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By Ken Datzman

MELBOURNE — Interest in the construction industry

among high schoolers, both boys and girls, has surged over

the past decade. It is being driven by the desire for students

to gain useful skills, realize immediate earning potential,

and work in an industry where job demand remains strong

in a range of occupations, from carpenter to electrician to

plumber.

In general, there has been a major shift in the perception

of the skilled trades by students and families today com-

pared to years ago.

Career and Technical Education programs are making a

strong comeback in schools, providing practical, hands–on

experience and educating students on career opportunities.

Four years ago, for example, Viera High School started a

Carpentry Academy and hired former area homebuilder and

University of Arizona graduate Charles “Tony” Owens to

lead the initiative.

Student response to the four–year program has been

encouraging. Today, 200 students are enrolled in the

Carpentry Academy, part of Viera High School’s Construc-

tion Trades program, and interest is growing.

“There are 300 students who have signed up for next

school year’s Carpentry Academy, but we only have capacity

for about 200 students,” said Owens, the instructor.

Owens, who earned his bachelor’s degree in social

sciences, has built good rapport with the students and has

fostered a supportive and fun environment. “I greatly enjoy

working with the students. I love coming to work every day,”

said Owens, whose school is teaming with the National

Association of Women in Construction Space Coast Chapter

to host the second Construction Career Camp for Girls this

summer. The camp is free to participants, thanks to Brevard

Public Schools’ Summer Enrichment program.

As an entrepreneur, he operated Owens Construction

Corp. from 1999 to 2008, building homes in the county. The

2008 financial crisis and the subsequent housing market

downturn impacted the homebuilding industry and Owens

made a career change. Owens went to work for eBay

Enterprise, where he conducted training for its inbound call

center. “This is when I learned I liked to teach. I did not

realize how rewarding teaching is until I had that experi-

ence at eBay,” he said.

The Viera High School program offers hands–on training

in construction, carpentry, and building skills. It focuses on

industry–standard skills, including project management,

blueprint reading, and safety to prepare students for careers

in construction.

The program is under Brevard Public Schools’ Career

and Technical Education offerings. BPS approved a

dedicated 20,000–square–foot classroom addition at Viera

High School specifically for the carpentry program, including

specialized systems and dust collectors.

Students can earn industry–recognized certifications,

making them “College or Career Ready.”

The certifications include a portable credential from the

National Center for Construction Education and Research,

Core and Carpentry, validating their journey–level skills in

various construction craft areas. A 10–hour Occupational

Safety and Health Administration certification is also

available.

“We try to make the students as career ready as we can,”

said Owens.

Viera High and NAWIC to host free Construction Career Camp for Girls

Please see Construction Career Camp for Girls, page 23

Washington, D.C., has the highest concentration of

female construction workers, making up 17.6 percent of

workers in this field. States such as Arizona and Florida also

have a high concentration of women working in construc-

tion, with 15.6 percent and 14.5 percent, respectively.

The construction industry has traditionally been seen as

a male–dominated field, but that perception is changing. In

2026, about 1.3 million women work in the construction

industry, accounting for 11.2 percent of the workforce,

according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. This represents

a 45 percent increase in women working in construction over

the last decade.

The Viera High School Carpentry Academy and the National Association of Women in Construction Space Coast Chapter are teaming to
present the Construction Career Camp for Girls. The Brevard Public Schools Summer Enrichment program is free to middle–school students.
The camp runs June 8–11. Registration is underway. Students will learn about carpentry, how to read blueprints, gain knowledge of welding,
electrical, and plumbing basics, as well as project management and equipment operations. From left, the team includes: Viera High School’s
Tony Owens, instructor, Carpentry Academy; Kate Howick, immediate past president, NAWIC Space Coast; and Jennifer Yoli, vice president,
NAWIC Space Coast. They are standing in front of a chicken coop project the Carpentry Academy students completed.
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By Ken Datzman

The visibility of the Brevard Job Link
got a big boost in 2001.
The continuing contraction in the

economy, although a rebound is expected
in 2002, focused a much brighter light on
the importance of the organization and
its mission in the county.
The four full–service, one–stop career

centers in Brevard — from Palm Bay to
Titusville — handled significantly
increased traffic, even catering to people
who have never had a need to tap this
resource before.
“It’s been a great year in that we have

been able to get services out to people
quicker and more efficiently than ever
before,” said Linda South, executive
director of the organization. She added, “I
think a lot more people have come to
understand the value of the rich re-
sources that are available in the Brevard
Job Link centers, not only from a job–
seeker’s standpoint but also from the
employer’s standpoint.”
These information–packed centers

offer a variety of services to job seekers,
businesses and the unemployed. For
instance, there are job referrals, Internet

