Construction Career Days, A Briefing Paper

Submitted by Humberto R. Martinez
August 1, 2001
humberto.martinez@fhwa.dot.gov
817.978.3671
Construction Career Days is about Youth, the Construction Industry, and Partnerships of volunteers.

· Youth are vital to the construction industry.  Today’s high school students represent the pool of workers from which the construction industry will recruit its future workforce.  Construction Career Days will expose high school students and adults to rewarding and diverse careers in the industry.  The events offer students a career option that they otherwise may not have been aware of.
· The Construction Industry is facing a severe shortage of skilled workers.  If not addressed, the shortage will increase, affecting quality, safety, and the industry’s overall ability to compete in building the infrastructure needed by an ever-growing population.  The construction industry does not enjoy a visible and positive image among youth.  Construction Career Days is designed to educate our youth about a friendlier and more professional industry that cares about them and their future.
· Partnerships between industry, government and education at the national, state and local levels are critical to improving the quality of life in our communities.  Construction Career Days are strongly based on partnerships of volunteers working together for youth, the industry and community.  Career Day partnerships reach beyond planning and conducting career day events.  These partnerships also work toward enhancing career technology education, developing curricula that better prepares students for careers in the industry and increasing the diversity of the construction industry’s workforce.
Background
During the latter part of 1997, Mike LaPointe, Greg Mooney, Humberto Martinez and Ross Martinez begin informal discussions on the severe shortage of skilled workers in the highway construction industry.  The shortage had become manifest in the form of reduced quality and a decrease in the number of bidders submitting quotes for highway projects in Texas.  Further discussions focused on strategies to address the shortage.  Greg Mooney suggested the idea of marketing the construction industry and career opportunities within it, among high school students.  Thus the idea for the “Highway Construction Career Days” events was born.  The original group of four grew rapidly as other persons interested in the concept and equally concerned about the work force shortages joined the group and volunteered to help in organizing the first event.  

The group planned and scheduled the first event without any specific funding sources identified.  Group members contributed funds, equipment, time, and talent to make the event a success.  Mike LaPointe, Vice President of J.L. Steel and his wife Jan LaPointe, devoted countless hours and contributed invaluable company resources and personnel to the project.  The Associated General Contractors of Texas (AGC) provided the facilities for the group meetings and contributed $25,000.  The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) contributed $5,000 and two of its employees, Humberto and Ross Martinez.  The Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) contributed a significant number of employees to ride the buses with the students to the career day’s site and provide them with an overview of highway construction.  Still other TxDOT employees worked at the career fair site during each of the four days of the event.  Equipment distributors and individual construction firms donated equipment and operators to demonstrate the equipment.  Each member of the Work Group was actively involved throughout the entire event from planning through completion.  Some group members focused on planning the event’s details, including site design and layout, event activities, media publicity, and exhibitor participation.  Other members involved themselves in logistics including securing construction equipment for static and operational display, site security, tent, electricity, lunches for participants and volunteers, transportation and parking.  Still other members spent a considerable amount of time marketing the event to school administrators in the various school districts in the Dallas/Fort Worth area.

The first Construction Career Fair was held March 2-5, 1999, in Lewisville, Texas, at Granite Construction Company’s yard.  Approximately 1,300 students and teachers from 25 schools representing 15 school districts attended the event.  The event was a resounding success based on the feedback received from students and educators that participated.  Many participants recommended that the event be held annually.

Due to the success of the Lewisville event, the Work Group decided to expand the concept to other parts of Texas and Arkansas, New Mexico, Oklahoma and Louisiana.  A meeting of representatives from the AGC, individual firms, FHWA, and the State Departments of Transportation in the aforementioned States was held in Fort Worth to build upon the Lewisville Career Days success.  Attendees at the meeting agreed to develop and submit a unified five-state proposal to the FHWA to fund Career Day events in the five states.  The FHWA provided $200,000 for the Work Group to conduct eight events (4 in Texas and one in each of the other four States).  To date, FHWA’s contribution to the Construction Career Day effort totals approximately $920,000.  This figure includes $310,000 provided to the Ft. Worth Independent School District for a pilot heavy-equipment operators’ high school curriculum.  The contribution by industry, State DOT’s and other participants in “in-kind” services, equipment, materials and personnel is approximately six to eight times the FHWA contribution.

The Present
Since the first Construction Career Day event in 1999, the concept has spread throughout the country.  At least 21 States are either in the initial planning stages for an event or have scheduled one within the next 12 months.  Through July 31, 2001, a total of 29, 784 students have attended 20 career day events in 7 States.  An additional 12,000 students will attend events scheduled between September and November 2001.  By the end of 2001 a total of 42,000 students will have participated in Career Day events across the country.  The year 2002 promises to be even bigger as additional States – including Maine, Connecticut, New York, Arizona, Alaska, Virginia and others - hold their first event.  

Inquiries and requests for assistance in planning and conducting Construction Career Day events continues to pour in to members of the North Texas Career Day Planning Group.  More recently, the group completed a website containing information to assist local groups in getting their event off the ground (http://members.tripod.com/constr_career_days/)
Feedback from all participants – industry association, contractor, supplier, State DOT, National Association of Women in Construction, FHWA, educators, and students – that have attended the events reflects that the initiative are doing exactly what was originally intended, “To place the diversity of opportunities available in construction, on students’ career maps.”  Another significant accomplishment is that the events are spreading the word of career opportunities to a diverse group of students.  To date, 66% and 28% of student participants have been minority and women respectively.  Contractors that demonstrate their participation in the events are considered to have made “good faith efforts” to meet the equal employment opportunity requirements of their contracts.
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