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Women in trades: A world of opportunity
Andres Billiald | Ignite News

Being a woman in the skilled trades can 
be a rewarding experience chock-full 
of great opportunities. However, it also 
comes with some challenges.

Just ask Mohawk College alumnus and 
professor of Industrial and Motive 
Power, Marla Robinson.

Robinson’s path to the skilled trades was 
a long one, but one that seemed 
destined for her. 

As a child, Robinson and her 
mother took on the Hamilton public 
school board over the requirement that 
she take home economics while the 
boys took industrial arts. In the end, 
Robinson came out victorious, with shop 
and home economics becoming co-ed 
offerings within the year.

As an adult, Robinson continued to 
challenge the norm when she decided 
to attend Mohawk College’s Mechanical 
Engineering Technician – Fluid Power 
Automation program in 1987.

“I was one of two girls in a class of 40 
men,” Robinson remembered. “I 
graduated at the top of my class, but I 
was the last one hired.”

Numbers like that are far from 
unusual in the trades, but some people 
are working to change that.

Rebecca Isowa is the continuing
education program manager at Mohawk 
College and oversees many of the 

school’s trades programs.

Isowa says there is 
plenty of room for 
improvement when it 
comes to the number of 
women pursuing a career 
in trades.

“The percentage of 
women in trades is 
between three and five 
per cent,” Isowa said. 
“So, there’s a lot of work 
to be done.” Some of that 
work involves changing 
the attitudes of the 
people doing the hiring.

Robinson said some 
employers were simply not 
ready to hire women tradesman. She 
recalled one interview for a technician 
job at a large aerospace company in 
Oakville coming to an abrupt end when 
they said there was no washroom for 
her.

Robinson said it took a lot of 
determination, connections in the 
industry and the kindness of others for 
her to get her first job.

“You don’t give up, you can’t give up,” 
Robinson said. “The funny thing is, 
when you’re capable, 99 per cent of 
your barriers vanish.”

Mohawk College is currently conducting 
research in an effort to uncover reasons 
why there are so few women in trades.

Isowa said the project 
will look at a wide range 
of factors that might be 
at the root of the issue.

“There have been a 
number of research 
projects done on women 
in trades that look at 
why is the situation the 
way it is,” Isowa said. 
“Are there barriers? Is 
there a lack of 
mentorship? Or is it a 
lack of marketing?”

According to Robinson, 
it’s a combination of all 
three. 

Robinson said she believes the most 
effective way to address the issue is by 
educating young girls about the 
opportunities available in the trades.

Once she got her foot in the door,
Robinson’s career took off in no time.

Before long, she was offered her first 
teaching job with Mohawk College in 
1996 where she taught a seven-week 
pneumatics course.

In 1999, Robinson was officially brought 
on as a professor of Industrial and 
Motive Power.

Robinson says things have gotten better 
for women in trades, but there are still 
opportunities for improvement.

“We need to be vigilant in our 
outreach,” Robinson said. “We need to 
support high schools in terms of 
career nights and make sure high 
schools are consistently informed of 
the opportunities available through 
trades and technology.”

Robinson said there are countless 
opportunities for women in trades and 
technology, all they have to do is go for 
it.

“You’re set for life. You have a 
marketable skill that opens up a whole 
new world for you,” she said. “There 
are very good opportunities for women 
across the board, the biggest challenge 
now is getting them to come to the 
table.”

Rebecca Isowa, Program Manager, Continuing Education at 
Mohawk College.

Marla Robinson, Professor, Industrial and Motive Power at 
Mohawk College.
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Women in trades – Marie Wensauer
Roger Collins | Ignite News

When Marie Wensauer was only 3, her 
parents divorced. Her mother packed 
their belongings and moved to the 
state of New York. Wensauer says that 
despite her roots in Oklahoma, upstate 
New York is her home.

“My mother remarried and I lived with 
her and her new husband. That’s kind of 
where it all started,” Wensauer says.

“Growing up I was really athletic,” she 
remembers, adding with a laugh, “I was 
on all the sports teams, and was kind 
of a tomboy. I mean, I’ve always been 
a little girly girl, but the welding came 
later.”

“I didn’t know what I wanted to be. It 
wasn’t until I was in my late 20s that I 
figured out what I wanted,” she says. 
Wensauer decided to follow in her family 
footsteps and took up welding.

Most of the men in her family worked in 
metal fabrication.

“My step-dad was an ironworker, my 
uncle was an ironworker, even my cous-
in was an ironworker,” she recalls. The 
family connection helped her dive right 
into the trade instead of going to school. 
“Welding gave me more than a college 
degree. I don’t regret it at all.”

Her career started around the late 
1980s, during a time where things were 
very different – and a lot harder for 
women.

“When I first started, I had to put up 
with a lot,” she remembers. “Back then 
I was afraid of retaliation. I couldn’t 
do much about it then. I had someone 
come up to me and tell me that I was 
taking away a man’s job. That I should 
be at home taking care of the kids, 
cooking, cleaning.

“I turned to him and I said, ‘Listen: I’m 
a single parent. I’m the mother, and 
the father. I could either be making an 
honest living, or be on food stamps.’” 
She says that she pushed it aside and 
ignored it because she knew welding 
was her passion, and there was no stop-
ping her.

