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asktim

Keeping	It	All	Under	Control

Q&A
Executive Director Tim Lawrence has known SkillsUSA  
as a student member, instructor, industry partner and  
state director. Got a question? He can help.

Q: Everything feels uncertain now. 
Rising student loan debt, the 

economy and even the skills gap make 
me wonder: How can I take the best 
career path when there’s so much I 
can’t control?
Tim: Our goal in SkillsUSA is to prepare 
students to be job-ready on Day One 
of their careers. Think of your techni-
cal program as your first job, where you 
master personal skills, workplace skills and 
technical skills grounded in academics.  
While we all need to be aware of national 
and global trends, try focusing on what 
you actually can control: getting good 
grades, being an engaged citizen and 
finding ways to contribute to the world. 
 Success is ultimately determined by the 
many choices we make. By choosing to 
be involved in SkillsUSA, you’ve already 
widened your options. If you master what 
you’re learning and keep moving toward 
your career goals, you’ll find yourself at 
an intersection where your skill meets 
opportunity. And if you’re prepared, you’ll 
always be ready for that opportunity.
 In this issue of SkillsUSA Champions,  
you’ll find students whose focus helped 
them take control. In Alabama, Brian 
Copes’ students are changing lives at 
home and in Honduras. Maryland’s Maria 
Olney credits her adoptive family and 
SkillsUSA with helping her set progres-

sively larger goals. They and the other 
members in these pages — from Sandra 
Timberlake of Tennessee to Nelson 
Barrios of Massachusetts — share a belief 
that they can use any challenge as motiva-
tion instead of a reason to fail.
 This is our annual “leaders” issue, and 
all these students are great examples. I 
believe leaders set a direction and build a 
vision that inspires others. Leadership is 
about mapping out where you need to go 
to win as a team or an organization — and 
this direction can be dynamic, exciting 
and inspiring.
 Leaders must also use management 
skills to guide their people to the right 
destination in a smooth and efficient way 
while taking into account individuality 
and personal strengths. The best leaders 
don’t command or demand respect; they 
earn it one decision at a time.
 As you travel your own path, prepare 
for your future by staying focused, but 
remember that sometimes you have to 
switch gears or make adjustments. I hope 
you’ll use SkillsUSA to help you navigate 
through these twists and turns on your 
way through education and life. •
Got questions about SkillsUSA or other topics? 
Email anyinfo@skillsusa.org or send a letter to 
the address on the facing page. Put “Ask Tim” 
in the subject line or mail address.
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SkillsUSA Receives 

Big Honors 
At ACTE Event

Amanda McClure of Union Grove High 
School in McDonough, Ga., took home 
the Trade and Industrial New Teacher of 
the Year Award; and Bart Taylor of A&M 
Consolidated High School in College 
Station, Texas, was the Region 4 winner 
for ACTE Teacher of the Year. 
 Another highlight was former SkillsUSA 
national officer Ahmad Shawwal’s memo-
rable speech on the big stage. For more, 
visit: www.careertechvision.com. •

The Association for Career and Tech-
nical Education (ACTE) recently 
held its annual CareerTech VISION 

Conference in Las Vegas, with SkillsUSA 
featured prominently in the proceedings.
 The national event honored three 
SkillsUSA advisors: Shellie Sowles of 
Northeast Metro Independent School 
District Career and Technical Center in 
White Bear Lake, Minn., received the 
2017 ACTE Career Guidance Award; 

Proving	Your	Worth	is	Worth	It

  killsUSA Executive Director  
  Tim Lawrence was a recent  
  guest on award-winning radio 
program “Relevant or Irrelevant.” The 
show allows guests to discuss various 
causes and issues they’re involved with, 
and, at the show’s conclusion, the hosts 
decide whether the guest’s work is 
relevant or irrelevant to today’s world. 
 Lawrence took the opportunity the 
show provided to make an impassioned, 
fact-driven case for — what else? — 
SkillsUSA and its role as a verified talent 
pipeline and skills-gap solution. 
 The final verdict? Hint: It contains 
the word “relevant.” Listen for yourself 
at: http://apple.co/2koRjhb. And while 
you’re there, click on some of the other 
podcasts that make SkillsUSA’s case. •

S

Ahmad Shawwal, 
SkillsUSA’s 2014-15 high-

school president, delivers 
an inspiring “vision talk” 
during ACTE’s national 

conference. View the full 
speech online at: https://

youtu.be/4jApQ2g7f74. 

Ahmad Shawwal, 
SkillsUSA’s 2014-15 high-

school president, delivers 
an inspiring “vision talk” 
during ACTE’s national 

conference. View the full 
speech online at: https://

youtu.be/4jApQ2g7f74. 
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ROWE YOUR BOAT 
TO LOUISVILLE 
THIS SUMMER 

What would an issue of SkillsUSA 
Champions be without a 

mention of Mike Rowe, one of the 
organization’s most well-known 
supporters? That question won’t have 
to be answered in this issue at least, as 
the mikeroweWORKS Foundation 
has announced that it will again be 
offering scholarships for SkillsUSA 
students to attend the National 
Leadership and Skills Conference in 
Louisville, Ky., this June. 
 The announcement marks the 
seventh consecutive year Rowe’s foun-
dation has provided these generous 
travel scholarships to students who 
place first in their state championships 
but don’t have the financial means to 
attend the national event. 
 Scholarships are awarded based on 
students’ written narratives describing 
their need, how they have benefited 
from participation in SkillsUSA 
and why they chose their particular 
technical area. Applicants are also 
required to provide a recommendation 
from their SkillsUSA advisor or state 
association director.
 To learn more about this oppor-
tunity and apply, simply visit: http://
tinyurl.com/SkillsUSA-mikerowe. Appli-
cations must be received by May 26. •

