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asktim

Succeeding	at	Any	Cost

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: With so much talk about the high 
cost of college, how can I be sure a 

four-year degree is what’s best for me?
Tim: While we all need to be aware of 
national and global trends, students do 
best when they focus on what they can 
directly control: doing well in school, 
being engaged citizens and finding ways 
to contribute to the world around them.
 In this issue of SkillsUSA Champions, 
you’ll meet students whose focus and 
determination helped them through 
very tough challenges: drug addiction, 
diagnosed medical conditions, poverty, 
homelessness and even having to move to 
the other side of the world. Keith, Ryan, 
Levi and Rawan each turned obstacles 
into stepping stones, using their hardships 
as motivation instead of reasons to fail. 
 These students don’t know one another, 
but they share a passion for SkillsUSA. 
Their classes — and yours — are cutting-
edge, rigorous and relevant. Today’s 
career education prepares students for 
many different high-wage and high-
demand careers. It’s also true that student 
loan debt is making even the brightest 
students rethink a career that requires 
four or more years of education after high 
school. You’ve probably heard the statis-
tics: Americans owe over $1.48 trillion 
in student loans, spread out among 44 
million borrowers. 

 While student loans are designed to 
assist you through higher education, the 
debt can be a challenge. If you’re going 
to take it on, you’d better have a good 
idea about what you want to do. Find a 
career pathway you are passionate about, 
and keep the total you borrow as low as 
possible. Have a timeline to complete 
school and get to work. 
 Stay plugged into your family and 
friends’ lives and what is happening right 
around you — not just on social media, 
but also in real life. It’s up to your genera-
tion to follow your dreams and to commu-
nicate effectively on the job. I believe your 
SkillsUSA education will help you do that.
 Career and personal success is deter-
mined by the many short-term choices 
you make, whether it’s checking 
homework for errors before you turn it 
in or applying yourself fully to intracur-
ricular activities such as SkillsUSA. That 
may mean staying after school to practice 
for a contest or staying up late to learn 
your speech. By choosing to be involved in 
SkillsUSA, you’re able to more effectively 
navigate your choices and shine a brighter 
light on your future career path. •
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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A New Chance to 

Represent 
  For WorldSkills

ST
Updated	App	Sets	the	Fashion

the Racine, Wis., native accepting a gold 
medal in the Automotive Service Technol-
ogy competition. He earned another in 
2012 at the WorldSkills Americas event 
in Brazil, and he landed a Medallion of 
Excellence in 2013 at the WorldSkills 
Competition in Germany.
 “It’s an honor representing not just 
SkillsUSA, but all of North America,” 
Kohlmann says proudly. Learn more at: 
tinyurl.com/skillsusa-wsct. •
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Former SkillsUSA WorldTeam member 
Kieron Kohlmann will represent 

North America as a member of the 
WorldSkills Champions Trust (WSCT). 
 The WSCT is composed of nine former 
WorldSkills competitors — ranging in 
age from 18 to 25 — who work to promote 
active involvement in the WorldSkills 
Competition and its related activities.
 If you attended SkillsUSA’s 2010 
national conference, you may have seen 

Kieron Kohlmann 
competes in Germany 

for the SkillsUSA 
WorldTeam in 2013. 

Kohlmann will 
represent North 

America as part of the 
WorldSkills Champions 

Trust this year.

Kieron Kohlmann 
competes in Germany 

for the SkillsUSA 
WorldTeam in 2013. 

Kohlmann will 
represent North 

America as part of the 
WorldSkills Champions 

Trust this year.

  he SkillsUSA Championships  
  “Clothing and Tools” app was  
  launched last year to great 
acclaim, even winning a major award 
(the AVA Digital Gold Award, not a leg-
shaped lamp).
 Shunning the sophomore slump, 
the app has been improved and fully 
updated for 2018. That includes — for 
each national contest — an overview; 
clothing requirements; eligibility and 
safety guidelines; and a list of tools, 
equipment and materials.
 This resource does not replace the 
far-more-detailed SkillsUSA Champi-
onships Technical Standards, which are 
free to schools’ professional members. 
The app? That’s free to everyone. For 
details, go to: tinyurl.com/skillsusa-app. •
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SPRING BRINGS 
NEW FINANCIAL 
OPPORTUNITIES The	Tool	to	Fix	an	Identity	Crisis	

If you’re designing materials for SkillsUSA confer-
ences or events, make your life easier by visiting 
the SkillsUSA Brand Center. The site’s recently 
been updated to include templates for local 
brochures, meeting and administrator fliers, 
program covers, sample press releases, presenta-
tions and more. Along with accessing current 
logos, chapters can also create their own person-
alized SkillsUSA logo that can be downloaded in a 
variety of high-resolution formats. The SkillsUSA 
Brand Center is a great way to unify SkillsUSA’s 
visual identity nationwide. To register and 
explore, visit: www.skillsusabrandcenter.org. •