Wensauer always 
took her job seri-
ously. Every day she 
showed up to work, 
she gave it her all.

“Being a woman, 
I felt like I had to 
worker harder, weld 
better, and show 
them what I was 
made of,” she re-
members. “I was at 
a job one time, and 
they asked me to 
slow down! The guys 
were complaining I 
was making them look bad. That wasn’t 
my intention, I’m just a workaholic.”

Things have changed since then. Wen-
sauer says the attitude companies have 
today has gotten a lot better.

“What I’ve found in the past five years 
is, on every job, my employers go over 
sexual discrimination, harassment, and 
most companies, will not tolerate it,” 
she says. “Now, if a guy looks at you 
the wrong way on the job – he’s done.”

Being a single parent, the work wasn’t 
always easy. Raising her daughter 
required Wensauer to pay for daycares 
and hire evening babysitters. But things 
eventually became more manageable as 
her daughter grew up.

Wensauer knows a lot of women don’t 
think they have working in trades in 
them, but believes otherwise.

“A lot of women don’t think they could 
do it, but they can,” she insists, adding, 
“Welding pays very, very well. If a wom-
an is serious about welding, or being on 
a construction site, they just need the 
mindset that they’re there to do their 
job and that’s it … if you go to work like 
that, you have it made.”

And things did pay off. In her final years 
before settling down on her farm, she 
worked a number of specialized welding 
contracts – mainly on nuclear power 
plant shut-downs.

“I did four of them back-to-back,” she 
remembers with pride. “As a single par-

ent. I did really well. Between the spe-
cialty companies and overtime, you can 
make on average $150,000 annually.”

She says it also helped to be a part of 
the union.

“The thing is, there aren’t enough weld-
ers, and there definitely isn’t enough 
female welders. Union welders have 
to be good,” she says. “Let me tell you 
something, women are perfectionists. 
Maybe that’s why I became a welder. 
I can tell you that at one point, I was 
one of the top ten women welders in 
the country. If you stick with it, and you 
get in, they can make some seriously 
good money, more than a person with a 
college degree.”

Wensauer has 22 more months be-
fore retirement and when her time is 
up she’ll still stay busy – pursuing her 
new dream of raising American Quarter 
Horses on her farm and working on new 
hobbies.

“If you work hard it pays off,” she says. 
“When I retire here, I’m still going to 
weld. I want to start working on creative 
welding projects.”

Until then, Wensauer says she’ll keep 
going to work with the same attitude. 
Why? Because she loves her job. And 
even though she’ll have to wait before 
she can start raising show horses, she 
can still ride them.

Photo: Marie Wensauer

Marie Wensauer show riding an American 
Quarter horse.
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Women in Trades: Maggie Fair
Christina King | Ignite News
As you get older, deciding what career 
path you want to pursue can be chal-
lenging. Many will change their mind 
before they stick to one choice.

For Maggie Fair, it wasn’t too difficult, 
as she followed in the footsteps of her 
father, a welder.

“My dad ran a welding business out of 
our garage and his own shop for a num-
ber of years when I was growing up, so 
it was something I was often around,” 
Fair remembers.

Throughout university, Fair worked on 
many art pieces to showcase her family 
history. She says she always felt like 
metal was the appropriate material.

“Both my parents grew up in Hamilton, 
also known as Steel City,” Fair says. “My 
dad worked for Dofasco as a millwright, 
and my paternal grandfather worked for 
Stelco as a machinist. I was also living 
in Hamilton at the time, which influ-
enced my decision to start working with 
steel.”

Fair started to learn how to weld when 

she was in university and by the time 
she completed her degree, she had 
already signed up for her first pre-ap-
prenticeship course through the United 
Association of Plumbers, Steamfitters, 
and Welders-Local 67.

Upon completing the pre-apprentice-
ship, Fair was offered her choice of a 
welding or steamfitting apprenticeship 
and chose to be a steamfitter.

“I was given the opportunity to sign 
up as a welder apprentice a few years 
into my steamfitter apprenticeship,” 
says Fair. “So I am currently working on 
completing both apprenticeships to get 
a certificate of qualification (red seal) in 
both trades.”

A steamfitter apprenticeship takes 
8,500 hours of training to complete. Fair 
is currently in her fifth year and will still 
need to complete her last block of trade 
school and work (about 500 hours.)

Through all the schooling and work 
experience, Fair also works part-time at 
Mohawk College in the welding depart-
ment as the shop technician.

“My duties at Mohawk include maintain-
ing the shops and equipment, and mak-
ing improvements when resources are 
available,” explains Fair. “I have recently 
started teaching a basic welding course 
directed for women at Mohawk.”

Although the course didn’t have a huge 
turnout the first time it was offered, Fair 
has high hopes for the startup in the 
fall.

The course is open to both men and 
women with minimal to no experience in 
welding.

Photo: Mohawk College
Maggie Fair on the job

Casey Ferkul on rising above the bull
Like many other women, Casey Ferkul 
loves spending time with her dog and 
her husband and enjoys spending her 
spare time playing action sports.  What 
sets Ferkul apart from most is her 
career. She is a steelworker, one of a 
growing number of women working in 
trades.

Women have not been traditionally 
associated with the trades and social 
stigmas can sometimes prevent young 
girls from considering those careers as a 
viable choice.  

