vocational pupils
should broaden their range
of interests by studying much
that their fellow pupils in other
courses study, by reading good
books, and by participating
in extra-curricular activities.
But since the great majority of
them enter industry from the
vocational or trade school, they
must also be taught in their
classes something about the
romance, the content, and the
vocabulary of industry.”
John T. Shuman

Shuman’s work influenced vocational teaching
throughout North America. His English for
Vocational and Technical Schools is credited as
the basis for a Canadian text written by teaching
masters at Seneca College.
Authors Elizabeth A.
Holmes and A.C.L. Holmes
said their Communication
Skills for the World of
Work, published in 1981,
was designed “primarily
as a textbook for a senior
secondary school course in
applied English or a college
course in communications
skills for students who are
about to go out to work in
industry.”
The original textbook by Shuman
featured chapters on “Writing with Imagination
about Your Work,” “Making Suggestions about
Your Job,” “English in Advertising and Selling,”
and “Report Writing,” with a range of themes from
accident reports to inspection reports. A section
on “Sending Telegrams,” as part of “Conducting
Business by Correspondence,” reflected the era’s
communication technology.
Shuman believed lessons that encouraged
students to express themselves “clearly and
correctly in letters, reports, discussions, and
conferences” were more successful than traditional
methods of teaching language arts because they
allowed “correct English” to be “absorbed in terms
of use rather than learned as theory through rules.”
In addition to his English and spelling
textbooks, Shuman authored several books related
to instruction in the machine shop, including
Machine Shop Work, published in 1943 by the
American Technical Society. In the same year, the
same publisher released another book by Shuman:
Fundamental Shop Training for Those Preparing for
War Service.

1914 – 1941 •
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Defense Contracts
In preparation for World War II, government
defense contracts created a demand for skilled
machinists across the nation. In Williamsport, the
manufacturer of Lycoming Engines increased its
workforce to supply the French and British, even before
America entered the war.
By 1940, Williamsport’s vocational education
program was enlisted as a defense training operation
to serve the needs of companies like Avco (Lycoming
Engines). More than 5,000 students/citizens were
enrolled in training and retraining programs.
“We went day and night,” Parkes said, describing
the era in which classes met 24 hours a day to train first,
second and third shift factory workers.

By 1940, Williamsport’s vocational education program was enlisted
as a defense training operation. More than 5,000 students/citizens
were enrolled in training and retraining programs.
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Aviation mechanics

Reprinted from One College Avenue, Fall 2014
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Reprinted from One College Avenue, Fall 2014
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THE WILLIAMSPORT PLAN
Reprinted from A Picture of Lycoming County, a research project of The

Greater Williamsport Community Arts Council in conjunction with The
Williamsport Area School District, funded through The Comprehensive
Employee’s Training Act (CETA) Title VI 1977-78.

L

ike other cities in 1930, Williamsport found itself
in the midst of the Depression and facing rising
unemployment. To add to its difficulties, the
U. S. Rubber Company closed its plant in Williamsport
in 1932, putting an additional 2,500 people out of work,
swelling the already overburdened relief rolls and
leaving most of the workers without marketable skills.
Faced with rising relief bills, businessmen worked
through the Chamber of Commerce to collect data
to determine what type of worker was unemployed.
The results showed that 75 percent of the unemployed
were unskilled, 85 percent of whom had adequate
backgrounds to become skilled or semi-skilled
workers. A shop-to-shop survey made the surprising
disclosure that while unemployment was rising, many
shops reported an increasing shortage of workers with
particular skills. Dr. George H. Parkes, director of the
vocational department of the Williamsport High School,
was appointed to design a program that would equip the