New travel rules   
change how you 
present yourself

I f you’re planning to fly to SkillsUSA’s 
national conference this June (or if 

you’re planning to fly for any other reason 
before then), make sure you’re prepared to 
deal with new photo ID requirements now 
affecting airline travel in nine states. 
 The good old driver’s license has typi-
cally been all you need to pass airport 
security checkpoints. But if you’re from 
Kentucky, Maine, Minnesota, Missouri, 
Montana, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South 
Carolina or Washington, you’ll need to 
present alternate identification (passport, 
military ID, permanent resident card, 
etc.) to make your flight. That’s because 
driver’s licenses from these states no 
longer meet the federal government’s 
minimum security standards. Learn more 
at: www.dhs.gov/real-id-public-faqs. •Ph
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Scholarship and contest opportuni-
ties are blooming this spring, but 

you’ll need to act fast to take advan-
tage of them.
 If you’re a student planning a 
STEM-based career (science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics), 
apply for a $1,000 scholarship from 
SkillsUSA’s	STEM	Fund. Multiple 
scholarships are available, but the 
deadline is March 15, so hurry. Learn 
more at: tinyurl.com/skillsusa-stem.
 The Collision Repair Education 
Foundation is offering Ultimate	Colli-
sion	Education	Makeover	grants for 
high schools and college/postsecond-
ary institutions. Schools can win up to 
$50,000 to improve every facet of their 
collision repair program. To apply, 
visit: tinyurl.com/collision-makeover.
  The	SkillsUSA	Public	Relations	
Challenge remains open until March 
30, and schools can win up to $900 
based on how they’ve showcased 
their SkillsUSA chapter to the media. 
Three schools and one state officer 
team will be recognized. For complete 
rules, go to: tinyurl.com/skillsusa-pr. 
 A	CAD-based	design	contest is 
being sponsored by the Association 
of Woodworking and Furnishings 
Suppliers (AWFS), and it’s open 
to middle-school, high-school and 
college/postsecondary students in 
accredited woodworking or related 
programs. Winners will receive cash 
and in-kind prizes. For details on how 
to enter the contest, visit: tinyurl.com/
cad-design-comp.
 Stay updated on these and other 
opportunities at: tinyurl.com/skillsusa-
aid. •





	 Spring	2018					SkillsUSA	Champions	 9

A New Start	 At Life

Photo:	Lloyd	Wolf

By Ann P. SchreiberDespite a rough start in life with 
lingering obstacles, Keith Roberts 
has kept on track after discovering 

a love for all things automotive. 
 He suffers from tics and has been diag-
nosed with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD) as well as obsessive-
compulsive disorder (OCD). “For some 
reason, because of the way my brain ticks, 
I like to hear motors crank. I get kind of 
geeky on it,” Roberts describes his enthu-
siasm for cars. 
 “I just started pursuing that passion 
because it helped me. It was something 
that I could hold onto that nobody else 
could take away from me.”
 And from early on, he’s had a lot taken 
from him. The Washington native openly 
describes a childhood of physical abuse 
and neglect. He and four siblings often 
had to fend for themselves while living in 
motels or camping outside, eating little 
more than ramen and canned chili, he 
says. As the oldest, Roberts recalls picking 
berries, collecting cans and mowing lawns 
to help feed himself and the other kids.
 Someone finally called child protective 
services, he adds, after the children went 
rollerblading at 1 a.m. in the Spokane 
Community College parking lot, wearing 
only their underwear. An emotional roller 
coaster of foster care followed. 

 Roberts eventually filed to be legally 
emancipated from his parents, and he 
became the caregiver for his younger 
siblings. Then Roberts had an unfortu-
nate brief segue into drug abuse. He spent 
time in prison and was charged with, but 
not convicted of, armed robbery. After 
being released, he violated his probation.
 By that point, Roberts says, he had 
learned his lesson. “I was like, ‘no more.’ 
Then I met my wife and decided I wanted 
to go to work.”

An employer takes a chance
With little time spent in school while 
growing up, Roberts had to test to earn 
a GED (General Educational Develop-
ment) diploma. He got it on the first try 
and started working in various automotive 
positions. One employer pointed out he 
had potential but needed college training.
 “So, they kept me part time, and I went 
to college,” Roberts explains, adding 
that his studies gradually became a main 
priority. His wife agreed to work while 
he went to school full-time. At Columbia 
Basin College in Pasco, Wash., Roberts 
met automotive service technology profes-
sor Monty Prather, who he says has been 
like a father to him. 
 His ADHD and OCD made school 
challenging, as well as simple things. 

Three stories of abuse, 
homelessness and drug 
addiction end happily 
through the support 
and friendship offered 
by SkillsUSA members

ON THE WEB
h	 The	U.S.	Department	of	Health	and		

Human	Services	assists	families	in	
crisis.	Find	out	how	at:	www.acf.hhs.
gov/about/what-we-do

	
h	 Get	information	and	resources	to	help	

people	struggling	with	drug	abuse.	
Visit:	www.drugabuse.gov/patients-
families
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Once homeless, he discovered 
a way to reconstruct his future
By E. Thomas Hall

Running away from home age 14. 
Dropping out after the 10th grade. 

Overdosing on drugs at 18. Despite life’s 
most difficult setbacks, Ryan Fleenor 
never lost his entrepreneurial spirit. 
 Now 33, the Utah native has his own 
business, FleenorMade Products, using 
mechanical engineering skills to build 
patio furniture. He works two jobs 
and freelances in architectural design, 
giving clients confidence in the home-
building process from start to finish. 
 As a teenager, he was always busy, 
whether building treehouses or think-
ing up ways to earn spending money. 
It didn’t bother Fleenor that his friends 
didn’t share his enthusiasm.
 “When I was 14, I was mowing lawns 
to get my first car,” he says. “So, when I 
turned 16, I had my own vehicle. I mean, 
I paid for it myself.” He soon took off for 
Wyoming, where his sister had moved. 

