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T. LOUIS — On Gatten Street near

downtown St. Louis you'll find a

typical high school. Close to 300

students attend this school, and
they take part in the same activities every
teenager is involved in, such as sports and
going to homecoming. But these students
are attending one of the newest charter
high schools in the state of Missouri — the
Construction Careers Center.

Between history lessons and algebra
exams, students at the center are also learn
ing every thing they nced to know about the
construction industry. They are getting a
healthy dose of hands on experience n
acth ities ranging from carpentry to brick
laying, sheet metal work, and a variety of
piping and plumbing applications.

The school was started three years ago by
the St. Louis chapter of the Associated Gen
eral Contractors {AGC). Members of the
chapter noticed a definite shottage of young
people choosing construction careers i the
area, and they felt public schools did little to
encourage students to explore career oppor
tunities in the tiades. AGC decided to take
matters into its own hands. That decision
was the impetus behind the creation of the
first charter high school to emphasize the
construction industry.

The school will have its first graduating
class in 2003, and so far AGC is proud of
the results that have come from the hard
work and dedication that went into the
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Clockwise from top: Students frore the Con
struction Careers Center look out a window at
the Ur versity of Missouri to view the construc
ton of a new Performing Arts Certer on can -
pus. A student gets a close look at the equip
nent used i the constru ton held A first vear
student jooks over plans for a gas supply re
with a mechanical contractor.
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development of the program. In
fact, the national AGC believes
that charter programs such as the
one in St. T ows could be the sulu
tion for contractors looking to
find a new pool of quahtied
cmployees. While HVAC courses
are not vet part of the curriculum,
contractors and school officials
are exploring the possibility of
adding them mn the future.

The Charter Solution

Tor the HVAC mdustry and
other construction related tradcs,
the worker shortage is one of the
top challenges facing businesses
today. The shortage of qualified
workers has been acutely felt
the St. I ouis area.

Len Toenjes, president of the
AGC St. Louis chapter, said that
during the organization’s strategic
planning meeling in 1999, many
members  expressed  concern
about the lack of qualified
employees, They also pomted to
the small percentage of minorities
and women involved in the con-
struction ndustry.

loenjes said that methods of
securing workers that had been
successful in the past, such as
appedting to high school coun
selors and supporting tugh school
vocational programs, were not
working. In fact, he <aid that only
30 students in metro St. Touis
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graduated from a hugh school voca-
tional program in the past year.

With these kinds of difficulties,
some AGC members suggested
starting their own school. At first
the idea scemed destined 1o
remain just that  an idea. It was
placed on the back burner, but 1t
didn’t stay there long. “The more
we mvestigated it, the more sense
it made,” said Toenjes.

The AGC chapter met with St
Touis Public Schools and went
over all the detads involved in sct-
tng up o charter school. A great
deal of work went into the creation
of the program, The first priorities
mcluded raising money, and the
vhapter wis able to secure 31
million from donors through the
establishment of an educational
foundation. Also, the St. Louis
AGU put together a school buard.

Rick Grebel, owner of KCI Con-
struction, is president of the school
board for the Construction Careers
Center. He explained that the board
looks over the operation and direc
tion of the school, while the educa
tional foundation works to secure
donations and financial support.

The school was approved m
2001, much faster than anyone
thought possible. But the chal
lenges are not over yet,

“This is not a short-term com-
mitment,” said Grebel. “You need
to be in it for the long haul”

Sctting up the school and re
cruiting students was a challenge
for the AGC, but according to
Grebel it wasn’t the organization’s

biggest abstacle.

He said that the AGC made ita
priority to spread the woid n
order to get students interested in
the charter program. Members
v'sited junior high schools, com
munity churches, and other local
events. lhey notified members of
the cotnmunity that studens
could attend the school for free,
and that students might eventual
ly enter an apprenticeship pro
gram, which would allow them to
earn money as they learn.

[he message that AGC was
sending appealed to youny, people
and therr parents. The real chal
lenge, according to Grebel, has
been dealing with some students
and helping them to conform to
the school’s guidelines.

“We have pretty st ingent disct
plinary procedures,” said Grebel.
“We lose alot of students over that.”

He oxplaned that stice the
school is a charter program, it has
more flexibility in setting its own
rules. One rule in place at the cen-
ter is that students must wear a
uniform. All students must look
professional. Khaki pants and a
black polo shirt are mandatory.

Top to bottom: Student Teon Kirg
dis usses a blueprmt with instructor
Victor Deier in the bluepr nt read rg
ar d estirating class. Irstructor
Duane McGowan oversees two sty
de is as they work on & proect 1n
trer masorry ¢ ass. During a field
trip, students listen as an ronworxer
expans ow bar josts and sfeet
metai witl be used to form the entrarice
to an a rport darking area.




Students can get detention for not
having their shirt tucked in.