Get	Rewarded	for	Playing	It	Safe	
Longtime SkillsUSA partner CareerSafe is back 
on the safety beat with another National Youth 
Safety Video Contest. The contest rewards the 
best student videos demonstrating proper safe-
ty in the workplace, an environment where far 
too many teens are injured every year. Winning 
students will claim a SkillsUSA prize pack and a 
scholarship of up to $2,500. The winning school 
will receive a prize of up to $5,000. All winners 
will be announced at the opening ceremony of 
SkillsUSA’s national conference. For more, visit: 
www.careersafeonline.com/index.php/national-
youth-safety-video-contest. •

Free software
makes your skills
STEM-tastic

F or more than 20 years, Autodesk has 
been one of SkillsUSA’s most commit-

ted corporate sponsors. That’s because 
both organizations share the common 
goal of preparing students to excel in 
careers based in STEM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics). 
 To further their commitment to educa-
tion, Autodesk is providing schools, 
students, educators and advisors with free 
access to their powerful software, the 
same design and creativity software used 
by worldwide leaders in industries related 
to architecture, engineering, construction, 
manufacturing, media and entertainment.
 To use the software, you’ll need to 
register (don’t worry, still free) through 
the Autodesk Education Community at: 
www.autodesk.com/education. •
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Brian Copes isn’t just working to 
change his own students’ lives. 
With his class, he’s helping others 

who live a thousand miles away.
 Copes is committed to helping rural, 
poverty-stricken communities in 
Honduras. He encourages his pre-engi-
neering students to think and reach far 
beyond their classroom in Alabaster, Ala.: 
“I want them to realize there’s a world 
outside of themselves, and their job is to 
make the world a better place.” 
 A carpenter by trade, Copes has a 
master’s degree in vocational educa-
tion. Last year, he took 10 students from 
Thompson High School to Honduras, 
where they fit 14 amputees with low-cost 
prosthetic limbs the class had built out of 
old car and bicycle parts.
 The students manufactured the limbs 
for about $40 each. The teacher says 
similar prosthetics can typically cost 
$10,000 to $20,000 or more, making the 
expense prohibitive — particularly when 
80 percent of all amputees live in develop-
ing countries.
  “After the first amputee was fitted with 
a prosthetic, one of my students ran up to 
me shouting, ‘It’s a miracle! It’s a miracle!’  
That’s when I knew the lesson had been 
learned,” Copes says.
 The students also built aquatic wheel-
chairs and adaptive bikes for the disabled. 

By Karen N. Kitzel
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Make
A World of Difference

SkillsUSA instructor Brian 
Copes is changing lives through 
classroom engineering projects. 
His students built a utility 
vehicle (above) that can be re-
assembled in a remote location 
using basic hand tools. They’ve 
also built wheelchairs and 
bikes for the disabled, low-cost 
prosthetics, computer labs and 
water purification systems 
and then delivered these items 
to poor rural communities in 
Honduras.

ON THE WEB
h	 Producers	created	a	documentary,	

“Children	Changing	the	World,”	about	
Brian	Copes	and	his	students.	Check	it	
out	on	YouTube:	goo.gl/8EHaVl 

h	 To	learn	more	about	Brian	Copes’	
nonprofit	organization	called	SKY	
(Skilled	Knowledgeable	Youth),	go	to:	
www.skyyouth.org

h	 You	too	can	earn	the	President’s	Volunteer	
Service	Award:	www.skillsusa.org/
membership-resources/awards/
presidents-volunteer-service-award/

Reaching out from 
Alabama to Honduras, 
a pre-engineering 
instructor shows 
high-school students 
how their classroom 
projects can change 
the lives of the neediest 
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Another hugely successful project has 
been refurbishing old computers and 
building sister schools in Honduras. 
Copes raised funds and took students 
there in 2012, 2014 and 2016. 
 “For many of the students, it was their 
first time out of the country, and certainly 
the first time they ever traveled to a third-
world country,” Copes notes. Another trip 
is planned for this summer. 
  Last year, the students built and deliv-
ered a hydroelectric power plant, several 
diesel-powered vehicles, a computer lab, 
a web camera, a projector and even an air 
conditioner to keep the computers cool. 
They also delivered three chlorinators 
that can clean 10,000 gallons of water a 
day so rural Honduran communities can 
have safe drinking water.
 Among Copes’ most exciting concepts 
are sister schools. His team built a 
two-room high school, outfitted it with 

computer equipment, then formed an 
ongoing relationship with rural Hondu-
rans through Skype. From Alabama, 
Copes is coordinating lessons to teach 
English and other subjects. This summer, 
they plan to build another sister school.

The nation’s — and world’s — best
Outstanding teachers who think big like 
this get noticed, so it’s no surprise that 
in 2012, Copes was named one of People 
magazine’s top five teachers. 
 He was also recognized in 2014 by the 
Environmental Education Association 
of Alabama as its Best Environmental 
Educator and was named 2012 High-
School Teacher of the Year for the Shelby 
County School District. He has presented 
about his program at conferences, too.
 Copes likes a good challenge: He’s 
enjoyed leading students to several victo-
ries in college-level engineering competi-

tions. But his heart and passion will always 
lie in community service. He and 33 of 
his students received the 2015 Presiden-
tial Volunteer Service Award. Now he’s 
excited about SkillsUSA.
 “SkillsUSA is new to our school — this 
is only our second full year,” he says. 
“My students hope to participate in the 
SkillsUSA CAD [computer-assisted 
drafting] competition as well as doing 
classroom projects, individual projects and 
the Community Service competition.” 
 Copes was recently one of five U.S. 
teachers on a “Top 50 Teachers” list for 
the Varkey Foundation Global Prize. The 
foundation received more than 20,000 
teacher nominations from 179 nations. 
The Top 50 represented 37 countries, and 
the winner received $1 million. 
 Copes sounds like the ideal teacher, 
so it’s surprising that he didn’t even like 
being a student. He actually hated high 
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school for the most part and remembers it 
being uninspiring and traditional. 
 At a crossroads, he recalled his high- 
school technology teacher as a mentor 
who believed in him strongly. With that 
in mind, Copes decided to pursue a career 
in education so he too could encourage 
others to grow and learn. 
 Using this philosophy in his classroom, 
Copes sets high standards that lead 
students to achieve far beyond their own 
expectations. He often acts not only as 
teacher but also the only male role model. 
At age 48, he has three nearly grown 
daughters of his own.