 “I lived with my sister for a couple of 
years there and went to a different high 
school, and I ended up going through a 
lot of troubles with drugs and home-
lessness,” Fleenor adds. “I ended up 
overdosing when I was about 18.” 
 What he says began with peer pres-
sure and “being in the wrong place at 
the wrong time” escalated into taking a 
mix of pills and being sent to a mental 
institution. “I was never heavily into 
drugs. It was a really short time, and 
that’s why I was so sensitive to it. I just 
ended up being pulled into it,” he adds. 
“Now, I’m a lot stronger mentally.”  
 Quitting high school and moving 
into his own apartment, the teenager 
found work framing houses. “My dad 
was a framer, builder. All my brothers 
were, and I remember hanging out on 
the job sites as a kid,” he explains. 
 Fleenor was 23 before earning his 
high school diploma, which, he points 
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 “I’m lock-checking all the time. I can’t 
leave the house,” he explains. “I’ve got 
to wash dishes a certain way, in a certain 
manner. And then, my alarm clock is my 
biggest one. I sit there with my alarm 
clock — it drives me bonkers. And, I know 
that I’m doing it, and I can’t stop it.
 “It’s really hard to manage,” Roberts 
adds, but now he has support at home. 
“My wife knew that it was going to be 
tough on us, and so she worked these last 
two years while I went to college, because 
I have homework afterwards and I’ve got 
to really stay focused.” With his schedule 
open for school, he made the dean’s honor 
roll every quarter except one.
 Roberts says people in the industry 
noticed how he is able to think outside the 
box and apply that ability to automotive 
service. Working on cars, he admits, was 
originally “my kryptonite, I was so scared 
of it. And now I excel at it.”
 Through school and SkillsUSA, Roberts 
attended the 2016 SEMA car show in Las 
Vegas, where he connected with K&N 
Engineering for an internship. He earned 
his associate degree in automotive service 
technology and has started his own shop 
in Kennewick, Wash. He refurbishes 
muscle cars and sells them at auction. 
 One income, two children and being 
a full-time college student meant things 
were tough for the Roberts family. But 
they made it work. “When you are down 
on yourself, and you don’t have that self-
esteem because it’s been taken away from 
you, sometimes you have to believe in 
somebody,” he says. “You have to take that 
leap of faith — as hard as it is, you have to. 
I trusted the right people at the right time, 
and it worked. 
 “There were times I wanted to quit. I’m 
telling you, Monty had to practically drag 
me back to college, because I was like, ‘We 
can’t pay our bills. We’re not making ends 
meet.’ He was like, ‘Uh-uh. Now. Get back 
to college.’
 In SkillsUSA, Roberts competed twice 
in the national Job Skill Demonstra-
tion event. Being a member “saved my 
life,” he asserts. “The leadership skills 
have groomed me to be the person that 
I am today. ... I wouldn’t have the confi-
dence that I have today if it wasn’t for 
SkillsUSA.” He emphasizes that the 
friendship and support he’s gained is like 
no other. “I can’t find that anywhere else 
except for here at SkillsUSA.” •
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out, is different than getting a GED 
(General Educational Development) cer-
tificate. “Instead of going the easy way 
out, I went the hard way for a change. I 
really tried. I wanted to learn. After my 
overdose, I wanted to rehabilitate.”
 Then came another major setback. 
“Right after I got my diploma, I actually 
fell on a job site where I broke my back, 
my neck, my sternum, my left arm. I had 
ribs going through my lungs,” he says.
 Surprisingly, this turned his life 
around. “I ended up going to vocational 
rehab in Utah, and they suggested that 
they could help get me into an educa-
tion,” adds the Springville resident. 
 In his first year at Utah Valley Uni-
versity, he met professor Darin Taylor, 
a former SkillsUSA medalist. “He asked 
me to compete, and what changed me 
was SkillsUSA,” Fleenor says. His team 
won national gold medals in Engineer-
ing Technology/Design for two straight 
years (pictured above).
 After the first medal, “my school gave 
me a scholarship,” he says. “If it wasn’t 
for that, I wouldn’t have been able to 
pay for my education to continue on.” 
He earned an associate degree in draft-
ing technology and, this spring, will 
graduate with his bachelor’s in technol-
ogy management. 
 It’s all thanks to Taylor and an-
other professor, Howard Bezzant, also a 
former competitor, who accompanied 
Fleenor to the nationals. “I’ve told them 
how much they’ve changed my life, but 
I don’t think they understand,” Fleenor 
says. “If it hadn’t been for SkillsUSA, I 
wouldn’t have continued in school. But 
Howard and Darin were always saying, 
‘Hey, I think you can do this.’ ” •
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A former addict learns skills  
to help him stay clean and sober
By Ann P. Schreiber

Addiction issues plagued Levi Williams 
ever since he was a teenager. Now he’s 

clean, and SkillsUSA’s made a difference. 
 “In high school, I started drinking and 
going to parties and stuff,” he remembers, 
“and then after I got out of high school, 
I just kind of escalated my drinking. I 
went from like, ‘every once in a while’ to 
like, ‘almost every day.’ Then when I was 
probably 22, 23, I started doing drugs.”
 Williams says he started with prescrip-
tion opiates including morphine and 
OxyContin and then moved on to heroin. 
“I’ve tried just about everything there 
probably is to offer. It got pretty bad. I had 
to have it every day. 
 “I had a child in 2009; it didn’t deter me 
from doing drugs at all. I still did them 
every day. I got arrested in 2012 and went 
to court.” Even after being put on proba-
tion, “that did not deter me from doing 
drugs,” he adds. “I can remember being 
in the probation office high. They never 
drug tested me, so I didn’t really care at 
the time. 
 “About a year later, I got arrested again, 
while I was on probation. And they told 
me, ‘Well, more than likely, you’re going 
to go to prison for seven years.’ I got a 
chance to get into a drug court program.  
I jumped at that.” 
 Still, Williams says he didn’t take the 
program seriously and consumed alcohol 
all the time. Six months in, court officials 
did a home visit and found him drunk 