“Fortunately I grew up with my brother 
and his friends so I know how to take a 
punch so to speak,” Ferkul remembered.

Ferkul didn’t always know she wanted to 
work in the field. Rather, she developed 
a love for hands-on work and accu-
mulated the skills necessary for it by 
working at her parents’ canoe outfitting 
business.  It was the experience gained 

from a few odd jobs and her acceptance 
into the labourers union that landed her 
a job at U.S. Steel.

Ferkul regularly works 14-hour shifts 
and says they can be exhausting.  

“The bulk of the month you spend work-
ing”  Ferkul commented. “You’re out of 
the house for 14 hours a day so that’s 
literally all you can do is get home, pack 
a lunch, shower and go to bed.”

While the hours can be quite demand-
ing, Ferkul says the time off is just one 
of the many benefits she enjoys working 
at U.S. Steel.

While Ferkul has had relative success, 
she admits the career choice has had its 
ups and downs, usually directly related 
to the current price of steel. Working 
at the steel giant also means working 
as part of a team or crew.  With these 
crews often being dominated by older 

men, coworkers are bound to butt heads 
from time to time.

Ferkul explained: “Coming onto my crew 
as someone’s child helped.  Everyone 
knew me and looked out for me.”  

“Of course you can’t get away from 
some men’s attitudes,” she added, “but 
for the most part everyone has been 
great.”

Many have come to the simple conclu-
sion that women have just as much of 
a place in the world of trades as men.  
However, Ferkul has learned to never 
underestimate ignorance.  

She gave this parting advice to other 
women and girls looking to break into 
the field.

“Don’t take crap from anyone but pick 
your battles,” she cautioned.  “The best 
way to react to any situation where 
someone is putting you down is to 
just laugh in their face and walk away 
because you’re better than the petulant 
teenage bull****.”

Griffin Chalmers | Ignite News



Holland left Montana following a divorce and briefly took a job 
as a machine operating instructor in Oregon. It was during 
this time she secured her current position as executive direc-
tor of the national hazmat (hazardous materials) program for 
IUOE.

“I have an extremely varied schedule,” Holland says. “I can 
be in the classroom, revising curriculum, attending meetings, 
speaking with prospective apprentices, or attending career 
fairs.”

Holland, the first female instructor in New Mexico, says the 
position is the right fit for her.

“I believe that I was more willing to go in and become an 
instructor than lots of men,” Holland says. “Operators have a 
hard time giving up running equipment and often don’t want 
to take a reduction in pay going into a training program. I 
didn’t have any problems with those things.”

She says that while most people encourage post-secondary 
education, she strongly encourages people to pursue the 
trades as a career path, especially young women. Holland 
says she believes that post-secondary education does not 
always achieve the desired result of a well-paid job.

“Through apprenticeship, it’s a win-win situation all the way 
around,” Holland says. “You get all of your training for free, 
you get on-the-job training with an employer, and you’re 
paid. Women can do especially good work when it comes to 
the trades. It’s one of the only areas where you can be paid 
the equivalent of a man and earn a very good wage.”

Looking back, Holland says there is only one thing she would 
do differently.

“I only wish I would have made the change much younger.”
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Constructing the path she 
never knew she wanted 
Cooper Townson  | Women in Trades

Lisa Holland was unhappy at her office job and needed a 
change.

“I was sick of pushing paper from one spot to another,” 
Holland says. She said making the decision to change ca-
reers midway through life can be a daunting choice, but she 
wanted to start something new.

That’s when her ex-husband gave her the opportunity to 
gain experience operating heavy machinery.

“I found that I really enjoyed it,” Holland says. “Even 
though I was kind of middle-aged, I applied and was ac-
cepted to the Local 400 apprenticeship training program.”

International Union of Operating Engineers (IUOE) Local 
400 is a labour organization in Helena, Montana. It has an 
apprenticeship and training program for construction-based 
trades. Holland says she enjoyed her first experience with a 
union, where she worked on equipment and operated small 
cranes as an intern with Local 400.

“Of course, most of the trades and most of the apprentice-
ship programs are union,” Holland says. “That’s why I am 
so closely involved with them and try to give back as much 
as I can.”

Eventually, the program’s training director approached Hol-
land and asked her to start teaching classes. Before long, 
she was working as training coordinator at IUOE Local 400.

An IUOE hazardous waste training program in-progress.

IUOE workers pose in full hazmat suits on-site.

Photo: IUOEHazmat.

Photo: IUOEHazmat.org



However, during her career as a pipefitter, she had to over-
come a lot of obstacles.

“My male co-workers had this preconceived idea that women 
would not go to work because of they were on their periods 
or they would have to take time off because of their children,” 
Costello said. “So the contractors would lay off women first, 
instead of the men.”

Costello added a lot of people helped her out but some want-
ed her to fail.

“Once I started my apprenticeship, some 
co-workers would help me out by doing 
my work, not necessarily teaching me,” 
Costello said, “Some also taught me 
things wrong, so I would make mis-
takes.”

Sexism was present during her whole 
career.

Costello said, “I had to put up with a lot 
during these years. I had to put up with 
sexual harassment, I had to put up with 
sexism, I guess a lot.”

Costello explained she loved working as 
a pipefitter but the biggest challenge she 
faces is being 60.