Next step, space
Copes’ approach in the classroom is proj-
ect-based learning. It incorporates STEM 
skills and integrates knowledge with the 
designs that help others. He really enjoys 
the hands-on projects and working one-
on-one with students on their ideas. 
 Their designs for inexpensive vehicles, 
which can be assembled using hand tools 
in remote world locations, have won them 
recognition through the Institute for 
Affordable Transportation’s annual Basic 
Utility Vehicle (BUV) competition. 
 “The next six months will be extra 
busy,” Copes says. “My students plan to 
enter an electric car in the O’Reilly World 
of Wheels show. I will begin showcasing 
my students by having them display and 
present their electric vehicle to industry 
representatives. A group of first year 
students will refine, fabricate and test 
aquatic wheelchair designs. My students 
watch the Discovery Channel’s ‘Project 
Earth’ series on global warming, and Dr. 
Jennifer Languell from the show will visit 
our classroom.” 
 They’ll also work in the engineering lab 
at the University of Alabama, Birming-
ham, helping build cryogenic freezers for 
the International Space Station. 
 Copes has this advice for other teachers: 
“Don’t be afraid to stretch. The greatest 
learning discoveries lie at the outer fringes 
of our knowledge and experience. Take 
chances; learn along with the students.” •

Facing page: Copes’ students feeling the 
satisfaction of helping others in Honduras. 
This page, clockwise from top: A utility 
vehicle the students designed and built; 
a health clinic offers deworming; a 
Honduran tries out a prosthetic arm while 
standing with amputee Noah Galloway 
of “Dancing with the Stars” (a graduate of 
Thompson High School, Galloway was a 
trip chaperone).



A walk to end hunger. 
Photo	provided	by	Jason	McCuish

By E. Thomas Hall

Ever meet a real “class act”? Nelson Barrios actually has an 
award for it.

 To salute the student’s service to his community, a Boston TV 
news crew surprised Barrios in his physics class.
 “All I see is a big camera and a woman with a microphone 
talking,” Barrios remembers. “I kind of had a hint of it [coming], 
because my advisor told me to dress nicely that day. So I was like, 
‘Oh, they’re here for me!’ and they interviewed me and gave me 
the ‘Class Act’ award.”
 It’s not the only time his SkillsUSA chapter at Lynn (Mass.) 
Vocational Technical Institute has been recognized for its 
service. Other media outlets have come calling, the students 
have earned a gold President’s Volunteer Service Award, and the 
chapter is one of only 24 Models of Excellence designated by 
SkillsUSA last year.
 “Our main project we named ‘Stars and SkillsUSA,’ where 
we focused on younger kids,” says Barrios, last year’s chapter 
president. “We did a project to help them avoid drugs, because 
we know that’s a huge epidemic in our city: a lot of people, a lot 
of overdoses of heroin. Middle school is usually the time kids are 

exposed to the terms and even marijuana.” 
 Aside from guest speakers, the chapter 
set up a question-and-answer table to 
cover all aspects of drug abuse. 
 “We had lawyers there, because it 
doesn’t just affect the person that’s taking 
the drug, it’s affecting the whole commu-
nity,” Barrios explains. “We had judges 
there, people that worked in the medical 
field to tell you what it does to your body, 
people that work with social services, 
because people that are taking drugs are 
not able to take care of their kids.”

“You have to give it your all every day,” says 
Nelson Barrios. His SkillsUSA chapter takes 
helping the community to whole new heights.
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           A Call to Serve
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 SkillsUSA members had middle-school 
students sign pledges to stay substance-
abuse free and gave them pledging pins in 
exchange. 
 “One of the students actually came up 
and told me, ‘Oh, I’m not clean today, but 
after this project, I’m gonna try and do my 
best and stay clean,’ ” Barrios says.
 Other chapter projects have focused on 
hunger and homelessness in the commu-
nity. In the summer of 2014, students 
were painting park benches and removing 
graffiti when they realized homeless 
people were living right under their noses. 
 “We found clothes, shoes, blankets, 
makeshift pillows, a bike and a whole lot 
of other items which indicated to us that 
people were sleeping there at night,” says 
another chapter officer, Kevin Gomes. 
“We wanted to do something to help.” 
 Soon he and Barrios began to motivate 
their entire school into donating items for 
the local homeless shelter. “We challenged 
our peers,” Barrios adds. “Each care 
package had to have flip flops, face cloths, 
deodorant, a toothbrush, toothpaste and a 
variety of other needs.
 “Together, we were able to gather over 
500 care packages and 125 pillows for the 
shelter. In fact, we collected so many items 
that we shared the packages with many 
other shelters as well.” 
 Another eye-opening experience 
happened one December when the 
students helped with a food pantry housed 
at a nearby elementary school. “We recog-
nized that there are a lot of people who 
need food, not just the homeless,” Barrios 
says. He, Gomes and SkillsUSA advisor 
Jason McCuish organized a walk with the 
Greater Boston Food Bank. Their goal 
was to raise $5,000 in two weeks.
 “We asked all of our student popula-
tion to ask 25 people to give them $1. We 
figured this was a manageable task, and if 
everyone got involved, we would easily hit 
our target goal,” Barrios explains. 
 They wound up raising $8,000, which 
could be turned into 24,000 meals. The 
chapter also donated another round of 

care packages to the homeless shelter, this 
time with winter clothing. “They wanted 
120 pairs of socks, and we gave them more 
than a thousand,” Gomes says.
 “And when you think about Christ-
mas,” Barrios adds, “it’s kids around here 
[saying], ‘Oh, I want an Xbox, a PS3, I 
want an iPad,’ and all they wanted there 
[at the shelter] was the socks to stay warm. 
So that really touched us.”

