
Decaling takes place on the
line at Wabash National, after
employees have received
appropriate education and
hands-on experience in the
training center.
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P
resident John F. Kennedy once declared that “change is the law of life. And those
who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future.”

Wabash National Corporation has incorporated that philosophy into its training
programs, viewing change as an opportunity rather than an obstacle. Team orientation
and standardization are cornerstones of its training programs and day-to-day operations. 

Lafayette-based Wabash National is one of the largest semi-truck trailer manufacturers
in the world, working with most of the leading motor carriers in the United States. The large trailers you
see while driving on the highway likely were designed, manufactured and marketed by Wabash National.

From English as a Second Language (ESL) programs to technical training and leadership coaching,
Wabash National is committed to improving employees’ workplace basic skills. Its goal is not
uncommon. What is unique about the company’s improvement strategy is how workers contribute
to the development of training programs. 

“Our dream,” reveals Tim Monahan, senior vice president, human resources, “is to really
become a real learning organization.”

More and more companies nationwide are undertaking workplace literacy initiatives. Still, the
Indiana Chamber Foundation’s recent study, A Demand-side Strategy to Meet Indiana’s Basic Workforce
Skills Challenge, reveals that an estimated 960,000 to 1.23 million workers in Indiana have workforce

literacy skills below the minimum national standard for successful
21st century employment. 

Decal training
The job of manufacturing semi-truck trailers is not complete

until everything is in place. The company’s customers have
very specific decal requirements. Launched in December,
Wabash National’s mandatory decal training program has
increased employee morale and decreased scrap from decaling
by 65% in January and February. 

“We feel really good about the (decal training) program
that we developed,” proclaims Diann Calvert, a supervisor
with the continuous improvement department. “We actually
build modules that people can train on. They’re no longer right
on the shop floor being thrown onto the production line and
expected to keep up with the line movement.” 

Classes are designed in eight-hour increments. The curriculum
encompasses classroom instruction, hands-on training, and
both knowledge and technical skills testing.

As a trainer, Paula Royal has helped more than 90 people
earn decaling certification at the company. A former decaler,

she now oversees decalers as a process engineer technician. 
“We train the existing decalers, but we also train people (new

employees) coming in off the street so they all are standardized
and know they can go to any line and know exactly what they’re
going to be expected to do,” she explains.

Lou Ann Hendress has been employed at the company for 17
years. She credits the decal training program with helping her do
her job faster.

“I decaled 13 years before I went through the course, so it’s a big
change,” she reflects. “We had to learn to do it the correct way. I didn’t
really want to go through the schooling, but I’m glad I went.”
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She praises the program for fostering teamwork. 
“You all (the decalers) have to work together as a

team,” she emphasizes. “You can’t have one shift do it
different than the other team. So everything is done
exactly the same way for both shifts. That way, everything
is exactly alike. And it has worked out.”

Company transformation 
In April, the company celebrated its 20th anniversary.

Of the individuals commemorating the milestone,
approximately 100 have been with the company since
its inception. There are 2,500 full-time employees at
the Lafayette plant, with seasonal demands raising that
number as high as 3,500 at times.

New leadership in 2002 revitalized a company
that was “on the cusp of going out of business then. It
was cash poor. It was really struggling,” Monahan
maintains. “So the focus was surviving then, but as it
started to be more successful, the focus
has to be on, well now that we survived,
what are we going to do to take it forward?
The focus has changed from survival to
development and success for the future.”

The company has a variety of
training programs in place, but realizes
it does not have all the resources within
its own complex. Grants for Wabash
National’s workplace training initiatives
have been awarded by the state’s economic
development agency, Advance Indiana,
city of Lafayette, Indiana Department of Workforce Development’s
WorkKeys program and others.

Two additional partners are Ivy Tech and Purdue University. 
Teresa Lees, for example, earned certification through a

three-month maintenance technical training program offered
in conjunction with Ivy Tech. Each week, she attended three
days of classes at Ivy Tech and had two days per week of
“on-the-job training.” 