and high. He was incarcerated for 20 days 
and says he realized, “ ‘This is not where 
I want to be in my life.’ I was almost 30 
years old at the time.”
 Once released, he enrolled at Wes 
Watkins Technology Center in Wetumka, 
Okla. Williams had never heard of 
SkillsUSA before, and at first, joining 
seemed ridiculous. “I’m a grown man,” he 
remembers thinking. “It just didn’t really 
sound amusing to me at all.”
 When the drug court officials pres-
sured him into working and paying taxes, 
Williams took a job at a hardware store. 
To meet court requirements, he’d work 
early in the morning, then go to school 
and return to the job afterward.
 He gave SkillsUSA competitions a 
chance and went to regionals for Carpen-
try, then returned to win in Job Interview. 
At the state championships, he tried 
Plumbing and won twice. Now a two-time 
national contestant, he’s also participated 
in SkillsUSA Leverage training.
 Williams now studies building main-
tenance technology and serves as the 
college/postsecondary representative for 
SkillsUSA Oklahoma’s eastern region. 
Membership has given him purpose and 
helped him stay clean. He owes a lot to his 
teachers, whom he calls “the best people 
in the world.”
 “It’s like a giant family,” he adds, 
emphasizing that students need to know 
SkillsUSA is the best way to get your 
future started. •

Now in his 30s, state officer Levi Williams says SkillsUSA has given him purpose.
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By Craig E. Moore

With cousins Nathan Andrade and Christian McLeod 
growing up nine streets apart, you might correctly assume 

they would have a close relationship. But while lots of cousins do, 
few make it their business to make the world a better place. It’s 
here that the Massachusetts teens really stand out. It all started 
when they were just in grade school and became part of a New 
Bedford youth program. 
 Saturday Academy is a weekend program for boys designed 
to reduce the impact of negative behaviors by building and 
strengthening positive ones. It strives to improve academic 
performance, socialization skills and self-esteem. Older students 
serve as “junior leaders” for the younger ones. 
 Andrade (he’s on the right in the photo) and McLeod have been 
involved since third grade. After a few years, they became junior 
leaders. “Christian and I, we graduated high school, and we’re 
still active members of that program, supporting it whether we’re 
there or not there,” Andrade says.
 The program features classes in the morning, but the time after 

lunch is for cultural/enrichment activities, 
which also include service to the commu-
nity. “The program is mainly based 
around community service and academ-
ics,” McLeod adds. 
 “For the students, we say it’s a field trip 
so they’re excited to go, because if you’re 
gonna tell a middle school student, ‘Oh, 
we’re gonna go do some community 
service,’ they’re not gonna be as excited,” 
Andrade points out.
 At nearby Buttonwood Park, they 
created a sensory garden for the blind and 
deaf. Another time, they raked leaves and 
planted new flowers and shrubs. 
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           Back       to Back
First cousins Nathan Andrade and Christian 

McLeod keep paying it forward to improve the 
lives of their community’s at-risk youth

With their state delega-
tion just before accepting 
the President’s Volunteer 
Service Award. 
Photo:	Janet	Cantore-Watson
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 “They’re learning life skills. It’s follow-
ing instructions, working with one 
another, working with their hands, using 
tools, using their own head,” Andrade 
says. “It’s an all-around great experience.”
 According to McLeod, they keep 
in touch with students who leave the 
program to ensure a support structure 
through high school. “It’s a city where 
everyone’s considered to be at risk within 
one to two degrees,” he explains. “So, we 
like to keep active, keep tracking. I go into 
middle school and high school, checking 
up on them, seeing how they’re doing.”
 Saturday Academy isn’t the only 
program that needs volunteers, though. 
McLeod is involved in others in New 
Bedford. 
 “I also work with the Southcoast 
Hospital group. It’s called the PRIDE 
program,” he says. That group’s curricu-
lum focuses on life skills, healthy behav-
iors and positive constructive actions that 
allow young people to be successful now 
and later in life. McLeod also volunteers 
for the Boys and Girls Clubs of America.

Champions at Work
The volunteer experiences at Saturday 
Academy and others came in handy when 
the cousins became SkillsUSA members at 
Greater New Bedford Regional Voca-
tional-Technical High School.
 Strengthening their kinship, both 
competed in SkillsUSA’s Major Appliance 
and Refrigeration Technology event, and 
both became national medalists. McLeod 
won the gold in 2015, and Andrade earned 
the bronze in 2016. 
 The next year, the pair earned the Presi-
dent’s Volunteer Service award, presented 
at SkillsUSA’s national conference in 
Louisville, Ky.
 Both young men say their previous 
involvement in community service and 
leadership in New Bedford made a huge 
difference in their SkillsUSA experience.
 “That’s just a real good reason why we 
just do so well at SkillsUSA,” McLeod 
says. “It’s a foreign environment for most. 