New class, new ways of giving back
Now in his second semester at the Univer-
sity of Massachusetts – Lowell, Barrios is 
the recipient of a scholarship from the Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation. For the 
aspiring engineer, the Gates Millennium 
Scholars Program will cover eight years of 
school. The application process included 
writing eight essays, “and a lot of what 
they look for is your community involve-
ment,” he points out.
 The former automotive student says he 
was drawn to engineering “because you 
get to work as a team” and that he learned 

a lot about teamwork through SkillsUSA. 
“I really like working as a team because 
you get to meet new people, get to see 
different aspects of people and the way 
people think. Each person has a different 
way of thinking, and so you get a little bit 
of that, which helps expand the way you 
think as well.”
 The scholarship will help him continue 
to give to the community. As the “class 
act” told WHDH TV, “I want to use my 
education to bring more awareness to the 
problems we all face in a daily basis. I want 
to do something to change people’s lives 
in some way. You have to give it your all 
every day.” 
 Asked why he’s so intensely focused 
on serving others, Barrios points to 
McCuish, his SkillsUSA advisor. “Because 
of him, and because when you give back, 
there’s a different feeling inside of you. 
And to notice that from just little things, 
you can make a difference in people’s lives. 
I think that’s the reason why I like helping 
the community so much.” •
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 By E. Thomas Hall

Many families come to the United 
States for its educational oppor-
tunities. For Arlette Dervil, 

relocating from Haiti was an abrupt 
change with continuing aftershocks.
 After the January 2010 earthquake that 
leveled much of the island country, Dervil, 
her mother and sister left Port-au-Prince. 
Their house, one of the oldest in the city, 
survived structurally intact, but the same 
couldn’t be said for an estimated 250,000 
other homes. The 7.0 magnitude quake 
took tens of thousands of lives.

Picking up the pieces
“Right after the earthquake, like every-
where, it was a disaster. It smelled bad, 
and there were a lot of people who died,” 
Dervil remembers vividly. “My sister 
and I couldn’t physically, nor emotion-
ally and mentally, handle it.” Her father, 
an accountant, stayed behind for his job 
and to help with the cleanup while the 
children started a new school in their 
mother’s hometown.
 Three months later, the family reunited 
in the capital city. “School actually started 
back up, and we went back and just — it 
wasn’t as it was. It was very different and, I 
think, far from restoration. So, my parents 
both came to the conclusion that if we 
came to the United States, it would be 
better for my sister and me.”
 In October 2010, Dervil’s mother, an 
attorney, took the girls to Massachusetts, 
where their uncle and grandmother were 
living. Their world changed dramatically.

Arlette Dervil (left) fled the 
devastation in Haiti for a much 
different life in the USA.

Whether coming 
from Haiti, Russia 
or the Philippines, 
these students have 
found the Land 
of Opportunity 
through career and 
technical education  Their

AMERICAN	DREAM	
 Starts Now QUICK READ

h	 The	Haitian	earthquake	split	Arlette	
Dervil’s	family.	In	a	far	different	home,	
she’s	on	track	for	a	medical	career.

h	 Coming	from	Russia	and	with	siblings	
from	all	over	the	world,	Maria	Olney	
knows	not	to	judge	a	book	by	its	cover.

h	 Examples	set	by	SkillsUSA	members	
have	inspired	Bay	Dedicatoria,	a	
native	of	the	Philippines,	to	pursue	an	
international	relations	degree.	
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 “My father stayed back to support us 
financially, because obviously, my mother 
would have been unemployed,” Dervil 
says. The once well-to-do family wound 
up in public housing. 
 When her grandmother, who lived alone 
in Randolph, suffered three incapacitating 
strokes, they moved into her apartment 
so Dervil’s mother could fill the role of 
patient care assistant. “My uncle took care 
of us during that time,” Dervil adds.
 That was only the first adjustment she’d 
have to make. “The main struggle was 
establishing what I wanted,” Dervil says. 
In Haiti, she’d been active in sports and 
dance classes, but here it was “very hard 
learning English and juggling schoolwork 
and wanting to participate in more. 
 “I always sort of knew English and 
could’ve worked my way around a conver-
sation, but it was very hard for people to 
understand me. My accent was very heavy. 
People would just be like, ‘Hey, what? Can 
you repeat that?’ And it was very intimi-
dating, so I refused to speak to people.”
 For years, she remained withdrawn. 
“I was very afraid of what people would 
think of me, and I didn’t dress the best in 
middle school, so it was very frustrating,” 
she recalls. 
 By the time she started high school, 
the student was excited about moving to 
Brockton, “because then that would give 
me a second opportunity to grow and be 
out of my shell,” she says. “And when I 
went to CTE school, I kind of was like, 
‘Hey, this is my opportunity to not be 
afraid’ — and I definitely had that.”
 At Southeastern Regional Vocational 
Technical High School, in South Easton, 
Dervil studied medical assisting and 
joined SkillsUSA. Now, as a senior, she’s 
overcome her shyness and serves as state 
president of SkillsUSA Massachusetts. 
She plans to go to college for a physician’s 
assistant degree.
 Sadly, Dervil says her father, who retired 
but remained in Haiti, died on the first 
day of her senior year. “The rest of my 
family and I are working hard to pick up 
the pieces.” Once again. •

By Ann P. Schreiber

W hen she was born, Maria Olney 
weighed 5 pounds, 5 ounces. One 

year later, the Russian orphan was still 
only 11 pounds. 
 “You could see in pictures of me, I 
had a bloated stomach. You could see 
the bones in my hands. It was horrible,” 
Olney says. “Actually, a couple weeks 
after I was adopted, there were some 
kids that didn’t make it in the orphanage 
because they were starved. 
 “[The orphanage staff] especially didn’t 
like me because I had brown eyes and 
brown hair, and I wasn’t like all the other 
Russian kids there who had blue eyes 
and blonde hair. Those orphans were fed 
first.”
 Her younger adopted sister was in a 
better orphanage in Russia but, due to 

a disability, was about to be moved to a 
facility with unthinkable conditions.
 “My sister Kasenia was about to be sent 
to one of these places, and my mom was 
like, ‘No, I’m going to take her home,’ ” 
Olney says. “Even the people in Russia 
were like, ‘Oh, no, you don’t want her. You 
want a nice, healthy kid,’ and she was 
like, ‘No, I want her.’ 
 “Yeah, it’s horrible. It’s just terrible,” the 
Maryland student adds. “There’s still 2 
million kids in orphanages in Russia.”
 Despite her challenging entry into the 
world, Olney is now truly American. Her 
only desire to return to Russia would be 
to help children in orphanages.
 Her mother, an attorney, ran an adop-
tion agency. Through travels to help 
families adopt, Lisa Olney and her hus-
band, David, located their own children. 