Topics included hydraulics, basic electricity and mechanical
issues. Participants underwent an interview and testing as part
of the selection process. She declares that it was “an excellent
program” and praises the instructors, who brought practical
experience in the maintenance field to their roles as trainers. 

Return on investment 
“We were very careful to get some measurement early on

about what it is costing us to do it wrong, get a baseline,” says
Sue Ann Ford, manager of organizational development. “And
we can put tangible numbers to the training improvements for
the process training … we will be doing another survey of our
workforce next year that will get at ‘how is the environment
for you for learning and for improving?’ ”

According to Monahan, “leadership is the key to the future
success of our organization.”

Leadership development, in fact, is one of the company’s
five focus areas. The remaining categories are associate development,

executive development, technical
excellence and succession planning.

To enhance their skills, middle
managers attend the Wabash
Leadership Series, which consists
of six, two-day training sessions. 

“It’s a common process,
common way of thinking,”
describes Tom Rodak, corporate
marketing manager. “It gets you
to rethink and remember how
to apply management styles to
different types of associates, how
to effectively resolve conflict, how
to be more productive. And when
you have these exercises that
you’re training on, everyone is
thinking that same way so that
when you’re in group meetings
together, it spreads; it gets

contagious if you will, and then you
get a common culture.”

Ford adds, “It sets an expectation
of our leadership that says, ‘we want
to be world class and these are some of
the definitions included in leadership
for a first-class organization.’ ” 

Attitude as a valued commodity
One of Wabash National’s priorities

is the safety of its workers, which encompasses environment and
health. The company conducted its ISO 14000 registration audit
of its environmental management system in April. 

“If people matter and if you put safety first, you put a better
environment first, and it changes the dynamic of how you look
at things,” Monahan points out.

If conducting interviews with two candidates, would
individuals with strong workforce skills be given preference
over those whose skills aren’t as strong, but who have a high
level of enthusiasm and a willingness to learn? 

Monahan: “Eventually, in my opinion, you want to have
both. You want to have competencies and good attitudes. My
personal view is I have a bias toward good attitudes and flexibility.
I would rather take them (employees) and train them because
these are the types of people that will take to this learning concept.”

New endeavors
Wabash National has invested in a new, multi-functional

11,000 square-foot facility onsite with a training room that
will seat up to 120 people. Among its roles will be promoting
computer-based training, further improving trainers’ skills,
housing a library, hosting speakers and facilitating distance
learning in the future. 

Another undertaking revolves around a new training
infrastructure, Ford relates, which will concentrate on learning
which “knowledge skills and abilities/competencies” are essential
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Tim Monahan points out some of the
principles of Wabash National’s commitment
to training and leadership.
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for each employee’s position at the company. 
Then, “we’ll do assessments about the gaps and then we’ll

target those areas for improvement. This is a big deal here,”
she stresses.

In accomplishing training goals, one of the biggest challenges
any company confronts is workers’ resistance to change. In
addition, “they (workers) need to know why you’re changing,”
Monahan says. “What’s the benefit of it? They have to see that
there’s value in what you’re trying to do.”

“And the sheer numbers is a challenge,” Ford remarks.
“Making sure that we get the right message and the same message
to everyone is a challenge and we’re addressing that. We’re in
that transitional phase of how do we make that tie.”

What sets Wabash National’s training programs apart?

“We listen to the people that it impacts the most, for one
thing,” Ford observes. “We’re asking them what the best way
to do it is and then we’re developing programs around that.
Everybody else can have the same equipment, the same building,
the same whatever, but it’s going to be the people that make
the difference, and we’re putting our money where our mouth
is when it comes to that.” 

Monahan concludes, “We have created an appetite here and
when you get that appetite for change, you can do just about
anything with it. It’s a matter of where you want to take it.”
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Resources: Wabash National Corporation at (765) 771-5535
or www.wabashnational.com 
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