“If you work in the trades, it’s really hard 
on the body at my age,” Costello said.

Costello said she works around six 
months of the year but travels and 
writes a lot.

Costello started up a blog called “A Diary 
of a Lady Pipefitter.”

Costello uses the blog to write about her personal journey 
throughout the trades in a story like “March 10th, 1986, the 
first day” where she wrote, “What the hell was I thinking 
when I applied to be a pipefitter apprentice? Sure, I was up 
for any challenge, especially against the male-dominated 
world we live in, but I had no real idea of what this job en-
tailed.”

Costello also writes pointers and tips for women in trades.

“Never let any man see you cry because they will take this 
as a sign of weakness,” Costello said. “Find a tradeswomen 
group to support you throughout your apprenticeship.”

Costello said she dreams of publishing a book in the future 
and tells women to not worry about obstacles they may face 
when working in the trades.

“Eventually,” she insisted, “the male co-workers will respect 
you.”
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Peggy Costello, 60, realized at a young age that she didn’t 
enjoy the home economics classes as much as she enjoyed 
the woodwork classes.

Costello explained the home economic classes were for the 
female students to learn how to cook and to manage the 
house while the woodwork classes were for male students to 
learn about carpentry.

Costello said she was bored in the home economic classes 
and her father, the school principal, asked her what class 
would she prefer to 
take instead. Costel-
lo said, “Something 
new like the woodwork 
classes.”

Her father went to the 
teacher and asked him 
if his girl Peggy could 
join the woodworking 
classes. The teacher 
was a bit shocked but 
did not mind.

“In a year like 1972 
this was unheard of,” 
Costello said. “They had 
never had a girl in a 
woodwork class.”

At the age of 8, Costel-
lo started helping her 
father with the chores 
around the house. She 
said she remembers her 
first plumbing job.

“Something was stuck 
in the toilet, and my 
dad was not a handyman, so he asked me to help him out,” 
Costello said. “I remember I stuck my hand in the toilet and 
took out a white horse.”

Costello’s parents were gender neutral when it came to 
chores around the house.

“They never said, ‘This is a girl’s job’ or ‘This is a boy’s job,’” 
Costello said.

Years later, she married a man who worked in the trades as a 
nuclear pipefitter. At the time, she was working as a vet tech-
nician and realized she would be making three times more if 
she were to work in the trades.

Costello said she decided to start her pipefitting apprentice-
ship in 1985.

“As a pipefitter, I install the heating and process piping in the 
buildings, and sometimes I do a bit of plumbing,” Costello 
said. “I enjoy a hands-on job.”

Peggy Costello: blogger, pipefitter, trail-blazer
Photo: DiaryofLadyipefttr

Equality at any age - Peggy Costello blazes a trail
Maria De Teresa | Ignite News
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Breaking down walls for future women in trade 
is an uplifting experience for Vanessa Wagner
Ethan Ready| Ignite News
“It’s something that’s not very common.”

That’s how Burlington native Vanessa Wagner describes being 
the only woman currently a member of the International 
Union of Elevator Constructors Local 90, located in Hamilton.

Being the only woman in a union that has 275 men, it’s 
obvious to see the uniqueness of her situation in a time where 
social inequality has become such a highly discussed topic.

“They’re not used to it,” she says it of many men who see her 
doing a non-traditional job. “You’re out in the field on your 
own a lot and working as a helper with a mechanic.”

Wagner is currently employed by Thyssen Krupp Elevator, 
which is contracted to install and do maintenance on anything 
from shopping malls to apartment buildings. During her 
journey toward becoming an elevator mechanic, Wagner 
worked for a number of different companies.

Despite her unique situation, Wagner also sees the possible 
difficulties companies may have as well. She explains that 
companies understand it is something that some men may 
not be used to, but they also understand the importance in 
developing a work environment that’s equal for all.

“I believe a woman can do any job just as good as a man. 
That makes it even more exciting and challenging in a trade 
where there aren’t any [other women],” Wagner says. “I like 
to think in a sense that I am breaking down walls for the next 
woman who wants to join and become an elevator mechanic.”

The 39-year-old is in her final year of a four-year 
apprenticeship to become a certified elevator mechanic.

Since pursuing this career path, Wagner has become involved 
with her union as she completes the educational portion of 
her apprenticeship through the Canadian Elevator Industry 
Education Program (CEIEP).

15 years ago, she attended Mohawk College to study fitness 
theory and personal training. She would go on to use those 
credentials as she taught kickboxing classes and worked as a 
personal trainer for the better part of the last decade.

“A great opportunity came up,” said Wagner. “I was looking 
for full-time work and wanted something that was still 
physical.”

That opportunity would be what kick-started her shift in 
careers.

The first stage on her path toward becoming an elevator 
mechanic was to become a permit. Being a permit is simply 
a classification of licensing that regulates what trade work an 
individual is allowed to do. 

Once Wagner completed a year as a permit, she was able to 
become a union member with Local 90.

“I must say the union has been really great,” she says 
regarding her relationship with Local 90. “They’ve been sup-
portive and encouraging me to continue on and deal with any 
challenges that have come up.”

It was following her time as a permit that she was able to 
begin the education program through her union while she 
also balanced a 40-hour work week during her apprenticeship 
working for Thyssen Krupp and other companies.

