High School Students Build Construction Careers One Brick at a Time
For a trio of DeKalb County high school seniors, knowledge and commitment are qualities just as important in pursuing a career in masonry as they are in the ancient construction craft itself.

Masons work with brick, concrete block or stone and may specialize in one or more of these materials. Stone and brick work demand the highest level of skill because the finished product is what the public sees. All three students prefer working with brick for its skill challenge and versatility.
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"With perseverance and a plan, you can create just about anything," says Darion Fox, a student at Chamblee High School. "I intend on pursuing a career in masonry, and everything I read said that the best way to start was through the masonry apprenticeship program."

After spending the morning in classroom study at their respective high schools, they go to the CEFGA-accredited DeKalb High School of Technology-North for three hours of construction training in masonry. After school on Tuesdays, they drive to the Masonry Association of Georgia's (MAG) facility in Decatur where they receive rigorous hands-on training in block and brick laying through the association's apprenticeship program. Those days don't wrap up until 7:30 p.m., but the three high school seniors consider the extra time a valuable investment in their futures.
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"It's definitely worth it," says Tommy Bell, who attends Druid Hills High. "I can come out here and work on my technique by building practice walls. What we do here, learning by doing, fits really well with the classroom part."

The apprenticeship program consists of 432 hours of classroom and hands-on training divided into six semesters of 21 weeks each. Subjects include mason tending, brick and block laying, mortar composition and mixing, wall performance, tools and equipment, specialty products, preformed concrete products, stone work and blueprint reading. To become certified by the Georgia Department of Labor, apprentices must also complete 6,000 hours of on-the-job training with a MAG participating contractor.

The apprenticeship program includes a job placement component, and apprentices commonly finish the three-year program while on the job. By getting started while still in high school, students get a head start on their careers that translates into higher pay because of their higher level

of skill.
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Darion explained that resources for masonry instruction at DeKalb High Tech are stretched among several other areas of the construction trades as well. The apprenticeship program, on the other hand, is focused entirely on masonry. As a result, "the tasks here are a little more advanced, and we have a little more time and a little more direct training," he notes.
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When asked about masonry's appeal, DeAngelo Huntley of McNair High School echoed the feeling of many apprentices. "I like working outdoors," he says. "I wouldn't want to be in an office all day. And I like working with my hands. I like the feeling of accomplishment when I've built something that will last."

Adds Tommy, "You can come back in 50 years, and whatever you made will still be there. That's pretty cool."

Because of their training, the three seniors will probably end up as masonry foremen, like many apprenticeship program graduates. This past January they entered the program with scholarships awarded on the basis of their performance at DeKalb High Tech and their desire to follow a career in masonry.

Tommy already feels confident enough in his skill to have participated in the SkillUSA Region Three competition this past February at Atlanta Tech, where he placed third.

"I was laying the final blocks and I could hear people saying, 'Look at him move!'" he laughed. "It was cool to be there laying block because most people don't do that until they're in their 30's."

Tommy, Darion and DeAngelo will have the opportunity to compete for spots in the Brick Southeast ManPower Forum in October. At the event, apprentices from the Southeastern U.S. will vie for first, second and third place in their year level against contestants from other masonry apprenticeship programs.

Ray Wirth is the MAG instructor for the three apprentice masons. "They've come a long way since the first week I met them here," says Wirth, who brings to the task more than three decades experience as a mason in Chicago and metro Atlanta. "I was taught how to do it right, so by teaching these guys I'm putting my 30-some years to use. We've got some good guys who are going to come out of this training, and in the long run that's what I'm here for, to get some quality guys back in the field."

Fact is, anyone can buy the materials and tools, and look in a book or attend a workshop to figure out a way to lay brick, block or stone. But what separates amateurs from professionals is not only skill, but the professional pride in doing the job right.

"I say that's the most important aspect," says Darion. "You have to get all the training you can and then give it your best. That's the only way I can see success happening for me. I mean, if you don't give it your best, where are you going to go with that?"
CEFGA – the Construction Education Foundation of Georgia – is a nonprofit organization supported by leading construction companies and trade associations, working to promote careers in the construction industry. This success story was written by Gary Goettling, a feature writer for CEFGA. For more information contact Kevin Ward at 678-889-4445, ext. 303, or visit www.cefga.org