So they don’t really want to come out of 
their shell and talk to people, but for us, 
that’s what we love doing.”
 Andrade and McLeod plan to pay it 
forward by creating a weekday program 
similar to Saturday Academy called “The 
Right Path.” They’re working on commu-
nity support for the program, but Andrade 
says it’s nothing to sweat over. “Both of us 
are great at networking because it’s so easy 
for us just to talk to people.
 “We can just meet a new person, shake 
their hand and we can have a conversa-
tion,” he adds. “It just clicks like that.”  
 The cousins drew interest in their plan 
from none other than the New Bedford 
Police Department. McLeod met the new 
chief about financial support for their new 
venture.
 “They have the ability to allocate 
money from the drug funds,” he explains. 
“After they seize money like that, they 
can allocate it to any community service 
project that they want. The new police 
chief was strongly looking at allocating 

some of that [seized] money toward us 
because he liked the idea of hitting [drug 
abuse] on two fronts … stopping it before 
they get old enough to get into that.” 
 As for the future, Andrade is attending 
Bristol Community College in Fall River. 
McLeod enlisted in the U.S. Navy, where 
he is training to be a nuclear engineer 
with the goal of becoming an officer. 
 These are very different paths for a pair 
as close as Andrade and McLeod. Their 
mothers are sisters, making the young 
men first cousins, yet they act and feel 
more like brothers. “I think the longest 
we’ve ever been away from each other 
was what? A week?” Andrade asked when 
interviewed last summer. 
 “I think we can survive those four or five 
weeks [during basic training],” McLeod 
responded. “It will be like he’s going to 
college and I’m going to college … we’ll 
be studying similar things. So, we’ll be 
able to have FaceTime to call each other 
and help each other with homework.
 “It’ll be like nothing’s ever changed.” •
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A school can change students, but 
it’s even more amazing when 
students change a school. When a 

trio at Providence (R.I.) Career and Techni-
cal Academy put their heads together to 
improve their campus, the results were as 
big as their cool hairdos.
 Laisa Baez, Aliesha Duran and Ysmel 
Martinez entered SkillsUSA’s Commu-
nity Service contest with “The Four Cs of 
Cosmetology: Creating a Colorful Com-
munity with Cosmetology.” The project 
was designed to improve attendance 
and make school fun and engaging.
 “The success of the project has 
changed us,” they explained in the writ-
ten contest report. “ It has improved our 
image [and] created an impact in our 
district and our high school.”
 When the team started, 46 percent 
of the school’s students had chronic ab-
sences. In response, the trio created new 
work-based learning experiences. 
 On Salon Service Saturdays, they col-
lected bundles of hair to donate to Wigs 
for Kids and Children with Hair Loss. 
They collected winter coats to donate at 

Thanksgiving. They sold candy on Fridays 
and made a donation to the Ronald Mc-
Donald House to support a family’s stay. 
They collected prom dresses for needy 
students and held fundraisers.
 Cosmetology instructors Rahsaan 
Gomes-McCreary and Diana Furtado 
offered support every step of the way. The 
activities meant students spent more 
time on campus and enjoyed it more — 
including after school and Saturdays. By 
year’s end, absenteeism was down 9.8 
percent.
 Also, in SkillsUSA’s Models of Excellence 
program, the students’ chapter earned a 
Silver Chapter of Distinction award. Fifty 
student members earned the President’s 
Volunteer Service Award by putting in 
636 total hours. To inspire others, the stu-
dents even raised money for a plaque of 
Christiana C. Bannister, an entrepreneur, 
wig maker, hairdresser and abolitionist 
born in the 1800s to African-American 
and Narragansett Indian parents.
 The trio’s advice to other students is 
simple: “You can make a positive change 
in your school community, just like us.” •By Karen N. Kitzel

These three SkillsUSA 
students share a training 
program and a common goal: 
wanting to make their school 
a better place

Connected, 
Committed  
And Caring
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(From left) Laisa Baez, 
Ysmel Martinez and 
Aliesha Duran put 
their heads together to 
improve their campus
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 ‘EMBRACING NEW ADVENTURES’

“I know my voice cracked a number 
of times, which is very uncommon 
for me,” David Allday remem-

bers. Speaking in front of 3,000 people 
at SkillsUSA California’s 50th state 
conference, “It was very emotional. I was 
absolutely elated to be there.”
 Fifty years earlier, as the first president 
of his local SkillsUSA (then known as 
VICA) chapter at Huntington Park High 
School, Allday was more stoic than elated 
while helping preside over California’s 
first state conference. After all, neither he 
nor the 42 attendees fully grasped the new 
organization’s life-changing potential. 
 Now 68, he’s freshly retired from a 
career that took his childhood dreams 
as a space-program fanatic and launched 
them into the rarified reality of helping 
build space shuttles. Allday recognizes his 
experience in SkillsUSA as an important 
marker on his trajectory of success. 
 “It allowed me to surround myself with 
like-minded individuals who had the 
interest, curiosity and technical skills to 
explore why things work,” Allday affirms. 
 Unbridled curiosity is woven through 
his DNA, and it’s led to what some might 
call “acts of mischief” over the years. 
Allday calls them “adventures,” the first 
of which came when he stuck a fork in an 
electrical socket “just to see it spark.” A 
rookie mistake, but also a prophetic one. 
 “I focused on electronics in high 
school,” he recalls. “[SkillsUSA] started 
when I was a senior. I was the top student, 
so I was elected president.”
 During his high-school years, Allday 
worked as a technician for Suppe Sewing 
Machine Co. When the boss learned of 
Allday’s involvement in SkillsUSA, he 
asked the teen to deliver a speech about 
the organization to a local Kiwanis Club 
meeting. “They wrote a check to our 
chapter after my speech,” Allday remem-
bers proudly. 
 It was these sorts of experiences that 
nurtured a budding confidence Allday 
would lean on for the rest of his life. “Oh, 
[SkillsUSA] helped me grow, very much 
so,” he agrees.

His high-flying career 
includes helping build 
the first space shuttles. 
Now, still remembering 
his year as a member 
in 1967, he’s amazed by 
SkillsUSA’s growth and 
ready to give back. 

