Welding Industry Seeks Young Blood

	

	John Bruskotter, president of the American Welding Society, was in Yankton Friday to speak to students and educators at RTEC about the importance of pursuing a career in welding.Kelly Hertz/P&D
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Young people are the future of the welding industry, and officials both locally and nationally are doing what they can to make students aware of the opportunities available to them.

This was one of the themes of a presentation given by John Bruskotter, president of the American Welding Society (AWS), Friday afternoon at the Technical Education Center in Yankton.

Speaking to an audience made up largely of students and instructors, Bruskotter said there is a responsibility on the part of those in the industry to assist and educate students.

“Everything we do in life starts with some form of education, and our role as either educators or businesspeople is to motivate,” he said.

The AWS helps to do this in a number of ways, including through video and Internet resources, as well as scholarships, fellowships and grants.

“We give a half-million dollars away every year,” Bruskotter said.




AWS also affiliates itself with educational institutions to advise them on just what the students should be learning.

“Education doesn’t do any good if I’m not teaching what the industry needs,” Bruskotter said.

Josh Svatos, general manager of the Regional Technical Education Center (RTEC), said Bruskotter’s message is important for the industry.

“I can’t stress enough … the shortage of welders in this country,” he said. “Welding is not a bad career. It’s good money, benefits and there are jobs right in your local communities. As adults in manufacturing, it’s apparent that we recruit these students to the welding field because, as the workforce ages and we send those people out the door, it’s paramount that we bring the young kids back in and educate them, and make them welders.”

Bruskotter said that when he was in high school, he had not thought of making welding his career and leaned toward becoming an algebra teacher.

Then in the early 1970s, he got a job packing insulation for a welding company and found he was making even more than an algebra teacher would — about $400 per week, as opposed to that same amount per month.

“Those welders were making $5.85 an hour. They were making almost $700 a week,” Bruskotter remembered.

After that, he said, “I knew I wasn’t going to be an algebra teacher.”

Bruskotter became a certified welder in 1974 and has been a member of the AWS for more than 17 years, serving the New Orleans Section in several positions before becoming president.

Svatos said one thing he tries to tell students is that “there’s a lot more than just the hands-on welding careers” within the industry.

Bruskotter agreed. “For a lot of people, welding is a steppingstone,” he said. “I’ve got friends that I welded with (who) are still welders. A lot of them in the industry have gone on to supervision, marketing, project management, inspection, you name it.

“It’s like a tree. The base of it is welding, and there’s so many branches you can go into. You’re talking about more than a billion-dollar industry just in the U.S. So there’s a lot of opportunities out there,” he said.

Svatos said South Dakota’s students are taking advantage of their own opportunities. The AWS has two student sections from the state — one from the School of Mines and the other from Yankton High School.

“I’m proud to say Yankton High School’s student section is one of the largest student chapters in the American Welding Society,” Svatos said.

Some of those members are now being educated at RTEC.

“We have kids from Yankton High School here learning about welding, but if we have someone that’s 18, has their GED or mechanical aptitude, we’ll take them in our classes. It’s time to start training them,” Svatos said.

RTEC currently has about 15 people in its welding program.

“We do everything from the basics to the intermediates, all the way to advanced,” Svatos said. “If you want to get a certification in welding — meaning becoming an AWS-certified welder — we can do that here. The rest is up to you.”

Many of the classes run from four to seven weeks.

“The major difference you see here versus training in a tech school is, we do welding,” Svatos said. “Our classes are eight hours a week, and if you’re working on a 40-hour course, that’s a five-week course, and you’re out in the working world.”

During his presentation, Bruskotter shared photos and video footage of different types of oil rigs, all of which were constructed through the use of welding.

“The purpose is to show you the opportunities that are in this industry,” he said. “Everything you’ll see here is made of steel. Somebody had to cut it, somebody had to put it together, weld it and they had to maintain it. So just use your imagination to think of the opportunities that are in this industry.”
For more information, visit www.aws.org.

