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FIAT CHRYSLER 
AUTOMOBILES
Engaging the Next 
Generation of Workers

Address: 5880 State Road 28, Tipton, IN 46072
Telephone: (800) 334-9200
Web site: www.fcagroup.com 
Resource: Tonia Fetters, analyst, World Class 
Manufacturing Academy Indiana

Tonia Fetters says there are two key elements to influencing students – building 
relationships and repetitive interactions. She is using these guiding principles to 
help create a pipeline of potential employees for Fiat Chrysler Automobiles (FCA).

Fetters manages the company’s workforce development program as part of its 
World Class Manufacturing Academy (WCMA Indiana) in Tipton. The program is 
reaching out to students in kindergarten through eighth grade at 27 schools in nine 
surrounding counties.

More than 5,000 students have been engaged since the inception in 2017. The hope is that some of those 
young people will become future team members at the nine-speed transmission assembly plant. 

Best in class
Toyota Motor Company has The Toyota Way, Spotify the Spotify Tribe and Lockheed Martin the Cyber 

Kill Chain®. FCA’s methodology is known as World Class Manufacturing.
Fiat brought the concept to Chrysler when the two companies merged in 2009. The focus is to eliminate 

waste and improve quality and safety in a systematic and organized way. 
FCA created its own “schools” using the same principles and name – calling them World Class 

Manufacturing Academies. At these academies, professional trainers share best practices to all sectors of the 
company worldwide. 

There are two academies in North America, one in Detroit and the second in Tipton. In 2013, FCA 
acquired an existing facility in Tipton and invested $162 million. Production there began in April 2014.

WCMA Indiana was made possible by a $2.1 million investment funded by the company and the United 

By Brenda L. Holmes

MEMBER SPOTLIGHT

Elementary students get a 
chance to work as a team 
during a field trip to the 
Fiat Chrysler Automobiles 
facility in Tipton.
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Auto Workers. The main priority is serving FCA employees through 
manufacturing and technical training and providing educational 
opportunities, with the help of area colleges and universities. 

It has also been tasked to create that pipeline of talent to fill 
in-demand positions – both now and in the future.

Workforce development program
Through WCMA Indiana, Fetters, an analyst, leads the efforts of 

attracting young people. The workforce development program consists 
of a five-step process in which students are exposed to FCA over a 
span of several years through various activities and field trips. 

The early returns are encouraging.
“What we were finding is that many of the teachers had never 

been inside a factory before. They had no experience or awareness of 
what advanced manufacturing looked like or what it would be like to 
work for a company like ours,” Fetters explains.

Step one
The effort begins with hosting teachers for four-hour training 

sessions. Educators spend two hours on the shop floor getting a feel 
for what it is like to work in the advanced manufacturing setting.

“They see the pace of the work; how clean it is and how the 
people work together. Then we bring them up to the academy and 
give them STEM (science, technology, engineering and math) 
simulations that they can take back and share with the kids in their 
classrooms,” she shares.

In 2019, using a grant from Purdue University, WCMA Indiana 
hosted a week-long Teacher Boot Camp for eight area educators 
representing six schools.

“The teachers did a project and created curriculum for students 
that we now use,” Fetters relays. “Those teachers represent access to 
over 2,400 students. If you teach the teachers, you can really have an 
impact.”

Second phase
After the educators are on board, they prepare their classes for 

their own two-hour field trip to the plant and academy. 

“When they (the teachers) go back (from their initial session), 
they are doing activities in the classroom and really getting the kids 
excited about their field trip,” Fetters outlines.

Each class, on average 25 students, gets its own outing. Students 
observe employees and complete hands-on activities involving age-
appropriate simulations of the work environment. 

STEM day 
“We have an old NASCAR trailer that we’ve retrofitted into a 

mobile classroom,” Fetters offers. “Our employees take it to the 
school, and we have four or five simulation exercises that are teaching 
critical thinking skills.”

The students learn concepts such as how important it is to do 
things safely and efficiently. Operating go-karts around orange safety 
cones, for example, gives them a feel for driving a piece of equipment 
like a forklift. Using tweezers to carefully place small components on 
specific spots is another hands-on simulation. Time constraints are 
added to the exercises as skills are enhanced.

Project time
Step four is to complete a project that benefits the FCA facility.
“One of our plants was putting a bird habitat on the property as 

an environmental project. One of the middle schools actually built us 
Purple Martin birdhouses,” Fetters says.

For this initiative, skilled trades men and women went to the 
school regularly to work with the students. When completed, the 
birdhouses were installed at the plant. Another example was the 
building of rain catchers for an employee garden.

Return visit
The fifth and final step is another visit to WCMA Indiana, 

complete with more simulation exercises. Examples: using a virtual 
welding machine or a tabletop robot.  

The goal is to give the students, teachers, counselors and 
administrators a better understanding of what careers are available 
within an advanced manufacturing facility. FCA employs the 
electricians, engineers, safety professionals and others you would 

Indiana Vision 2025: Outstanding Talent

The workforce development program also gives students a chance to see employees on the job.
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expect in an automotive plant, but it also has 
doctors, nurses and instructors on site.

“We even have athletic trainers and yoga 
teachers,” Fetters reveals. “They (the students) 
may think, ‘I want to be a nurse, so I have to 
work in a hospital or a doctor’s office.’ No, 
we have a nurse in every plant. The students 
find it very interesting.”

Time will tell
Since this is a relatively new initiative, 

only a few schools have had classes participate 
in all five steps. The rest are in various stages 
of the program.

The progress thus far is promising, 
according to Fetters.

“Even the schools that have been through 
the whole thing, they call back and want to 
do more. We come up with unique and 
custom activities. We’ve really developed 
partnerships with these schools and personal 
relationships with the kids and teachers.”

She is often recognized and approached 
by students when she’s out shopping or doing 
other activities in the community.

“And that’s intentional because we are 
trying to build those relationships. We’ve got 
to give kids the real experiences that they can 

remember. Experiences are just so 
meaningful to kids,” she confirms.

Fetters won’t just forget about the 
participants once they complete the eighth grade. 
She will be keeping tabs and seeing where 
their interests take them. A potential next 
step is internships for high school students.

“We just have two more years before 
we’ll see if they aggressively pursue an internship 

with us,” she shares. “In our business, that’s a 
long time to wait and see the results.”

FCA invests time, talent and resources 
into the program with approximately 80 
employees taking part in some capacity. 

Fetters is confident that the connections 
made and the reinforcement that comes from 
multiple interactions will prove to be one 
part of the talent solution.

The FCA initiative offers several opportunities for students to see and feel what it is like to work in 
an advanced manufacturing setting.