By Tom Kercheval



 After high school, Allday 
kept on working for Suppe, 
and his boss became a trusted 
friend. “He taught me to look 
at my job like a game,” Allday 
says. “When you finish, you check your 
work. If you find a mistake, you lose. If 
you did it right, you win. It made things 
fun, and that’s how I still do it.” 
 When his boss passed away, Allday, then 
only 25, bought the company. Four years 
later, he sold it. It was time — and he was 
ready — for new adventures.
 The first, which he calls “the best thing 
I’ve ever done,” was getting a pilot’s 
license. There was one problem. “I am 
very prone to motion sickness,” Allday 
admits. “I would literally get sick while I 
was flying. I would open the window and 
barf out the window but still be in control 
of the plane. My instructors thought I was 
nuts. I was determined.”

 The payoff, getting a pilot’s license, was 
a “turning point,” Allday says. He contin-
ued to hone his technical skills as a service 
mechanic for a packaging company, and 
he developed his leadership skills as a 
safety instructor for the Red Cross. But 
when a former mentor from his days in 
the Civil Air Patrol approached him with 
a dream job opportunity, Allday’s interest 
was sparked. No fork required.
 “I got the job of a lifetime with Rockwell 
International Space Systems Group as a 
technical training instructor,” he remem-
bers. “I developed classes on construction 
practices for the first space shuttles.”
 As a training instructor, Allday served 
as an intermediary between the engineers 

designing the shuttles and 
the workers crafting the parts 
needed to build and repair 
them. By the time he left 
Rockwell after 17 years, he’d 

taught 54 classes covering a wide range of 
shuttle-related materials and systems. 
 Allday went on to work for NASA, then 
traveled the world as an international 
safety consultant before retiring in 2016. 
Today, his attention has returned to the 
fledgling organization he was part of for 
one year. “I am blown away by what it’s 
become,” he says, “and the impact it has.” 
He is now part of that impact in his new 
role as an alumni ambassador to students.
 “If an adult shows interest in what a 
young person is doing, it gives them a 
boost,” Allday explains. “I want them to 
not be afraid to expand their horizons.” 
Once again, it’s time — and he’s ready — 
for new adventures. •

Allday 50 years ago as president 
of his chapter. He’s first on the 
left in the back row.

SHOP OUR
EVERYDAY COMFORT 

FULL-ZIP HOODED SWEATSHIRT

Visit the SkillsUSA Store — www.SkillsUSAstore.org 

Fan Favorite Fleece
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If clean water flows from your spigot, 
count your blessings; you are infinitely 
better off than millions. According to 

a study by the World Health Organiza-
tion and United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF), access to safe water is one of 
the biggest issues that humanity faces. For 
one in 10 people on the planet, or more 
than twice the population of the United 
States, it’s a very real problem.
 This statistic resonated with students at 
Bell County Area Technology Center in 
Pineville, Ky. To help the Louisville-based 
WaterStep organization, they dug deep — 
into their closets for gently used shoes.
  “Monetary donations in our community 
are hard to come by,” instructor Brett 
Thompson says, “but even students who 
don’t have a lot may have a few extra pairs 
of shoes sitting around that they don’t 
wear. Donating the shoes makes them feel 
they are doing something for the world.”
 Since 2016, SkillsUSA has partnered 
with WaterStep and encouraged students 
to hold shoe drives. All types, from high 
heels to high tops, are accepted. Donated 
footwear is sold to an exporter, which 
helps fund safe drinking water across the 
globe. Another benefit: keeping tons of 
waste out of landfills.
 WaterStep teaches people in develop-
ing countries about purification, bleach 
making, health education and well repair. 

By Ann P. Schreiber

  Turning

 Shoes
 Into Clean Water
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For students at this 
high school, learning 
that they can make 
a difference brings 
feelings of humility and 
gratitude — as well 
as life-saving water to 
third-world countries

(From left) class salutatorian 
Alicia Couarm and instructor 
Brett Thompson of Bell County 
Area Technology Center in 
Pineville, Ky., helped deliver 
nearly 400 pairs of gently used 
shoes to benefit WaterStep.

ON THE WEB
h	 WaterStep	offers	free	curricula	on	under-

standing	the	impact	of	having	safe	water.	
Visit:	www.waterstep.org/education/

h	 Learn	how	shoes	help	WaterStep	—	and	
how	your	SkillsUSA	chapter	can	host	a	
shoe	drive	—	at:	waterstep.org/shoes/

h	 At	its	national	conference,	SkillsUSA	has	
supported	WaterStep	with	collection	box-
es.	Keep	up	with	new	events	and	efforts	
at: www.skillsusa.org/events-training/
national-leadership-and-skills-conference/
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This empowers communities to take care 
of their own needs for years. The organi-
zation believes that the best solutions to 
these water problems are rooted in simple 
tools and effective training.
 Thompson’s wife Deidre, a social studies 
teacher at Pineville Elementary School, 
likewise held a shoe drive for WaterStep. 
Their two efforts resulted in nearly 400 
pairs of shoes, a significant donation.
 Before initiating the project, Thompson 
had the opportunity to talk to representa-
tives from the organization. Intrigued and 
impressed with its operations, he watched 
online videos about WaterStep and was 
inspired. He and his wife realized it 
would be a relatively easy way to make an 
impression on students about the need for 
basic necessities in less fortunate places.
 “We may have brought the opportunity 
to work with WaterStep to our schools, 
but it was our students that did such a 
great job getting the word out and collect-
ing so many shoes,” he points out. “It was 
amazing how many people really wanted 
to do something to help people around the 
world.”