Wagner says she’ll be able to write her Technical Standards 
and Safety Authority (TSSA) exam this year. Completing it will 
allow her to work as a fully-licensed elevator mechanic.

“Everything about it is good for me,” says Wagner. “I like it 
and I enjoy it. I’m proving that women can do the same jobs 
that men do.”

Breaking down walls for future women 
in trade is an uplifting experience for 

Vanessa Wagner

Photo: Vanessa Wagner

“I believe a woman can do any job just as 
good as a man. That makes it even more 
exciting and challenging in a trade where 
there aren’t any other women.” 
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Ashley Duncan talks about 
being a woman in a trade
Joey Thomson | Ignite News

Women in trades are becoming increasingly common as 
gender is becoming less of a barrier for many women when it 
comes to choosing a career.

Ashley Duncan is a journeyman mechanical pipe insulator 
located in Vancouver, BC. She works with the International 
Association of Heat and Frost Insulators and Allied Workers 
(IAHFIAW 118). As a mechanical pipe insulator, she wraps 
piping and HVAC systems with various insulation materials in 
commercial and industrial construction projects. Pipe insu-
lation is required so the pipes maintain their temperature, 
whether it is hot or cold.

“If you’re doing commercial 
work you’re usually doing 
residential buildings,” said 
Duncan. “So you would be 
doing domestic piping for 
your sinks and toilets. If 
you’re doing a hospital or 
something you would be 
doing [things like] chilled 
water and steam piping. 
If you’re working at a gas 
plant you would be doing 
industrial work, like hot 
high-pressure pipelines.” 

Duncan began her me-
chanical pipe insulator ap-
prenticeship in 2010, when 
she was 20. Since then she 
has worked with sever-
al companies on many 
projects. She is currently 
working for a company 
called AARC West Mechani-
cal Insulation. She got into 
mechanical pipe insulation 
through her father, who is 
a plumber.

“[My father] was working alongside some pipe insulators at a 
job site and they were hiring,” said Duncan. “So he gave me 
a phone number and said, ‘Try it out, see how you like it.’ I 
tried it out and I liked it, so I stuck with it.”

Some of the construction projects that she provided pipe 
insulation for include the Women and Children’s Hospital in 
Vancouver, the Uptown Towers of Vancouver, and the Uni-

versity of British Columbia Biological Sciences Building. She 
is currently working at the Richmond General Hospital, and 
Vancouver College, a private school.

Duncan says being a woman working in the trades has not 
posed any gender-related difficulties for her.

“Every trade is, of course, different but the company that 
I’m with and the union that I have has always been really 
good about hiring women, being non-discriminatory against 
genders and things like that,” said Duncan. “I’ve been 
really lucky in the trade that I’ve been in. There are lots 
[of trades] that have like two women in its entire trade 
union.” 

Duncan is the Joint 
Health and Safety Com-
mittee representative 
for her company. She 
is also the Secretary/
Treasurer on Build To-
getHER BC’s executive 
board. Build TogetHER 
is a group that pro-
motes women in trades. 
Build TogetHER is part 
of an umbrella organi-
zation called BC Build-
ing Trades, which 
encompasses all union-
ized building trades in 
BC.

Some of the things 
Duncan does with Build 
TogetHER include going 
to schools and events to 
talk to certain audienc-
es, mostly women of different ages, about beginning a career 
in trades, and mentoring young people who wish to begin 
working in trades.

Members of Build TogetHER also lobby for different purposes, 
including receiving grants from the government and gaining 
certain benefits as trade workers. The organization has also 
been raising money for the recovery of Fort McMurray after 
the recent wildfires there that ravaged 5,895 square kilome-
tres of buildings and forest.

Duncan said there are only about 30-40 women out of around 
480 total workers in her trade union, IAHFIAW 118. Maybe 
one day the number of women in trades can match the num-
ber of men.

Photo: Ashley Duncan
Ashley Duncan reading blueprints 

at work.

Photo: Ashley Duncan
Ashley Duncan hanging out in a 

piece of pipe insulation.
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When people tell 36-year-old Gabrielle 
Saylor that she’s working in a “man’s 
world,” she boldly laughs in their faces 
and continues to show the critics that a 
woman is capable of working a so-called 
“man’s job.”

Saylor is currently in her fourth year of 
an electrical apprenticeship and one of 
her specialities is to bend pipes. She 
says she enjoys showing off her skills 
to unexpecting male colleagues. Saylor 
says the shocked expressions that come 
across their faces while thinking, ”Did 
she really just do that?” are 
priceless.

Saylor’s confidence and 
ambition took time to grow. 
She didn’t take interest in a 
trade until she was working 
as a real estate broker in New 
Jersey back in 2012.

“While looking for contractors, 
I realized that there were not 
a lot, if any, women-owned 
contractors in the state of 
New Jersey that could handle 
major projects,” Saylor said. 
“It got me thinking about the 
International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers (IBEW) and 
the trades.”

Shortly after leaving her 
broker job, Saylor moved to 
Atlanta, Ga., and became a 
mother. During her stint of 
being a stay-at-home mom, 
Saylor decided to finally apply 
for an electrical apprentice-
ship in Atlanta.