Brevard Job Link key
resource connecting
firms and job seekers

access to America’s Job Bank and other
employment Web sites, videos, career
guidebooks and an in–depth collection of
periodicals, including “The Wall Street
Journal.”
The centers also have computers

equipped with word–processing software,
fax machines, copiers, laser printers, and
telephones with long–distance access. A
videoconference system is available,
which may be used for conducting
interviews.
Employers, said South, can provide

the Job Link with its openings free of
charge either online, by fax or phone,
visit one of the centers “or they can ask
for a representative to come and see
them at their place of business. We
would like to see every single job order in
Brevard County to be in the Job Link
system, so that we can rapidly match
skill sets. And if we don’t have the match
we’ll use the information to create
education and training opportunities that
are responsive to the need.”
Brevard Job Link is funded through

the Brevard Development Workforce
Board Inc. in Rockledge. It also has been
successful in winning competitive grants

What the Social Security plan would mean to you
By Mary Deibel
Scripps Howard Service

Here’s what to expect if Social
Security is changed so that younger
workers can invest some of their payroll
tax money in private accounts, as
President Bush’s Social Security Com-
mission proposed a few weeks ago.
Current retirees and those nearing

retirement — anyone 55 or older today
— would get Society Security benefits as
promised under the present system.
Workers younger than 55 could put

money into a private account. GOP panel
member and former Congressman Bill
Frenzel calls the Bush Commission’s
three–account alternatives the Free
Lunch, the Blue–Plate Special and the
Subsidized Lunch.

Nothing will happen immediately
since President Bush isn’t expected to
make any recommendations to Congress
until 2003, after the 2002 congressional
elections.
Basic Social Security checks would be

smaller than called for in current law.
Depending on market performance, total
benefits from Social Security plus your
personal account could be higher or
lower.
The commission plans call for extra

tax money of up to $71 billion a year and
require other changes that could raise
income or payroll taxes or raise the
retirement age for future retirees.
Social Security currently collects

enough payroll tax to pay 100 percent of
benefits through 2038 and 73 percent of
benefits thereafter if the system isn’t
changed.

The 16–member panel unanimously
approved these options three weeks ago
to carry out Bush’s campaign pledge to
let younger workers divert some of the
6.2 percent payroll tax they owe on
wages to individual accounts that own
stocks and bonds.
Workers who opted to take part would

choose from the five low–risk funds, one
each for government bonds, corporate
bonds and a stocks–and–bonds mix, plus
two stock–index funds that track the
broader market. Workers could change
their choice once a year and couldn’t
borrow or withdraw money.

l PLAN 1. “Free Lunch” — lets
workers put 2 percentage points of their
6.2 percent payroll tax into a personal
account. Nothing else changes, and

The four full–service one–stop career centers of Brevard Job Link are seeing increased traffic. Linda South,
executive director, said her organization is a rich resource for both the job seeker as well as the employer.
Michael Anderson is associate director. They are at the Melbourne site in Perimeter Center.
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Construction Career Camp for Girls
Continued from page 1

To build on the momentum of more women pursuing

careers in construction, the National Association of Women

in Construction Space Coast Chapter last year partnered

with Viera High School’s Carpentry Academy to put on the

inaugural Construction Career Camp for Girls.

“We pitched the idea to Tony (Owens) a couple of years

ago, and he thought it was a great idea,” said Kate Howick,

immediate past president of NAWIC’s Space Coast Chapter

and director of operations for Danella Companies, with its

Florida office in Melbourne.

“We met with Rachel Rutledge, then Career and

Technical Education director for Brevard Public Schools.

She also embraced the camp idea. Rachel suggested we

focus the camp program on middle school students, and we

did. There was a lot of preparation on behalf of Brevard

Public Schools and our organization to put on this camp. We

had 14 enrollees last year. It was the perfect number to start

with.”

Rutledge was recently named the chief executive officer

of LEAD Brevard, replacing Kristin Bakke, who retired after

25 years with that nonprofit entity.