Inspiring, humbling and real
Young people benefit from experiences 
beyond their own communities. To make 
it easy for teachers to implement a dona-
tion project, WaterStep offers Quench, a 
curriculum that educates students about 
the impact of safe water. 
 Meanwhile, the SkillsUSA experi-
ence means participating in community 
service and competitions. This builds 
well-rounded students through real-life 
situations, says Alicia Couarm, a member 
of Thompson’s SkillsUSA chapter who is 
also salutatorian of her class.
 Thompson’s program is a Cisco 
Internetworking Academy. The instruc-
tor knows how partnering with industry 
makes a difference and cites the SkillsUSA 
Championships as a model. 
 “We had a student competing in the 
Internetworking competition, [and the] 
people running his contest are working 
for Cisco Systems. I mean, hello. So, it 
brings it to reality.” 
 His chapter’s community service effort 
helped students understand how dire the 
lack of clean water can be. Being exposed 
to a life-threatening crisis was humbling, 
and they learned having clean water is 
something to be grateful for. •

Skilled trades are No. 1 among the top 10 hardest jobs to fill.

SkillsUSA is a vital solution to America’s skills gap. Annually, SkillsUSA empowers 
more than 300,000 career and technical education students to achieve career success.

                                Your support enables SkillsUSA to provide students with the personal,
                                                  workplace and technical skills that prepare them to be Champions at Work.

Donate at: www.SkillsUSA.org

SBA Ad Winter 2018 quarter page copy.pdf   1   11/28/17   1:52 PM

“Even some of the students that are less fortunate ... they didn’t have a dime to give, so to 
speak, but you know what? They’ve got two or three pairs of old shoes that are just taking 
up space,” says instructor Brett Thompson. “I really think it made them feel like they were 
really doing something for people in the world.”
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By Ann P. Schreiber

goldstandard

Both her drive and talent have helped Rawan Saleh find 
excellence within her young grasp as she assimilates to life in a 
new country and enthusiastically pursues her education.

 Making it to the top level for speaking 
means having something to say. And, she 
does: “Yes, I talk about my country. Yes, 
and religion, and teachers. Everything.” 
 Saleh’s delivery is passionate and thought 
provoking. Here’s a sample: “It [Islam] 
is submission, it is devotion, it is peace, and 
terrorism is actually forbidden. And ‘jihad’ 
does not mean holy war, it means struggle. It 
means survival. It means standing face-to-face 
with anything that tries to put you down on 
the ground and choosing to be alive.”
 Recreating her performance, she fiercely 
delivers her words in a manner difficult to 
ignore. Today, the student hopes they will 
bring understanding and change minds.
 Saleh most definitely has talent — in 
public speaking and advertising design. 
She’s competed in SkillsUSA’s Prepared 
Speech event, but her design skills took 
her to the national championships. They 
also earned her an opportunity to work 
with the nonprofit YouthBuild.
 This is not a student who gives up, 
setting her apart from other students her 
age, Ison affirms. “And, she’s also always 
listening for ways that she has to improve 
herself, which makes a much easier 
student to teach.”
 Saleh says SkillsUSA helped her navigate 
a new life and that others should join, too. 
Like her, they may discover something 
about themselves that they didn’t know. • 

At just barely 16 years old, Rawan Saleh 
was eager to participate in SkillsUSA’s 

national Advertising Design contest. She’d 
only arrived in America from her native 
Jordan three years prior, after being well 
known for another kind of talent.
 Her family left just as Saleh was on the 
verge of becoming a TV star. “I’d been on 
the radio and I was kind of famous, and I 
went to ‘Arabs Got Talent,’ ” she says.
 “I was about to go to the U.S. like, the 
next week, and then they call me and 
say, ‘Oh, you’ve got your ticket to go to 
Lebanon to do the live show with us.’ And 
my mom was like, ‘We’re traveling next 
week, you can’t do that.’ ”
 After moving to Louisville, Ky., Saleh 
first attended the Newcomer Academy, 
which is for students who speak English as 
a second language. After only a year, she 
was ready to move on to Fern Creek High 
School, says her teacher, Lauren Ison.
 Saleh is quick to point out that Jordan 
is a safe place. “However,” she adds, “the 
college education there is expensive. It’s 
really expensive. I mean, here it’s expen-
sive, too, but there’s more opportunities to 
go to college here, like scholarships.”
 Another difference between her native 
and adoptive countries is that powerful 
public speaking can earn someone a 
performance on the Middle Eastern 
version of the “Got Talent” franchise. 

She’s Got Talent, and Skills,  
To Promote Understanding
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toolbox

Sharing Your Strength Helps 
Others Discover Their Own 
When young people think of 

“mentors,” they typically think of 
someone substantially older, someone who 
can draw from a well of experience that’s 
decades deeper than their own. It’s often a 
surprise to high-school or college students 
to learn they can be mentors, too. 
 As part of a class discussion, talk about 
what general traits make up an effective 
mentor. Share any personal anecdotes 
about someone who was a positive mentor 
in your life. Finally, as a group, identify 
the experiences you’ve had in your lives 
already that could help you mentor an 
elementary- or middle-school student. 
In what areas could you help a younger 
student ease anxieties and better navigate 
his or her future?
 Mentoring can be life-changing for all 
parties involved, and SkillsUSA’s Student-
2Student mentoring program provides 
all the tools you’ll need to get started. It 
can also lead to national recognition for 
your chapter. For more on this inspiring 
program, visit: tinyurl.com/skillsusa- 
mentoring. •
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Mentoring someone is not creating them 
in your own image, but giving them the 

opportunity to create themselves.
— STeven SpielBerg

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 tell us the story 
or page 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:	Ahlyia	Leclerc	of	Methuen,	Mass.,	and	
Rene	Becht	of	Sanborn,	N.Y.	•
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spotlight

Alick Lord (left) and Kyle DeRosia build 
a footbridge with Connor Towndrow 
(not pictured), a fellow team member in 
SkillsUSA’s Community Service contest.