Dr. George H. Parkes, director
of the vocational department of
the Williamsport High School,
was appointed to design a
program that would equip the
unemployed with needed skills.
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unemployed with needed skills.
A plan, which became known as the Williamsport
Plan, was designed to screen, train, and place the
unemployed through the coordinated efforts of the
Williamsport Retraining School—also directed by Dr.
Parkes—the state employment office, the YWCA, the
YMCA, and numerous other agencies.
The Williamsport Retraining School was to serve
also as a training center for the WPA, PWA, NYA and
CCC. In the Williamsport High School at the corner
of Third and Susquehanna Streets, the staff of the
Williamsport Retraining School set up an electrical
shop in a coal bin, reclaimed a locker room for the
automotive department, and set up a machine shop
under the new school bleachers. With only a $1000 grant
from the Williamsport School District, the Williamsport
Retraining School could afford little in the way of
manpower. About $10,000 in equipment was salvaged
from area junk yards and reconditioned. Another

$10,000 worth of equipment was borrowed from area
industries.
By 1933, Parkes decided a separate building for
the Williamsport Retraining School was needed. The
Williamsport School District could offer no funds and
did not agree that a separate building was necessary.
So the staff of the Williamsport Retraining School
chose a site on school property, designed a blueprint of
the building, and tapped the County Relief Board for
a work force. Every day a different crew of 20 workers
was sent to the school with materials bought on credit
and borrowed tools; the crew dug out a foundation and
constructed a one-story, saw-tooth building with walls
of glass to admit a maximum of natural light. By 1934
the three-unit building at the corner of West Third and
Park Streets was ready for use.
When surveys projected a need for truck drivers, the
staff of the school borrowed trucks, dug a regulationsized mechanics pit in the yard of the school and started

one of the first trucking schools in the country. When
there was a shortage of men skilled in the use of the
acetylene torch, the staff rounded up several secondhand and discarded torches and borrowed a skilled
worker as an instructor.
The single objective of the Williamsport Plan was
to place the unemployed in jobs for which they were
trained. Toward that end, eight industry-experienced
coordinators were employed by the Williamsport
Retraining School to determine what skills local
industries would be needing in the near future and
what student was best suited for training in that area.
Follow-up training was offered until the employee was
settled in his job.
Most employers were unable to predict their future
needs, but interviews with shop foremen and supervisors
uncovered specifically needed skills. Applicants to the
program were interviewed to determine their aptitude as
well as their interest.

In the Williamsport High School at the corner of Third and Susquehanna Streets, the staff of the Williamsport Retraining
School set up an electrical shop in a coal bin, reclaimed a locker room for the automotive department, and set up a
machine shop under the new school bleachers.
Reprinted from A Picture of Lycoming County, 1977-78
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trained for employment.
Unless an applicant showed no aptitude for a skill
needed by industry, he received this skill with the near
The staff of the Williamsport Retraining School
certainty of placement. The strength of the program
was far superior to any in the country in its job
rested in the ability of Parkes
placement record and its ability to
and his staff to determine the
predict the job market. Educators,
The strength of the program
applicant’s ability and to equip
state and federal groups, and
rested in the ability of Parkes
him with a marketable skill.
businessmen visited the Williamsport
and his staff to determine the
Coordinators kept close contact
Retraining School, a predecessor
applicant’s
ability
and
to
equip
with area employers to be certain
to the Williamsport Technical
him with a marketable skill.
applicants would be trained in
Institute and the Williamsport Area
skills that would be needed.
Community College, to study its
Between 1930 and 1940, about 4,000 unemployed
organization. The Williamsport Plan was applauded by
workers were placed, each at a cost of only $100. More
the federal government, by numerous newspapers, and
than half of them had been on Williamsport relief rolls.
in 1940 by Nation’s Business, Woman’s Day, and The
The program was so successful that in 1940, 3,100
Saturday Evening Post.
people were enrolled, 600 of whom were placed in that
The purpose of the Williamsport Plan was to retrain
year. Lycoming County had been the first county in the
workers left jobless by the economic crisis. At the time,
state to initiate a program to pay relief recipients as they
Lycoming County experienced an unemployment rate