Saylor took the mandatory 
entry test for an electrical ap-
prenticeship with the Atlanta 
Electrical Joint Apprenticeship 
and Training Trust Fund (AE-
JATC). After being surprised with how 
well she did on the test, Saylor decided 
to accept the school’s offer.

“The reality of how little women worked 
in the trades didn’t hit me until the 
orientation,” Saylor said. “There were 
five or six hundred people there. Out of 
the hundreds of people, there was only 
three women at the orientation, includ-

ing me.”

Saylor is in her fourth year of appren-
ticeship with the AEJATC and has one 
year left. And she’s refusing to be any-
thing but herself.

“I am really girly,” Saylor said. “I love 
glitter. I wasn’t going to tone down to 
be ‘one of the boys.’ That’s not what I 
have to bring to the table.”

“People don’t expect me to be strong, 
they don’t expect me to work hard,” 
Saylor continued. “Even when I do work 
hard and I get things because I work 
hard, people still say to me it’s because 
I am a woman.”

Saylor says she usually laughed it off 
when people would say that to her. But 
underneath the tough exterior, Saylor 
really didn’t know how to respond. The 
more she thought about it, the more 
she realized how wrong they were.

“No, it’s not because I am a girl,” Saylor 
said. “It’s because I work hard. I’m 

smart. I’m here every day for class 
or work and I’m on time. No, it’s not 
because I am a girl. Some things you 
just have to shrug off and continue to 
do your job. Other times you have to 
correct people and move on. Don’t let 
people minimize your work because of 
your gender.”

Saylor says there are still barriers for 
women joining a trade.

“People don’t offer trades as an option,” 
Saylor said. “If you’re in the guid-
ance counsellor’s office, that person is 
most likely going to offer pink-collared 
jobs to women. You don’t get to see 
other women making it a normal 

thing.”

Saylor says it’s important to 
develop a sisterhood with 
other women who are also in 
the apprenticeship. When she 
meets a new woman in the 
program, especially someone 
in her first year, Saylor em-
braces them.

“When I see a new girl, I am 
always really friendly,” Saylor 
said. “I let them know that if 
they need anything or need 
help with a new concept, to 
ask me.”

“I think there’s an embar-
rassment if you don’t know 
something, because you’re 
a girl, you’re scared to ask.” 
Saylor continued. “People are 
assuming your lack of knowl-
edge is because of your gen-
der, not the fact that you’re a 
first-year apprentice. I try my 
hardest to have an open-door 
policy.”

When Saylor first entered the 
program, her main goal was 
to become a contractor. Now 
that she is getting hands-on 

experience with her tools, she really 
enjoys it. She hopes she can find a way 
to intertwine both things.

As for the future of trade jobs for wom-
en, Saylor remains hopeful.

“I think more women would do well in 
the trades,” Saylor said. “I think women 
are an asset.”

A “girly” personality can’t stop her dream of the trade industry
Emily Thompson | Ignite News
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Saylor strikes a pose at work
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Cindy Frank: From ice capader to carpenter 
Paige Petrovsky | Ignite News

After skating as an amateur 
throughout high school, Cindy Frank 
decided to try out for the St. Louis Ice 
Capades in March of 1976. 

She was signed and joined the 
company in Los Angeles in May, after 
her high school graduation.

However, after a year of skating, Frank 
was ready to move back home to 
Jefferson City, Mo.

While working in a restaurant bar she 
met a lobbyist for carpenters who
 introduced her to the world of trades.

She said the lobbyist often asked her, 
“Don’t you want to make the same 
money you made in the Ice Capades?”

“Of course I did, and it wasn’t long 
before I asked him how that would be 
possible in Jefferson City,” Frank said. 

“The rest is history.  I went to the 
Carpenters Union Hall, filled out an 
application, took the apprenticeship test 
and started in the program,” she 
remembered.

Soon after, Frank got married and 
moved to Ohio but continued with her 
four-year apprenticeship program.

While in the program, Frank got 

pregnant and decided to continue 
working until she was about seven 
months along.

She went to school up until two weeks 
before her son was born, and then was 
back to work only five weeks later.

Frank has been a union carpenter since 
1979, and to this day she said the 
hardest part about getting to where she 
is now was at the beginning when she 
was a “young guy.”

“The middle-aged 40-year-olds had the 
hardest time accepting women,” Frank 
said. “They were afraid of all the young 
guys, they [the newcomers] were going 
to take their jobs, so no-one really 
helped the new guys learn.  You had to 
pay attention to the skilled journeymen 
around you and learn all you could at 
school.”

However, Frank was luckier than most in 
this situation.

She was lucky enough to work with an 
older employee who wasn’t afraid to 
take her under his wing, and teach her 
all she was willing to learn.

After working for many years now, she 
has gained her own insight as to what 
she feels the hardest part of the job is. 

For her, it is going to a new job site.
“After all these years, I am known in the 
field as qualified and a hard worker, I 
have the respect of my fellow 
tradesmen,” Frank said. “But you always 
have to prove yourself, your ability and 
knowledge.”

When it comes to gender equality in 
the field, Frank said it’s harder to get 
a job being female and if the employer 
doesn’t know what the potential 
employee is capable of. 

However, Frank did not let the gender 
inequality stop her from doing what she 
wanted.