A	WORLD	OF	POSSIBILITIES
Once Alone and Starving, 
She’s Hungry for Education 
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Maria is one of four they adopted: two 
from Russia, one from India and one 
from Vietnam. She, her sisters Kasenia 
and Emily were 18 months or younger 
when adopted; her brother, Shawn, was 
8 years old. 

Diversity, understanding, education
Being surrounded by such diversity 
helps Olney keep an open mind. 
 “I’ve always learned to never judge a 
book by its cover, no matter what some-
one looks like, or where they’re from or 
anything. I won’t decide how I feel about 
them until I get to know them,” she says.
 “I’m very blessed every day that I’ve 
been given a second chance. I’ve been 
brought into a family that’s good, and 
we have the resources that we need.”
 Olney’s also grateful for the opportu-
nity to have an education: “There are 
places around the world where girls are 
in fields, and they would do anything for 
the education that we have.”
 Her appreciation for education led 
Olney to the Frederick (Md.) Career and 
Technology Center’s television/multi-
media production program. She learned 
about SkillsUSA through its Broadcast 

then go home to edit and upload her 
images. Olney also worked as a waitress 
at her parents’ restaurant in nearby 
Shepherdstown, W.Va. 
 After graduating high school with 
honors last year, she volunteered as a 
social-media ambassador at SkillsUSA’s 
national conference and later interned 
with its communications office. 
 Now a Towson (Md.) University fresh-
man, Olney isn’t sure what keeps her 
motivated other than an innate sense 
that she can always learn and do more.
 “My dad says success takes hard work, 
but hard work doesn’t guarantee suc-
cess,” she says. “I feel like if I work hard, 
no matter what the outcome is, eventu-
ally, I’ll be successful somewhere.
 “I don’t think there’s necessarily an end 
to being successful. I mean, I think some 
people have the mentality that, ‘Oh, I get 
this amazing job and then I’m done,’ but 
success is never-ending.”
 Her quest for continuous improve-
ment includes surrounding herself with 
good people, a quality of a true leader. 
 “You are who you surround yourself 
with,” she explains. “I definitely try to 
surround myself with good friends and 
good family members, and I just learn in 
the process.” •

Maria Olney’s family (left 
to right) comes from all over 
the world: older sister Emily 
(Hyderabad, India); younger 
sister Kasenia (Samara, 
Russia); Maria (Tver, Rus-
sia); older brother Shawn 
(Bac Ninh, Vietnam); her 
mother, Lisa, and father, 
David (both born in the 
United States).

“I feel like if I work hard, 

no matter what the out-

come is, eventually, I’ll be 

successful somewhere.”

News Production contest, twice compet-
ing on teams that made it to nationals. 
In 2014, her team placed 10th; the next 
year, they placed 11th. 
 During a dinner for the SkillsUSA 
Maryland delegation, Olney watched the 
state officers and decided to pursue a 
leadership role. When a slot opened in 
her school chapter, she filled that, then 
ran for a state office and was elected 
reporter. 
 Before SkillsUSA, “I used to be really shy 
as a kid. I didn’t like going up to people 
and talking. I stayed in my comfort zone 
just like any other teenager,” she says.
 “SkillsUSA definitely brought me out 
of my shell. I can go up to somebody and 
shake hands and introduce myself, and 
do that in a professional setting. That’s 
what it really focused on ... being your-
self, and giving off a professional vibe, 
that’s a big thing it taught me.”
 Starting as a high-school freshman, 
the three-season varsity athlete also ran 
cross-country indoor track, then out-
door track. Her love of running crossed 
into her career path. She worked for a 
company to get still photos and footage 
of students competing in track meets.
 Because the meets went on for hours, 
she’d often spend her day on shoots, 
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By Craig E. Moore

When asked about her 4.0 high-school 
GPA, Beatriz “Bay” Dedicatoria  

nonchalantly says she “really tries.” 
Considering that this former state 
SkillsUSA officer is also a repeat state 
medalist and national competitor, she’s not 
only trying, she’s succeeding. 
 The student became interested in 
SkillsUSA in a roundabout way. A former 
classmate from her native Philippines 
moved to Edmonton, Alberta, and became 
a member of Skills Canada. Dedicatoria 
thought, “I want to do that, too.”
 After talking with a SkillsUSA officer at 
Creek Wood High School in Cleveland, 
Tenn., Dedicatoria became a member 
of the chapter there. She embraced the 
leadership component immediately but 
admits to an initial struggle with public 
speaking: “I get really nervous and have 
stage fright.”
 Hard work and perseverance soon 
helped the student become more comfort-
able in front of crowds. “I’m actually 
beginning to love it. I like the attention,” 
she says with a smile. 
 Embracing this new skill, Dedicatoria 
was elected as SkillsUSA Tennessee presi-
dent for the 2015-16 school year. She soon 
found that being a leader meant facing 
additional challenges. 

Relating as a leader 
As a necessity, “I learned how to deal with 
conflict,” she says. “I was really bad at it 
at first because I didn’t want to confront 
problems. I wanted to be the nice person.”
 Following a friend’s advice, Dedicatoria 
says she soon learned how to resolve these 
difficult situations. 
 “Leaders who are pleasers are not effec-
tive,” she points out.