The Williamsport Plan eventually made
training available to other persons at the
technical school through federal government
programs, such as the Civilian Conservation
Corps and the National Youth Administration.
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Susquehanna Street. Each boy stayed in the program
of 25 percent. The Williamsport Plan was so successful
for a year, which consisted of 80 hours of training
at retraining workers for the skilled positions opening
alternating with 80 hours of work. While at work
up in area plants, that it won national recognition. It was
the boys repaired and reconditioned
praised as a creative and responsible
machines for the government and
way for a community to deal with
Between 1930 and 1940,
military. The Center was able to train
the problems of unemployment on
about 4,000 unemployed
100 boys at a time and helped many get
its own initiative. The high school
workers were placed, each
adult training program provided the
a start in life when they needed it most.
at
a
cost
of
only
$100.
necessary instruction from 6 p.m. to
In 1940, with America’s
10 p.m. so that trainees could pursue
involvement in World War II just around
whatever employment they could find during the day.
the corner, the Williamsport School Board established a
The Williamsport Plan eventually made training
special Emergency Training Commission to undertake
available to other persons at the technical school
the training of men and women for defense work. The
through federal government programs, such as the
Williamsport vocational operation at the high school
Civilian Conservation Corps and the National Youth
became one of the first in the country to begin a defense
Administration. The NYA brought high school age
training program. The school operated on a twenty-four
boys to Williamsport from throughout Pennsylvania
hour a day schedule.
for technical training at the high school shops on

The staff of the Williamsport Retraining
School was far superior to any in the
country in its job placement record and
its ability to predict the job market.

Lycoming County had been
the first county in the state
to initiate a program to pay
relief recipients as they
trained for employment.

Reprinted from A Picture of Lycoming County, 1977-78

39

1941 – 1965

T

ech was the word used to
describe Williamsport’s
vocational education
program, which gained national
recognition for a battle plan
against unemployment during The Great Depression.
Established in the World War I era, the program tested
the adaptability of its “working class” curriculum when
called to action to support the buildup of the defense
industry in preparation for World War II.
Eleven days after the Nazis invaded Holland
and Belgium – before the U.S. entered the war –
Williamsport Area School District established
an Emergency Training Commission to adapt its
vocational program to meet defense training needs.
Williamsport’s program
– focused on developing
highly skilled metal
workers in its instructional
shops – became one of the
first vocational education
programs in the nation
adapted for the war effort.
Williamsport’s program – focused on developing
highly skilled metal workers in its instructional shops –
became one of the first vocational education programs
in the nation adapted for the war effort.
As the war expanded, so did the demand for
manufactured goods. Most factories in Lycoming
County converted operations to respond to wartime
needs. Williamsport’s training program operated
working classrooms around the clock to provide
workers with the skills needed to increase production
and expand the local economy.
By 1941, the vocational program was “so large and
diverse,” according to A Picture of Lycoming County,
“that the School District voted to turn it into a technical
institute separate from the high school ….
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• WORKING CLASS

The Williamsport Technical Institute, or ‘Tech,’
remained under the control of the city school board but
had its own director and educational program. The Tech
continued to provide vocational training to both adults
and secondary students. The first director of WTI was
Dr. George Parkes.”
The emphasis on defense industry training
significantly increased adult enrollment at the technical
institute. According to The WTI Story, a multimedia
promotion presented by the institute in 1952, enrollment
during the war years reached 6,500.
Many companies partnered with the institute,
including the area’s largest private employer, the
Lycoming Division of Aviation Corporation (Avco).
Parkes, the institute’s founding director, said “Lycoming
Motors was a big factor” in WTI’s early growth.
The company’s 4,000 workers manufactured 600
engines per month, including
those for a Navy bomber,
B-29 bombers, the Packard
Rolls-Royce P-51, the Stinson
Flying Jeep, the Spartan,
Curtis, Cessna, and Beechcraft,
according to A Picture of
Lycoming County.

The emphasis on defense industry
training significantly increased adult
enrollment at the technical institute.