The 2026 Construction Career Camp for Girls is a four–

day venture, from June 8–11, at Viera High School. The

hours are 8:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. each day. Camp registration

is underway. The registration site is https://

nawicspacecoastfl.org/2025-construction-camp.

The initiative aims to empower young women, build

confidence, and introduce them to rewarding, high–demand

careers in the skilled trades.

While some chapters of NAWIC find success through

local partnerships, hosting these intensive, free, volunteer–

run camps often hinges on securing consistent sponsorships

and industry support, which some chapters find challenging.

“Our chapter has been able to host these camps because

of the great relationships we have with our industry

partners,” said Howick. Industry support for these girls

camps comes from trade unions and general contractors,

and companies who often sponsor tools, safety gear, and

lunches.

The camp is for rising eighth, ninth and 10th–grade

students. “We are capping this year’s camp enrollment at 25

students,” said Howick, a former high school mathematics

teacher and U.S. Army veteran. “We received a lot of

positive feedback from students who attended last year’s

camp. We are fine–tuning things a little bit.”

Campers will learn about safety, how to read blueprints,

and gain hands–on experience in carpentry, drywall, and

tiling. They will also learn about plumbing, electrical,

welding, project management, and equipment operations.

“We’re taking Tony Owens’ four–year plan at the

Carpentry Academy and breaking it into modules, specifi-

cally designed for middle school girls, and doing it in four

days,” said Howick.

“We will start with safety orientation,” she added. “Then

campers will learn about the different tools. We have

purchased tool kits that the students can take home. They

will learn how to read blueprints and learn a bit about

permitting. Project management is another module. The

students will learn about budgets and scheduling, too.”

The camp prioritizes a “safety–first” mindset, providing

personal protective equipment and teaching proper protocols

for working in construction environments, she said.

On the second day of camp, the students will be hands–

on building their own two–by–four wall with three sides and

doing drywall. “The camp is not to make the students

proficient in building, but to open their eyes about the

construction field as a possible career and for them to gain

confidence and acquire skills,” said Owens.

Howick said area firm Boys Electrical Contractors will be

providing some resources for the campers. That company

has an electrical apprenticeship program that incorporates

virtual reality 3D simulation as part of its technical training

for apprentices. Participants in Boys Electrical Contractors’

apprenticeship program use the VR headsets to practice

such tasks as wiring, conduit bending, and troubleshooting

— in a safe, interactive virtual space — before applying

these skills in real–world scenarios.

“The students at camp will wear VR headsets while

learning how to manipulate through virtual space,” said

Howick, adding, “At last year’s Construction Career Camp

for Girls, Sunbelt Rentals participated by providing heavy

equipment for the campers to explore. And representatives

from Junior Achievement of the Space Coast taught soft

skills to the campers. In four days, we provided a lot of

information and hands–on activities for the students.”

“From day one to day four, it was remarkable to see their

growth,” said Owens. “Their confidence was through the

roof.” The camp includes a team project, often involving

work with power tools.

A lot of the students take the skills they learned and

start small projects at their homes, he said.

The construction industry is a massive pillar of Florida’s

economy, contributing $97 billion (5.7 percent) to the state’s

gross domestic product in 2024, according to the Associated

General Contractors of America. In 2025, more than 657,000

people held construction jobs, a 14 percent increase from

February 2020 levels.

The 2026 Construction Career Camp for Girls planning

committee includes Howick, Owens, Nitza “Sisi” Packard of

Packard Construction Services, and Victoria Bruce of

Sunbelt Rentals.

“Sisi has been instrumental in fundraising and sourcing

materials, people, and volunteers for the camp,” said

Howick, adding that the camp will include a panel discus-

sion on timely topics within the industry.

NAWIC Space Coast Chapter sponsors for the camp

currently include: Danella Companies, VA Paving, Boys

Electrical Contractors, GEM Industries, David Boland Inc.,

Ivey’s Construction, Florida Surety Bonds, Wharton–Smith

Inc., Bazon–Cox & Associates, Packard Construction

Services, Twin Rivers Insurance, The Key Group, and

MH Williams Construction Group.

In addition to chapter sponsors, this year’s camp has

received support from Studio Tile and Stone, WELBRO

Building Corp., Sunbelt Rentals, Meld Studio Architecture,

Ace Blueprinters, Ferguson Home, Junior Achievement of

the Space Coast, Global Space Economy Analytics, and The

Viera Company.