 She embraced the organization’s full 
program of work by also being a part of 
the SkillsUSA Championships. Dedica-
toria represented her state twice in the 
national Commercial Baking competition. 
 But it was her experience at another 
SkillsUSA event, the Washington Leader-
ship Training Institute, that inspired 
Dedicatoria to advocate for career and 
technical education. Watching her fellow 
students spread out over Capitol Hill, she 
again thought, “I want to do what they’re 
doing.”

 With an eye on the future, she’s 
studying international relations at Middle 
Tennessee State University in Murfrees-
boro. Dedicatoria hopes to use her degree 
and life experience to tell the world about 
CTE.
 She especially wants to be sure people in 
underdeveloped countries understand the 
importance of having a skill. “I want to be 
an advocate for that,” she says.
 “I have this skill. I can go out in the 
world and experience things. I can go get a 
job. ... It’s a great thing.” •

“I have this skill. I can go out in the world and experience 
things. I can go get a job. ... It’s a great thing.”

SHE’S GONE GLOBAL
Learning skills
to promote CTE
internationally

Ph
ot

o:
	Ll

oy
d	

W
ol

f



Ph
ot

o:
	Ll

oy
d	

W
ol

f

 ‘HUMILITY AND GRATITUDE’

Stepping out of her comfort zone has 
led Sandra Timberlake into a whole 
new world of wonder. Wanting the 

same for others who’ve been in her shoes, 
she says her mission is to help underserved 
populations reach beyond cultural norms. 
It’s a tall order, but Timberlake’s done it. 
 The Tennessee mother of four began 
changing her life through a welfare-to-
work program. She graduated and took 
a job at its family health center, a clinic 
serving uninsured patients. After more 
than 17 years there, Timberlake realized 
she needed more skills to advance. 
 When she enrolled in administrative 
office technology at Tennessee College of 
Applied Technology (TCAT) in Nash-
ville, Timberlake was blown away by the 
program. “It teaches you to have that 
responsibility,” she says.
 The program also “teaches the whole 
person,” she adds. “Not just the rigorous, 
rock-solid academics, but effective 
communication soft skills. You know 
when you get an email, and you’re 
thinking, ‘What is she really trying to 
say?’ You get an email from me, you know 
where I’m coming from.”
 Timberlake graduated from TCAT–
Nashville in August with numerous 
honors, including Outstanding Student of 
the Year, for which she was awarded a new 
car, a Chevy Spark.
 Before graduating, Timberlake decided 
to meet with influential decision-makers 
and share what the school system had to 
offer. By writing letters, she and fellow 
students made appointments to meet the 
state officials. 
 “I learned a valuable lesson from Sen. 
[Jeff] Yarbro,” she says. “During the time 
he agreed to meet with me, the [state 
Senate was in session], and his bill was 
coming up. ... So I’m thinking, ‘Hey, I’ve 
got a meeting with him, so I’m going to 
go tell him A, B and C.’ ”
 The senator took the lead and asked 
Timberlake about herself. With the clock 
ticking, she missed her opportunity to 
discuss A, B and C — and to discuss the 
TCAT system. 

Sandra Timberlake has 
encountered obstacles 
in life, but to her, 
they’re opportunities: 
to get a job, build a 
home, go to college 
and ultimately give 
back to others.
By Ann P. SchreiBer
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When Sandra Timberlake’s first hus-
band left, she had to move into public 
housing with four children. Because of 
the unsafe environment, she came up 
with these house rules:

1. I am Mama.
2. Tough times do not last; tough people 

do.
3. If you cannot see the front porch, you 

have gone too far, get back: Refer to 
rules No. 1 and 2.

Living in the projects, Timberlake says, 
she noticed things that did not sit well. 
 “What caught my attention more 
than anything else was the realiza-
tion that in my row of 12 units, seven 
[families] were related. Then I heard a 
mother tell her 17-year-old daughter, 
who was 6 months pregnant and 
two months shy of her 18th birthday, 
‘When you turn 18, you can have your 
own project.’ It was at that moment I 
decided, ‘I have to break this genera-
tional cycle.’
 “Being a woman of faith, I know 
that with God, nothing is impos-
sible. Despite obstacles, I knew even 
then that with opportunities, I could 
overcome these obstacles and become 
self-sufficient,” she explains.
 Using this “obstacles turned into 
opportunities” formula, what follows 
is how Timberlake chose to break her 
own generational cycle:

“Be grateful for all of the 
obstacles in your life. 
They have strengthened 
you as you continue 
with your journey.”
— One of Timberlake’s favorite
 quotes (author unknown)

• Obstacle: no job. Opportunity: gradu-
ating in 1999 from St. Thomas Health 
Services’ Jobs in Health Care welfare-
to-work program. 

• Obstacle: no vision for the future. 
Opportunity: graduating from Chris-
tian Community Services Inc. (CCSI). 

Timberlake says the latter helped her 
start leaving a legacy of self-sufficien-
cy for her children and others.
 
• Obstacle: lack of money. Opportu-

nity: graduating in 2001 from Dave 
Ramsey’s Financial Peace University. 

• Obstacle: living in projects. Oppor-
tunity: In 2004, purchasing a family 
home through Habitat for Humanity. 

• Obstacle: overweight and in poor 
health. Opportunity: being one of 
four in the pilot group of Nashville’s 
New Beginnings program. She lost 
weight and completed the St. Jude 
Rock ‘N’ Roll Nashville half-marathon.

• Obstacle: not able to advance on 
the job without learning more skills. 
Opportunity: entering TCAT–Nash-
ville via the Reconnect program.

Now Timberlake’s personal mission 
is to help other underserved people 
break these cycles. This can be done, 
she says, by peeling back the blinders 
that have become the norm, and by 
offering confirmed practical and spiri-
tual solutions to life’s toughest and 
most challenging circumstances. •

How her obstacles became opportunities

 Not wanting that to happen again, she 
came up with a mnemonic to keep her on 
point: “TCAT — Technology education 
that is Current, Affordable and Timely for 
all adult learners.” 
 When she registered at the college, 
Timberlake learned about SkillsUSA. She 
eventually competed in Extemporane-
ous Speaking at the local and regional 
levels. The student was impressed by these 
opportunities, but the national conference 
in Louisville, Ky., was a true eye-opener. 