“I have worked for companies that were 
not women-friendly and at the end of 
the day I was grateful it didn’t last,” 
Frank said. “I was always able to find a 
different job where it did work.”

From Ice Capades to carpentry, Frank 
has gone through many obstacles to 
get where she is now, but she says she 
loves the career she chose.

“When you love what you do it is a 
pleasure to go to work,” Frank said. 
“You get a feeling of accomplishment 
when the job is complete.  Years later 
you can drive by and know you were a 
part of it.”

Frank smiling for the camera.

Frank working at a previous construction site.
Photo: Cindy Frank

Photo: Cindy Frank



ignite
     NEWS.caNEWS Layout by: Julia Hayes

Women in trades interview with Kim Dyck
Julia Hayes | Ingite News
“Trailblazer” is the word Kim Dyck uses to define herself. As 
a Red Seal-certified Journeyman welder, Dyck takes her job 
very seriously. Dyck has spent the last 18-plus years proving 
that welding isn’t a job only for men.

Growing up in British Columbia, Dyck’s journey into the world 
of welding began at the young age of 10.

“My family used to own JIDCO Welding in Nanaimo B.C.,” said 
Dyck. “My dad has no sons, so I was put to work.”

After going through eight years of unpaid work as a kid, she 
took a break and went to university to study social work. 
After quitting in the last year, Dyck returned to welding and 
hasn’t looked back.

In the beginning, Dyck quickly discovered the hardships a 
career like welding had to offer.  The journey to becoming a 
woman in trade was full of trials and tribulations.

“I worked in some pretty bad shops before and during my 
apprenticeship,” said Dyck “Sexual harassment, guys trying 
to get me killed, guys refusing to impart help, tricks and tips, 
etc.”

Dyck started out in various shops, building anything from 
aluminum boats to oilfield trucks. She soon became the sole 
proprietor of Amazon Welding and subcontracted to several 
different outfits in northern B.C. where she chased rigs. 
Chasing rigs means running a mobile welding truck and going 
out to remote locations to do repairs.

“It’s on call 24/7, you’re out in all weather day and night, 
the hours are long and you don’t get many days off,” said 
Dyck. “[But] my bank account was unreal! Alas, the oil prices 
crashed …”

Dyck was back to working as an employee for various shops, 
doing anything from truck and trailer repairs to sawmill and 

pulp mill shutdowns (when a factory or plant shuts down tem-
porarily for maintenance). 

Soon after, Dyck joined the Boilermakers Union, Local 146.

“Welding isn’t a career for weak, lazy or untalented people,” 
said Dyck.

When it comes to being a woman thinking of entering the 
field of welding there are a few things Dyck believes should 
be said.

“Don’t come in here thinking you’re going to have it easy be-
cause you’re a girl,” she cautioned. “Don’t wear makeup, do 
your hair, paint your nails or wear stupid girl clothes. 

Do not come into this trade to do your husband hunting, try-
ing to trap a rich welder.

“Women like me have worked harder than you can ever know, 
to get respect and we will not have you destroying everything 
we’ve worked for. 

If you are serious about welding, work hard and be the best 
… remember you are being watched and judged at all times 
by the other welders and they will run you off if you aren’t 
pulling your weight.”

Dyck now does welding for shutdowns in Fort McMurray and 
Edmonton.

Photo: Kim Dyck

Photo: Kim Dyck

Kim Dyck wearing a welders mask and goggles

Kim Dyck on an ATV
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Elyse Copland: From waitress to electrical apprentice
Kandel Millward | Ignite News

For much of her life, Elyse Copland knew something was 
missing.

Copland worked part-time as a house cleaner through the 
week and part-time as a waitress during the evenings and 
weekends for years.

In 2014 Copland realized what she was missing: a career in 
trades. She applied for a spot through the Joint Apprentice-
ship Council (JAC). The JAC is sponsored by the International 
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers and is responsible for re-
cruiting, selecting and providing additional training for electri-
cal apprentices.

“During my wait, my father [who’s an electrician] convinced 
me to come work on a solar farm,” Copland said. “I wasn’t 
sure if construction was for me as I’m a 5’7’’, 120lb female.”

But Copland’s doubts didn’t hold her back.

When working on the solar farm, Copland was installing solar 
panels and fell in love with the job. Once the solar farm was 
complete, Copland went on to work at factories and three 
more solar farms while she worked with the carpenters union 
and upgraded her math grades.

In March, 2017 Copland started a pre-apprenticeship in 
plumbing through Georgian College.

Finally, after four long years of waiting, Copland received the 
call she’d been waiting for.

“I was dispatched to start work in August 2017 and I’ve been 
there ever since,” Copland said.

Copland is one of three women currently working on her job 
site at a new data centre for a military base, installing recep-
tacles for lights and building apparatuses for electrical cables.

“I enjoy going to work every day,” Copland said.

When working in the field, Copland’s encounters with 
co-workers were always positive.

“The men on the jobs are all nice and helpful,” Copland said. 
“That goes for every trade I’ve worked in and alongside.”

Copland hopes to finish her apprenticeship and become an 
electrician, just like her father.

“I look forward to continuing my career in the trades and en-
courage other women to take the chance,” Copland said. “As 
long as you don’t mind getting your hands dirty.”