Grebel also said that the school
has its own procedure for suspen
sions. Suspended students are kept
in school and are required to meet
with an ex military officer on staff
at the high school. The officer gives
students work to do around the
building, which can include dlean
g, hallways or classrooms,

“lhey dor’t like going to see
him,” said Grebel of tus students.
“With regular suspensions, they
Took at 1t as a vacation. That’s not
doing them a service, and it’s not
doing us any good, either”

The school has a “three strikes
policy” regarding behavioral in-
fractions. After threc incidents, a
student must attend a meeting
with teachers and the student’s
parents, In most cases, Grebel said,
the parents admit they did not
realize their son or daughter was
causing problems. Manv of these
students turn themselves around
and become more willing to learn
and follow the rules.

Lanette Meyer, administrator
fo1 the center, detailed the school’s
admissions policy. She said that
students are required to fill out an
apphcation and go through an
interview process before thev are
accepted. Meyer believes this helps
to determine which students are
really interested in a construction
career. She explained that it is more
important to have a smaller group
of mterested students than a larger
group that includes students that
will burn out on the curriculum.

Meyer also said that once
admitted to the program, students
are treated like workers on a job-
site or at a construction firm.

*We have them working a lot
on their work ethic,” she said.

This includes introducing
them to the soft skills that will be
necessary once they are m the
construction trade. In another
move patterned after businesses in
the construction industry, Meyer
said that every student must also
go through drug testing.

Real World Applications

Mever said that it is important
that the students realize how the
trades impact many parts of
everyday life.

“Lach teacher relates math to
construction or how unions have
fit 1o history,” she said. “We try
to show them the applicability of
what they are doing.”

She also stressed the impor
tance of exposing students to the
big picture of the construction
industry and its related trades.
Students not only learn about
comstruction and carpentry, they
are exposed to the mechanical
trades, mcluding engmeering,
plumbing, pipeftting, and some
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Top: Students c'imb a ladder to the top of the Performing Arts Center at the Urivers'ty of Missouri {o take a "ok at the com
plex roof design Above: Students cor struct toolboxes dur ng a recent f e d tnp fo the Sheet Metal Workers Tra nirg Facil ty.

refrigeration applications.,

The local Plumbing Industry
Council (PI(), along with the
Plumbers and Pipefitters’ Local
562, recently helped to educate the
students at the center about other
trade possibilities.

During a three-week program
called “Lxplore and Discover
Your Options with PIC a num
ber of students were able to learn
about plumbiny and pipefitting.

Malcolm Sweet Jr., president of
PIC, said that the program was a
real hands on exploration of the
mechancal trades.

“The Plumbing Industry Coun-
cil is the first trade association that
has stepped up to provide this
hands on mstruction for young
peuple,” saxd Meyer, “They said,
“We're here and ready 1o go! T hope
this is the step that will encourage
other trade associations to develop
a partnership with us!

During the three week pro
gram, students were transported to
the Local 562 apprenticeship train
ing center, where they attended
dasses conducted by apprentice
ship traming instructors,

During the first week of class-
es, students focused exclusively on
pipefitting. In the second and
third weeks of the course, stu-
dents were mntroduced to plumb
ing applications.

According to Sweet, the pipefit
ting portion of the program looked
at several different piping applica
tions, mcluding refrigerant piping.
Students also learned about job
safety and how to use basic materi
als and tools. The course included
ficdd trips. Students visited a hospt
tal and were able to see union
plumbers and pipet tters in action.

When all 15 said and done,
Sweet said that he would like to
see two things happen. Of course,

he would like to see a few of the
students choose a mechancal trade
when they graduate from the cen-
ter. He'd alo like to see even more
trades and associations pet in
volved with this school and in the
development of other such pro
grams across the country.

More To Come

AGC of St. Louis has been for-
tunate 1o get 4 great deal of sup-
port for the Construction Careers
Center. Besides the support given
by PCI to provide mechanical
training, many local contracrors
and businesses have helped n
other ways.

Mever said that the school 1e-
cently completed a 5,000 squate
foot addition, which will provide
more shop space for students. The
addition was made possible by
over $5 million in donations from
St. Louis contractors. She also sa d
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that a number of tools were
donated for use in the new shop.

Meyer said that the Comtruc
tion Careers Center was the first
<harter high school to tocus on
the comstruction trade, but it is
not the only educational institu
tion of its kind. There arc a hand
ful of construction academies
across the country, and some con-
struction  leaders are getting
involved with their local high
schools in order to introduce stu
dents to the construction trades.

For example, in Chattanooga,
Tenn,, members of the Fast Ten-
nessee chapter of AGC have creat
ed a program at Fast Ridge High
School. lhe program got its start
in the fall of 2002 and is complete
ly funded by the local construction
industry Students can choose
whether they want to take a track
tional college prep course or pur-
sue the vocational education path.

This is just the beginning,
according to AGC. Dennis Day, rep
resentative for the national AGC
chapter, noted that the assodation
has spent a great deal of time and
money in trying to recruit and edu
cate young people about the con
struction trades, With the success of
the St. Louis charter school, AGC
has found another outlet to hdp
the association accomplish its goal.

‘Part of the overall preure i to
have a pool of individuals to hire
from, said Day.

He «xplamned that charter
schools and construction pro
grams are just one prece of the
puzzle. For example, AGC 15 work
mg with the Department of Layor
to obtan grant money that would
make 1t possible for AGC to adopt
additional high schools and intro
duce the construction mdustry 1o
more prospective students,

For more information visit
wWwwag .org. N
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