After	they	learned	a	bridge	on	

a	local	trail	had	become	impas-

sible,	students	at	Central	Vermont	

Career	Center	designed	and	built	

a	new	one.	It	bridges	a	swampy	

area	in	Barre,	on	the	property	

of	a	nearby	elementary	school.	

Students	in	the	center’s	natu-

ral	resource	and	sustainability	

program	measured	the	area	to	

ensure	hikers	and	bikers	had	

enough	space	to	pass,	then	ordered	materials	to	complete	the	bridge.	A	

celebration	followed	with	students	from	Barre	Town	Elementary	School.	•

Meridian, Idaho, students granting a wish.

Students at Sikeston (Mo.) 
Career and Technology 

Center are seeing results 
with their Operation Hope 
mentoring program. They 
work with at-risk children, 
and according to health 
occupations instructor Gloria 
Houston, 92 percent of the 
affected youth increased atten-
dance, had minimal referrals to 
the principal’s office, improved 
grades and increased involve-
ment in school.

Mentoring	=	improvement
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USING SKILLS 
AND SATURDAYS 
TO GRANT WISH
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A dinner to honor survivors
Culinary students at Chatham Central 
High School in Bear Creek, N.C., teamed 
up with student members of SkillsUSA 
and other groups to host a dinner for 
breast cancer survivors. The dinner was 
held on game night of an annual event 
in which girls play ball and boys serve 
as cheerleaders. More than 40 survivors 
were treated to a full-course dinner, free 
of charge. Also hosting were members of 
Family, Career and Community Leaders 
of America (FCCLA) and students in 
career management. •

Students at Ada Professional Tech-
nical Center in Meridian, Idaho,

have spent their Saturdays granting a 
wish for a local man fighting cancer. 
Heavy snow damaged the awning at 
the man’s home, so the construction 
trades students had the chance to apply 
their skills — not for a grade, not for 
extra credit, but simply to help someone 
in need. They partnered with Wish 
Granters, an organization that fulfills 
the dreams of adults who have terminal 
illnesses. See the students’ story told 
by ABC affiliate KIVI TV in Nampa, 
Idaho: http://bit.ly/2jbVXRq. •

Making	a	path	less	swampy

Mentor MaKenzie Lynch (center) shares 
the basics of dental hygiene with Austin 
Robbins and Allison Essary.

 The program includes activities to boost self-esteem, teach communication 
skills and raise awareness about depression and bullying. While the younger 
ones improve in school, high school students learn to lead by example. Also 
this year, the center’s SkillsUSA members provided warm clothes and wish-
list items for 85 children and hot meals for more than 250 people in need. •



image

Automotive student 
Benjamin Stokes 
changes the oil of a 
customer’s car in the 
lab at North College 
and Career Academy 
in Villa Rica, Ga. The 
student photographer 
is Zachary Frey; his 
instructor, Ed Cook, 
submitted the shot.

SkillsUSA places students in real-world, high-pressure 
career situations that allow them to showcase their 
skills and make decisions. This is when students real-
ize their place in the world and what they were meant 
to do. They acquire an appreciation for the dignity of 
work and become passionate about getting better.
Advisor Michael DeAcosta, Milton Hershey School, Pennsylvania
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22	 SkillsUSA	Champions					Spring	2018

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. •

It makes you do 
more than just go 
to school and go 
home. You actually 
have a family with 
SkillsUSA.

Jocelyn Hall, student,
Tampa, Fla.
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Career 

Essentials:

Foundations

Career 

Essentials:

Experiences

Career 

Essentials:

Assessments
For full details on the SkillsUSA Career Essentials suite of products 
including purchasing information, please visit: www.careeressentials.org

Best Way to Teach Framework Skills

•   Communication
•   Decision Making
•   Teamwork
•   Multicultural Sensitivity 
      and Awareness
•   Planning, Organizing 
      and Management
•   Leadership

•  Integrity
•  Work Ethic
•  Professionalism
•  Responsibility
•  Adaptability/Flexibility
•  Self-Motivation

•  Computer and 
     Technology Literacy
•  Job-Specific Skills
•  Safety and Health
•  Service Orientation
•  Professional 
     Development

Industry-demanded, industry-validated  
for job-ready Day One students 

n   We’ve become intentional about developing  
career-ready students

n   SkillsUSA Career Essentials: Experiences is the 
next generation of employability skill-building 
curricula developed for today’s students.  
SkillsUSA Career Essentials: Experiences is 
everything you need for your students to  
be career-ready.  

n   Based on research from 1,000 employers of what 
employees need to know and be able to do

n   The SkillsUSA Framework has allowed us to define, 
implement and measure these skills

n   24/7 access to students and instructors on computers, 
tablets or smartphones

n   SkillsUSA Career Essen tials: Experiences takes your 
students to the next level of demonstration within 
the SkillsUSA learning continuum. It prepares 
students for the transition to the workforce  
or higher education through authentic  
project-based experiences

n   The online curriculum empowers teachers with high-
quality skill development resources and advances the 
impact of the SkillsUSA Framework

n   Turnkey tools and resources for instructors

n   A built-in grading and badging system

n   A learning community for instructors to share best 
practices and additional tools and resources
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