A new frame of mind
“I met Donald J. Hermanek Sr., vice presi-
dent and chief client officer with Insur-
ance Auto Auctions, during SkillsUSA 
TAG Tuesday,” a training and networking 
event, Timberlake explains. 
 “He motivated me,” she adds emphati-
cally. “His words of encouragement to me 
were, ‘You are the best of the best and an 
upcoming future leader.’ This is a memory 
I will carry the rest of my life.” 
 Hermanek offered her a job, but another 
opportunity surfaced back in Nashville, 
one that felt right. Timberlake is now an 
administrative program assistant with 
Christian Community Services. 
 “I’ve always said I want to reach back 
and mentor,” she notes. “I want to learn 
my job well enough that I can bring 
somebody else forward, and maybe 
develop a program. ... So [at] whatever 
company, that’s what I want to do. I want 
to keep it going forward.”
 Education and work helped Timberlake 
move beyond the projects into a Habitat 
for Humanity home. In meeting the 
requirements, she worked on her own 
house and others in her neighborhood.
 Changing her lifestyle included getting 
healthy. Weighing more than 230 pounds, 
wobbling and taking five medications, 
she learned about nutrition and joined a 
program that helped her lose weight and 
run a half-marathon.
 Timberlake’s now in a happy marriage, 
working at a job she loves, living in her 
own home and healthy — and showing 
others how to break the cycle. •



SkillsUSA’s National Leadership Center is located in Leesburg, Va., 
approximately 50 miles northwest of our nation’s capital, 

Washington, D.C. �e building welcomes in�uential visitors such as 
industry executives, manufacturers and VIPs from education and 

government.

For additional sponsorship opportunities, please 
contact Brittney Colburn at 703-737-0637

bcolburn@skillsusa.org

urchase your own custom-engraved paver for the   
        walkway of SkillsUSA’s National Leadership Center 
and learn more about this campaign at:

www.skillsusa.org/store/pavers
Paver Campaign Partner

HELP US BUILD 

FOR THE FUTURE, 

BRICK BY BRICK.



AD
FULL PAGE
E GROUP
NEW ART



By Tom Kercheval

goldstandard
Ph

ot
o:

	B
ria

n	
W

al
la

ce

An observant teacher once forced Rick Parker to color outside his 
lines of expectations. After a successful advertising career, the 
art director now takes comfort in returning the favor.

 “I [also] learned how to do an interview, 
how to write a résumé,” he explains, 
“tangible, functional things you need 
during the development of your career 
that I’ve never forgotten.”
 A year after that first competitive event, 
Parker would earn bronze on the national 
stage. One of the judges had founded an 
art school in Atlanta called the Portfolio 
Center, and it was there Parker chose to 
continue his education, graduating at the 
top of his class. 
 The years that followed were a whirl-
wind professional journey, taking Parker 
to some of the top ad agencies in the 
country — and whisking him around 
the world while directing campaigns for 
Coca-Cola and other titan-sized clients. 
 In 2011, the journey led him back to the 
Portfolio Center, this time as head of the 
school’s art direction program. It was here  
he’d receive “the most precious thing I’d 
ever seen.” The note.
 “A portion of anything that I do from here 
on out belongs to you,” reads a line from the 
student’s gratitude-filled farewell. It’s a 
sentiment Parker shares when he remem-
bers Ellerbee and his time in SkillsUSA. 
 “It’s going to sound trite,” he says, his 
creative-director side always on the clock, 
“but I would not be here without it. I 
know that sounds too easy, but it’s the 
dead truth.” •

Design director Rick Parker has won 
more awards than he can recall — 

Addys, Clios, Tellys — all the bullseyes 
that the advertising industry’s leaders 
aspire to hit. Now with Bullock Mannelly 
Partners in Atlanta, the former instructor 
says the career highlight that touches him 
most is finding a note a graduating student 
left on his desk. That note let Parker know 
he’d helped shape a life, just as another 
teacher once helped shape his.
 “I was one of those artist kids,” the 
57-year-old remembers his early days in 
East Point, Ga. “A lot of creativity in the 
family.” As a commercial art student at 
Headland High School, Parker put that 
creativity on display. Instructor Edward 
Ellerbee noticed, encouraging him to 
compete in an upcoming district event 
for SkillsUSA (then known as VICA). 
Actually, “encouraged” is probably not the 
right word. “He forced me,” Parker laughs.
 That first competition was “an inter-
esting life lesson,” he says. “I had a box 
of dime-store markers, a couple pens, a 
plastic ruler and some other knickknacks. 
Other students had these really nice art 
sets. It was kind of intimidating.”
 Despite the self-inflicted intimidation, 
Parker won, learning that the quality 
of the one who wields the tool is more 
important than the tool itself. It was one 
of SkillsUSA’s many enduring lessons.
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The Biggest Awards Spring  
From the Smallest Sources
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Find	the	photo,	win	a	prize No, the picture on the left isn’t abstract art. It’s actually a distorted part of 
another photo in this issue. Find the original photo and send us the page 
number where it appears to win a SkillsUSA special “sackpack” (first prize) 
or travel mug (second prize). To enter, email your answer, name, address 
and phone number to anyinfo@skillsusa.org (include “Photo Contest” in 
the subject line). Or, send to SkillsUSA Photo Contest, 14001 SkillsUSA Way, 
Leesburg, VA 20176. One first- and one second-prize winner will be drawn 
at random from the correct entries. Entries must be received by March 15. 
Congratulations to last issue’s winners: Jessica Akers of Murfreesboro, Tenn., 
and Jerami Hodgkinson of Uniontown, Ohio. •

toolbox

Focus on Yourself to Make
Your Future Look Sharper
The term “career readiness” is one you’ll 

see often in SkillsUSA-related materi-
als. But before you can be fully career-
ready, you should at least have an idea of 
the career you want to be ready for. That’s 
where career assessments come in.
 As a class, break into groups of two. 
Take turns interviewing each other about 
your professional goals once school is 
finished. Some may be totally sure of their 
plans. (In fact, that’s one of the benefits 
many career and technical education 
students have over their peers.) Others 
may still be uncertain. Ask those who 
know what they want to do why they’re so 
sure. What does that say to those who are 
still trying to make up their minds?
 For a more detailed career assess-
ment, check out the Career Transitions 
Portal, created by Cengage and free to all 
SkillsUSA members. There, you’ll also 
find résumé-building resources, interview 
simulations and more. Enter the portal at: 
www.ed2go.com/pages/skillsusa. •
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Knowing others is intelligence. Knowing 
yourself is true wisdom.

