
CNC MACHINING ADVISORY BOARD
Thursday, September 25, 2025 1:00 PM, Airport Campus Lecture Hall (2300 Airport Road)

MEETING MINUTES

Helena College Mission: Helena College supports our diverse community by providing 
the paths and tools necessary to assist learners in achieving their educational and career 
goals.

Program Mission: The Manual and CNC machining programs are designed to prepare 
students as entry level machinists in industry areas in Montana including: aerospace, 
firearms manufacturing, archery, job shop/general parts manufacturing, mining 
manufacturing, tool and die making.

ATTENDEES
COMMUNITY MEMBERS

 Bruce Howard –Diversified Plastics, Inc.
 Nicole Hollenbeck –Diversified Plastics, Inc.
 Matt Moyer - Boeing
 Caleb Senn - Olympus Arms
 Ken Johnson – CM Manufacturing
 Cody Smith – Pioneer Aerostructures
 Danny Farr – HAAS CNC
 John Lamar – Los Alamos National Laboratory

HELENA COLLEGE MEMBERS

 Stephanie Hunthausen – Executive Director of Career Technical Education and Dual Enrollment
 John McLaughlin – CNC Machining Instructor
 Paul Nicholson – CNC Machining Instructor
 Kathy Mortimore – Skilled Trades Academic Advisor
 Melissa Mousel –Program  Manager – CTE
 Tucker Wendland – Second year CNC Machining Student

AGENDA
Program/Department Updates 

 John continues to teach DDSN 132 MasterCam Solids. Paul has noticed a difference in student 
knowledge for MasterCam.

 Paul has implemented a teamwork aspect into certain shop projects.  This change happened last 
year and enhanced the students' communication skills. The model is that each student programs 
and generates setup instructions for a part then hands the packet off to another student who 



makes the part. Paul then encourages the students to work together to own, solve, and correct 
any problems. 

 Paul will continue to implement timed practical machine setup exams for both lathe and mill. 
This was successful and will be continued. 

 Students have been incorporating C and Y manual programming of the HAAS ST-20Y to complete 
first semester parts in the second-year classes. 

 First year students are required to use four jaw chucks on all projects and are tested at midterm 
and end of semester for competency.

 First year students are required to tram a mill head and vise to .0005” or less before starting 
projects.

 John is getting recertified in the six disciplines for the Nc3 Precision Measurement and continues to 
certify the students.

 Paul contacted the Doosan dealer to discuss upgrading the FANUC control panels. The Doosan 
representative informed us that they would not do that. They recommended purchasing new 
machines.

 Paul would like to replace the 25-year-old HAAS VF0 with a new HAAS VF2 with Cobot.
 John and Paul recently submitted purchase request paperwork for a HAAS fiber laser marking 

machine.
 All first- and second-year students will be working together to design and manufacture a production 

run of a special project assembly. Last year the students made fly rod tubes.
 2024 & 2025 Enrollment report:

o Fall 2024:  8 first year students, 10 second year students
o Fall 2025: 11 first year students, 4 second year students

 5-year program review is being completed this fall with the Dean’s Cabinet meeting.

Board Discussion
 Student Performance

o What would cause you not to hire a Helena College graduate?
 Our board states that they have had good luck with our students. 
 Missoula housing market is tough.  Diversified Plastics works with new out of 

town employees to help them find housing options. 
 It was noted that employees that come out of Helena College tend to stick 

around longer.
o What do our recent graduates seem to struggle with most?

 Reading a blueprint. 
 How to make machining fixtures.
 It was noted that Helena College has a well-rounded program, our students 

come out with a good skill set.
o Have you identified any gaps in the knowledge or training of our graduates? If so, can 

you please expand on the identified gaps?
 Blueprint reading/tolerances.
 Students need more Multi-axis programing training.
 Interviewing skills- students don’t elaborate on questions. All applicants (not 

just Helena College students) have trouble explaining their knowledge and skill 



sets. 
 Student Preparation

o What non-technical (soft skills, 21st century skills, employability skills, etc.) are most 
important to you?

 Grammar skills are lacking. 
 Handwriting skills.
 Attention to detail.

o Are any changes needed in our curriculum or program offerings? If so, what do you 
suggest?

 Machine definition, and posts add notes, may be difficult when multiple 
different types of machines are used. 

 Upcoming Needs
o What trends, in technology or other areas, do you see in your industry that may require 

new skill sets for workers?
 Use stock models/definitions.  This can be used through MasterCam.  It’s an 

ongoing process and MasterCam comes out with updates every year.
o Do you think we should implement Cobot Automation?

-Diversified is using Cobot on a handful of things. 
-Other shops are exploring its use.

o Are you or do you plan to utilize AI in your production processes? If so, please describe 
how you are using AI.

 Toolpath AI/Fusion is beginning to see use.  Hope to speed up menial 
programing.  AI can fix some basic errors.

 Use it as a tool.
 AI is not secure. Some companies cannot use it.
 AI is used in publications and email. 

o Tooling
 Possibly looking at hands on with heat shrink, hydraulic, and other styles of 

tooling.
o Equipment? 

 Quick change systems to reduce set up times.  But there are a lot of different 
options and there isn’t time to cover them all in class.

o Procedures?
 Teaching students how to do detailed and intricate set up sheets.
 Make sure next department understands what needs to be done next.
 Costs/speed make sure machinists know that they are part of the process.
 Capturing the data of the machine for efficiency.
 Probing to make sure that the part is in tolerance before moving on to the next 

step.
o What are your anticipated workforce needs?  In 1 year, 3 years, 5 years?

 Boeing is hiring, acquiring new machines.
 Diversified is expanding in the next few years. 
 Pioneer is hiring and is looking at expanding in next year to year-and-a-half. 
 Housing costs are high…tough to talk people into coming to the state with the 

currently salary range. 



 Other
o What ideas do you have for recruiting new students?

 Future Machinists of America Club being resurrected at Helena College.
 Immersing younger people while in middle school, etc. 
 People already out in workforce and then coming back for more education. Find 

ways to sell machining careers.
 Talk to robotic clubs in the schools. 

Wrap-Up & Summary of Takeaways
 What should we include in the meeting minutes as our key takeaways from the meeting?

o Artificial Intelligence is being used in only a limited way currently within the machining 
industry due to regulation for businesses with federal contracts. Some employers are 
treating it as another tool that they can implement as appropriate.

o Advisory board members agree that we can continue to work together to expose young 
people to manufacturing/machining careers. The industry is growing and all employers 
in our region will continue to need machinists.

o Helena College program enhancements could include Cobot as well as continuing to 
emphasize blueprint reading and familiarity with MasterCam. Many employers would 
also be willing to assist with mock interviews of students.
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