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MARTINSBURG - There was plenty to celebrate Friday, when students, staff and supporters of the Mid-Atlantic Weatherization and Green Jobs Training Center gathered locally for a graduation luncheon.

Although the event focused on the first eight graduates' success, it also was a time to celebrate news that the program's been approved for an apprenticeship program.

Rick Smith, executive director of Eastern West Virginia Community Action Agency, which oversees the program, agreed there are many reasons to celebrate it and the first graduates' futures.

He said the three-week training is designed to teach participants "everything they need to know to go into an apprenticeship program for weatherization."

In the end, participants will be better prepared for employment, Smith said.

"As of now, they have learned the physics of hot and cold and how it affects a house, as well as how air exchange affects the heating and cooling of a house. They have also learned basic carpentry concepts, such as how a wall is constructed and what happens when you build a wall in certain ways. They've also learned about insulation and how spots that are lacking insulation can cause problems and airflow issues," he said.

Participants also learned the "theory of weatherization," Smith said.

"That was all covered in the first two weeks. So from there, in the third week, they've actually gone from the theory to the job site to do hands-on work, to see if it is actually what they thought it would be," he said.

Larry Searcy, director of the Martinsburg One-Stop Career Center, where the training center is housed, said word was "just received Wednesday from the federal Department of Labor that we've been approved now as an official apprenticeship program for weatherization technician."

That means the individuals who've gone through this weatherization program can "now enter into an apprenticeship program which will run 2,002 hours, or roughly a year, and get paid. So they'll be paid to learn as they do, out in the field," Searcy said.

After completing the apprenticeship, they will have earned a DOL-approved apprenticeship certificate, he said.

Searcy said this represents a "big step forward" for the program and its participants.

"We now have eight people, who have finished pre-apprenticeship training, and we anticipate seven or eight of those people going on to the apprenticeship, which is a nearly 100 percent placement rate and that is unheard of," he said.

Participants should have an easier time getting jobs, thanks to this apprenticeship program, Searcy said.

"When they go to a weatherization program, either here in the area or around the state, they can produce documentation that's recognized all over the country as being absolutely trained and prepared to do that job," he said.

Smith agreed this will be good for the participants' future career paths.

"First of all, during the apprenticeship, they will actually be paid for working, which is good. And they will also be building a skill set and resume, while they're in a paid program," Smith said.

Instructor Mike Sites couldn't have been happier with the caliber of students chosen to participate in the program's inaugural class.

"This whole group really exceeded my expectations. I mean with them, we really hit the jackpot. All the people who were in the class were able to go through the material, understand it and do a good job of making a diagnosis in the field - which is something that seasoned crew members can't always do that," Sites said.

Martinsburg resident Augusta Fleming, who was one of the graduates, is no stranger to this type of activity since she previously participated in another program for women who wish to enter the field of construction, she said.

"Really, I've always been interested in this type of work, especially since I first started doing welding with my dad when I was just 16 years old. What I really liked about this program is that it's so different because of the focus on green technology and energy savings," Fleming said.

Another participant, Sue Shamburg of Martinsburg, said she'd eventually like to use her newly acquired skills and expertise to become an auditor/estimator.

"That's the professional who goes into a home or building before the weatherization team," Shamburg said. "They go in and see what needs to be done. For example, how efficiently the furnace is running and if any insulation is needed, then fill out a report so they will know what should be done," she said.

Berkeley County Commissioner Tony Petrucci, who spoke to the graduates, said he was impressed with the program and what it offers participants.

It is an example of what can be accomplished when governmental agencies work together for the collective good, he said.

"This really does show what can happen when everyone works together, from the students to the folks from Workforce West Virginia, Community Action and Telamon. They all worked to get this program rolling, and it is just a great opportunity so that these young people will be able to use their knowledge out in the community," Petrucci said.

These types of training programs are especially valuable during times of high unemployment, he said.

"With the unemployment rate being so bad throughout the Eastern Panhandle, this type of training program and Workforce center actually provides a hands-on opportunity so that if an employer wants these people, they are ready to go to work," Petrucci said.
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