Teen Inspired at Construction Camp

By Patti Ghezzi

Among her friends, she’s known as an outgoing “sports chick,” good at soccer, basketball and volleyball. 

When Jessica Kirkland, 14, returns to Dacula High School, she’ll have a new skill: wiring a lamp. She learned about wiring along with welding and carpentry at Camp MAGIC, which stands for “Mentoring a Girl in Construction.” The camp was held this summer at Maxwell School of Technology in Gwinnett County. In its first year, the nontraditional camp attracted half a dozen participants. 

Those aren’t the kinds of numbers turning out for soccer and basketball camps, but for carpentry and wiring, it’s a harder sell for teenage girls. 

“When my mom told me she wanted me to go to construction camp, I thought she was crazy,” Jessica says. “I said, ‘Are you serious?’ “ 

Though she was skeptical, the high school sophomore gave the weeklong Camp MAGIC a chance. And once Jessica got there, she had a blast. 

“I really liked trying all the different things,” she says. “After doing it, I felt powerful.”

She learned to wire light bulbs and light switches, and she welded her name. She made a pencil holder and a tool box out of wood. Then, she made a lamp. “I think I will really use these skills,” Jessica says. 

Her father works in the construction industry, but Jessica never considered a similar career for herself. She was thinking more along the lines of becoming a lawyer. Now, she thinks architecture or electrical engineering might make good use of her knack for building things. “I’m choosing between engineering and becoming a lawyer,” she says, adding that her dad supports her regardless.

The goal of Camp MAGIC, modeled after a camp in Alabama, is to expose girls to careers in construction and bust stereotypes that it’s a field only suited to men. 

Renee Conner, owner of Precision Tapping in Auburn, GA served as camp director. Among the excuses she hears among women who shun the construction industry: “That it’s only for men, that it’s a demeaning job, that it’s hard, that it’s only a backup for people who don’t go to college,” she says, adding “Yes, it’s hard, but everything you do in life that’s worthwhile is hard.” 

Like Jessica, Conner grew up with a father in the construction business. He held “old-school” traditional views and believed women belonged in the office not on a job site. As a child, she begged him to take her on job sites, and he refused. Instead she settled for working in the office. 

But when she came to him as an adult and told him she and her husband wanted to start a construction business, he had a change of heart about women in the industry. He invested in his daughter’s company. When she told him about the camp, he thought it was a great idea.

“My father couldn’t have been more proud,” Conner says. He died in May. “He lived long enough to see the camp coming together.” 

Now, Conner is fielding requests for information from other chapters of the National Association of Women in Construction (NAWIC), which served as camp host. “It’s unbelievable how this has snowballed,” she says. 

CEFGA – the Construction Education Foundation of Georgia was a gold sponsor of the camp. “CEFGA has been a blessing,” Conner says. “It all came together when people were willing to help each other out with the same common goal.” 

The six campers received pink hard hats and a tool kit so they can put their new skills to use. One has already installed a ceiling fan in her home. The girls also got a visit from the national president of NAWIC, who flew in to show support. 

Next year, Conner’s goal is to increase participation to twenty-four campers.

Jessica found her way to Camp MAGIC almost by accident. Her mother, Sandra Kirkland, asked a guidance counselor at Dacula High about summer programs. “Do you have any type of activities for a teenager?” she asked. 

The counselor gave her a brochure about the construction camp. Kirkland was intrigued. “Construction for … girls?” She sold Jessica on the camp when she told her she could bring a friend. Jessica, an excellent student who is planning to go to college on a HOPE Scholarship, was game.  

Kirkland couldn’t have been more pleased. Her daughter returned home each day happy and enthusiastic about all she was learning. And when Kirkland and Jessica’s father saw the tools, “we were very impressed with that,” she says. “It’s a great starter kit for sure.” 

Jessica can’t wait to return next summer. She sent Conner an e-mail that moved Conner to tears. “You have set an engineering path for my future, and you will always be in my heart,” Jessica wrote. “Also, you will never be forgotten because you were like my mother (camp mother).”

When Jessica returns in the future, she expects to have new title. “They promised us we could come back next year and be counselors,” she says. “We’re the pioneers.”