Howick, a University of Central Florida graduate, said

the NAWIC Space Coast Chapter, has been growing with

new members.

“And we have a new leadership team with Ann Miner as

president and Jennifer Yoli as vice president.”

Miner is president of GEM Industries Inc. and Yoli is a

high–performing sales representative with Waste Pro’s

division in Cocoa. Waste Pro, a fast–growing company, is

headquartered in Longwood.

Yoli was just presented with Waste Pro USA’s “Eagle

Award,” an annual recognition program for commercial sales

team members who exceed performance goals in areas such

as business sales. She was honored at Waste Pro’s two–day

celebration event in New Orleans, where 10 awards were

presented in various categories. Yoli was singled out for her

“exceptional” contributions to the company’s “roll–off

dumpster” production.

The Eagle Award is one of Waste Pro’s highest honors,

typically reserved for employees who demonstrate outstand-

ing performance, leadership, and dedication to “The Waste

Pro Way.”

In 2025, Yoli did $1.97 million in roll–off dumpster sales.

“The category I won was for the most revenue for temporary

roll–off dumpers. It was exciting to have received this honor.

And I had never been to New Orleans.”

Yoli has been honored before, receiving an Eagle Award

for most new projects. She has been with Waste Pro for eight

years and covers Brevard County.

Yoli says the NAWIC Space Coast Chapter is a “fantastic

organization. Kate Howick has been a great mentor to me

over the years. The Construction Career Camp for Girls is a

top–notch program for students.”

Joining Howick and Miner as NAWIC Space Coast

Chapter board members are: Ellie Lucas, secretary, who

works for Ivey’s Construction Inc.; Donna Skarosi, treasurer,

with David Boland Inc.; Debra Mallard, director, with

VA Paving Inc.; Jacqueline Williams, director, with Sunbelt

Rentals Inc.; Jennifer Wynn, director, with Universal

Engineering Services; and Terri Holmes, parliamentarian,

with David Boland Inc.

NAWIC Space Coast is celebrating its 30th year. The

nonprofit organization was established Oct. 5, 1996. The

chapter offers members opportunities for professional

development, leadership training, and industry networking.

Monthly meetings provide a platform for members to

connect, share experiences within their industry, and learn

from experts in the field.

The chapter actively supports the next generation of

women in construction by offering scholarships to students

in Brevard County who are pursuing careers in construc-

tion–related fields. The chapter also hosts the annual “Block

Kids” program, introducing children in grades K–6 to

construction careers through hands–on building competi-

tions.

“Our chapter members have a lot of energy,” said

Howick. “Our goal this year is to reach out and help support

the community as we promote women in construction. We

have been doing that in several different ways. An example

is the Construction Career Camp for Girls and our work

with Brevard Public Schools and their Career and Technical

Education program. We help support their ‘Design and

Conquer’ construction event at Viera High School.”

Viera High School hosted the inaugural district–wide

Design and Conquer construction competition in February

2026. Career and Technical Education students formed

mixed–school teams to compete in a “two–hour, high–

pressure build.”

Within two hours, teams framed two four–by–six walls

(forming an L–shape), rough–framed doors/windows,

installed drywall, installed electrical components, and

mounted a mini–split heating, ventilation, and air–

conditioning unit.

Owens said eight schools competed. “This event was all

about teamwork. The students joined together on teams.

They had never met before. They worked together to achieve

a goal. The students made friends.” He added that a “leader

always emerges on every single team.”

Projects were judged on accuracy, craftsmanship, safety,

and professionalism, mirroring real–world job–site dynam-

ics.

NAWIC chapters around the nation just celebrated

“Women in Construction Week.” It was March 1–7. This

year’s theme was “Level Up. Build Strong,” highlighting the

shift from simply entering the work force to taking leader-

ship and ownership roles.

This progress is especially vital as the industry faces a

chronic workforce shortage. Current projections indicate the

sector must attract an estimated 349,000 new workers this

year alone to meet demand and offset a wave of retiring

professionals.

“The construction industry offers significant opportuni-

ties for women, ranging from skilled trades to management,”

said Howick. “The industry offers paid apprenticeship

training and career paths in project management, engineer-

ing, and other fields. We believe that our Construction

Career Camp for Girls is a great way to provide hands–on

experiences in the skilled trades and expose the students to

diverse career paths in this industry. The camp program will

help them discover their potential and interests in the

construction field.”




