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Program offers dropouts a career in construction 
 
By Sara Foss 
 
Rockie Mann owns his own construction company, and he’s always looking for good, 
skilled workers. 
 
Trouble is, such workers are hard to find. 
 
It’s a common lament, one I’ve heard from others who work in the trades. 
 
Mann told me that he’s hired people who seemed promising, only to discover they lack 
the most basic of skills — that they’re unfamiliar with common tools of the trade, or 
don’t know how to use a tape measure. Now he’s involved in a new program that will 
teach those skills to unemployed high school dropouts over the age of 21. Those who 
complete the program will be rewarded with a job. 
 
“We have to get people trained,” said Mann, a Schenectady resident whose business, 
JAFJR Construction Services, is headquartered in Albany. “It will help people’s chances 
of getting work.” 
 
Called Schenectady-WIN, the program is spearheaded by Roger Hull, the former Union 
College president who lost the 2015 mayoral election.It will launch in December, at the 
city school district’s Washington Irving Adult &amp; Continuing Education Center. 
Students will take high school classes, undergo training in soft skills, such as time 
management, and learn construction. The idea is that students will graduate from the 
program with a high school equivalency program, a certificate of employability from the 
Schenectady Chamber of Commerce and the skills they need to work in construction. 
The program is unusual in that it guarantees a job to those who complete the 
program.Schenectady-WIN — the WIN stands for Working In Neighborhoods — is a 
great idea, and it deserves support. 
 
If it’s successful, it will fill a variety of needs. 
 
It will take people who aren’t working and who lack a high school education and give 
them jobs and a diploma. It will also help local employers by creating a pool of skilled 
workers. It will move people off public assistance and open up doors. 
 
“I want to see if we can change the prospects and lives of the people who are going to be 
in the program,” Hull told me. “If I was elected mayor, I would have done this officially.” 
 
One of the things I like about Schenectady-WIN is that it highlights the jobs available in 
the trades. 



For those who like to work with their hands or who aren’t interested in the traditional 
four-year college experience, the trades can provide steady work at a livable wage. 
 
Unfortunately, the educational system’s overemphasis on college and career readiness 
leaves many students with the impression that earning an advanced degree and working 
in an office is the only way to obtain a decent, middle-class job. A recent National Public 
Radio article on America’s infrastructure needs noted that “Job fair attendance is low, 
and although construction is a well-paying industry, it hasn’t been drawing young 
people in.” 
 
“[Construction] is one industry that has withstood the test of time,” Mann said. “It’s a 
good way to move up to the middle class. Some of these jobs are paying $30-$40 an 
hour.” 
 
Schenectady-WIN will start off small, with 10 students. But the goal is to grow it. “We 
can build it down the road,” said Jesse Roylance, director of adult and continuing 
education at Washington Irving. 
 
When he was 18, Mann got hired as a painter’s assistant. He eventually became a 
painter. Later he learned construction, and today he has his own construction company. 
He hopes Schenectady-WIN will offer a similar path to success for the city’s low-income 
and minority residents. 
 
“In my community, the unemployment rate is twice as high as the national average,” 
Mann said. “I see so many men and women walking around hopeless. It’s hard for them 
to get into the construction field. They’re not trained. So let’s get them the skills.” 
 
“I’m very excited about this,” Mann said. “I only see good things coming out of it.” 
Reach Gazette columnist Sara Foss at sfoss@dailygazette.net or 395-3193. Opinions 
expressed here are her own and not necessarily the newspaper’s. Her blog is at 
www.dailygazette.com/weblogs/foss. 
 