— TAo Te ching
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spotlight

Help for fire victims in Gatlinburg, Tenn.

As part of the Milton 
Hershey (Pa.) High 

School engineering and 
design pathway, seniors are 
using Revit, architecture 
design software to design 
their own campus homes.  
 Students create floor plans 
in 2-D while simultane-
ously creating a 3-D model 
of the structure of the 
house. These home designs may eventually be constructed on the residential 
campus by students in the construction and carpentry pathway. 
 Students, many coming from impoverished backgrounds, are using 
hands-on STEM skills to design beautiful homes while studying for the 
Revit certification exam. 
 To learn more about the program, watch the campus-produced video at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3uqq3-7EWRw. •

Drafting a place to live

Baking	goods	for	the	homeless
Courtnie	Harrington	and	Emilio	

Hererra	of	A.C.	Davis	High	School	in	

Yakima,	Wash.,	teamed	with	fellow	

students	to	create	goody	bags	for	

the	homeless.	Each	included	two	

carrot	muffins	baked	by	the	stu-

dents	plus	packets	of	instant	hot	

chocolate	and	oatmeal,	bottled	

water	and	disposable	cups,	

spoons	and	napkins.	A	total	of	121	bags	were	delivered	to	a	local	

homeless	shelter	and	distributed	for	breakfast.	The	project	earned	a	national	

bronze	medal	in	SkillsUSA’s	Community	Action	Contest.	To	download	the	

contest	presentation,	go	to:	http://bit.ly/ChampionsWinter17.	•
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TCAT EFFORTS
HELP TENNESSEE 
VICTIMS OF FIRE

A fter wildfires struck the Gatlinburg, 
Tenn., area, staff and students at the

Tennessee Colleges of Applied Technol-
ogy (TCAT) campuses took action.
 Using borrowed trucks as well as 
tractor-trailers from their truck-driving 
programs, the campuses collected 28,541 
personal and household items — includ-
ing blankets, clothes, toiletries and toys. 
Students and staff delivered the items to 
local agencies’ collection sites. 
 Angela Richardson, an instructor at 
TCAT–Harriman, put out the call to 
help families displaced by the inferno. 
SkillsUSA national officer Sherrie 
Wilcox, a student at TCAT–Knoxville 
who has been a Red Cross volunteer for 
years, tackled the logistics.
 TCAT–Crossville members took their 
donations to the Harriman campus in 
a cattle trailer along with items from 
campuses in Livingston and Hohen-
wald. TCAT–Chattanooga delivered its 
collections to Knoxville on a tractor-
trailer from its truck-driving program. 
Likewise, a trailer from TCAT–Knox-
ville’s truck-driving program picked up 
TCAT–Harriman’s donations. 
 Everything was delivered to the Red 
Cross donation center in Kodak, Tenn. 
Other TCAT campuses participating 
included McMinnville, Murfreesboro, 
Newbern and Ripley. •
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3uqq3-7EWRw
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SkillsUSA Champions features our members’ photography. We’re looking for images of SkillsUSA chapters in action, or ones that 
show individual members’ concentration or perseverance. For details, email thall@skillsusa.org (put “Image Photo” in the subject 

header) or write SkillsUSA Champions, 14001 SkillsUSA Way, Leesburg, VA 20176. The photographer’s chapter is awarded $150. •

In Tell City (Ind.) Junior-
Senior High School’s 
automotive department, 
Alias Weatherholt and Ryan 
Parrot begin to get a 1951 
Studebaker road-ready for 
their state’s bicentennial 
parade. Photography 
student Jenna Coyle 
captured the work; her 
advisor is Shelly Goodrich.

SkillsUSA has provided 
me with such an envi-
ronment of leaders, 
and I just wanted to 
become the inspira-
tion that someone else 
was for me.
 National high-school president
 Stacey Muanya, Massachusetts

If someone in business and industry wants to 
understand why they should get involved with 
SkillsUSA, the first thing I would tell them is it is 
an excellent source for their talent pipeline.  
You are getting skilled, professional, polished, job- 
ready-Day-One students into the workforce.
Newell Brands’ Kaye Morgan-Curtis, chair, SkillsUSA Foundation
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Sell For
$1

45%
Proot

FREE 
Display
Boxes

FREE
Posters



All discounts are taken from list pricing. Promotions cannot be stacked. Tax ID# required when ordering through a tax-exempt 
school. Special offer only valid to instructors, schools and students. Channellock reserves the right of refusal.

PLACE YOUR ORDER TODAY AT

Questions?  Call 1-800-724-3018 or 
email salessupport@channellock.com

40% OFF 
LIST PRICE FREE SHIPPING

FUTURETRADESMEN.CHANNELLOCK.COM

PLACE YOUR ORDER TODAY AT

SHIPPING

FUTURETRADESMEN.CHANNELLOCK.COM

At CHANNELLOCK®, we’re committed to helping the next generation
of tradesmen get the skills and equipment they need. So we make it

easy for students, instructors and trade schools to purchase 
professional-grade CHANNELLOCK® tools.

 Use 
WHAT THE PROS USE 
 JUST DON’T PAY WHAT THE PROS PAY.
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