Stacie Wilkinson’s 
art of welding
Samantha Zeitz | Ignite News

Stacie Wilkinson originally wanted to pursue a career in the 
arts but a high school pre-apprenticeship program sent her on 
a new path: welding.

The pre-apprenticeship program started to see more wom-
an enrolling and it caught the eye of the young Wilkinson. 
When she started to realize that the arts weren’t feasible for 
her lifestyle, she decided it was time to consider the trades. 
During her time at the pre-apprenticeship, Wilkinson became 
passionate about the industry.

“It’s every nice weld you get and it’s the boss coming too and 
saying, ‘That was a really nice weld,’” said Wilkinson. “That’s 
the most rewarding part for me. It shows me why I wanted to 
be a welder.”

Even after entering welding, Wilkinson’s artistic side nev-
er faded. She spent a year building playgrounds that would 
be used across the province. Currently, Wilkinson works at 

Brampton Hydraulics as a production welder. Her job is to 
help produce hydraulic cylinders for dump trucks and snow 
plows. 

Photo: Stacie Wilkinson

Stacie Wilkinson on the job

Continued on the next page...
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She is currently the only welder on site, giving her lots of 
experience.

Even though Wilkinson hasn’t been in the field very long, she 
has already faced challenges when it comes to her gender. 
No matter how much effort she put in, she couldn’t help but 
notice others didn’t seem to think she was as qualified as her 
male counterparts.

She found that most of the men who applied to the same 
jobs as she did would be hired on the spot. When she sent
 in her application she found employers looking carefully into 
her background and abilities.

“Sometimes they had their eyes over my shoulder to make 
sure I was doing everything correctly,” said Wilkinson. 
“Sometimes I was even doing a better job than the guys 
they just let onto the job. That’s one thing that didn’t bother 
me. If I have to prove something, I’m going to prove it.”

Wilkinson says that having a support system behind her was 

Cali Chorkawy: A woman who can fix that
Dylan Veenhof | Ignite News

Vehicle malfunctions are common, and when they happen, 
Cali Chorkawy is there to save the day.

Currently, Chorkawy can be found guiding students as a 
teacher within Mohawk College’s Motive Power department. 

“Mohawk College’s automotive program was excellent,” said 
Chorkawy. “In fact, it was so good that I can back to it for 
employment.”

At 16, Chorkawy decided to enter the automotive service 
technician field and gained as much mechanical knowledge
as possible with a co-op placement. Chorkawy firmly believed 
in her work abilities and this intensified once she secured a 
position in a small auto-repair shop.

“The owner was extremely supportive,” Chorkawy said. “It 
was one of the major reasons I stuck with doing what I en-
joyed.”

According to Chorkawy, there are positives and negatives to 
every job. She said women need to keep this in mind when 
getting involved in her trade.

“Employment stability, transferable skill-sets and lots of al-
ternative career paths are available to skilled licensed techni-
cians,” said Chorkawy. “It’s an extremely physically demand-
ing type of work, but personally I have no regrets.”

The trades carry a high men-to-women ratio. In 2017, a 
Global News report indicated that “women account for just 
4.5 per cent of workers in the skilled trades.” Chorkawy 
admitted she struggled with finding work locations that were 
unbiased towards women working as technicians.

“Despite what people may tell you, I discovered that 
prejudices do exist in the automotive service industry 
when hiring,” Chorkawy said. “Fortunately, when I found a 
job and had the opportunity to demonstrate my skills, 
employers would do whatever was in their power to keep 
me happy.”

Chorkawy has some advice for women considering a career in 
the trades. 

“In order to succeed, you need to have fairly thick skin,”
Chorkawy said. “There are plenty of challenges for women in 
the trades (both physical and psychological). If you are easily 
upset or emotional, the automotive trade probably isn’t the 
best idea for you.

“That being said, some things are unacceptable, such as 
harassment. Fortunately, in Ontario we have strict employ-
ment laws protecting employees from those kinds of situa-
tions.”

She says the most rewarding part of her job is specializing in 
the electrical and drivability side of the trade.

“I am a puzzle solver and enthusiast,” Chorkawy said. “And to 
me, nothing is more rewarding than solving and repairing a 
diagnostic challenge, whether it is a no-start or a light that is 
illuminated and shouldn’t be.”

In the next ten years, Chorkawy said she plans to continue 
teaching automotive apprentices at Mohawk College and had 
some final words of encouragement for any women with trade 
career goals.

“Follow your passion and do what you love,” Chorkawy said. 
“Don’t let anybody else discourage you from pursuing your 
dreams.”

important during her schooling. She was one of few in her 
family who attended a post-secondary institution. She 
received a lot of support from her family, who were proud to 
see her continuing her education. She also drew a lot of 
support from the office administrator of her union who 
encouraged women to enter the field.

“I’ve been in the lows where I thought I was nothing,” said 
Wilkinson. “It’s nice to have a support group around you. It’s 
what makes you go farther, I find.”

Despite her personal experiences, Wilkinson believes the 
industry as a whole is taking a turn for the better. As her 
career in the trades continues, she has seen a much more 
accepting environment towards women. When she’s not at 
Brampton Hydraulics she is helping others break into the 
industry, teaching a welding course at Mohawk College. 
Wilkinson admits that she has a soft spot towards her female 
students.

“I am very [pro] girl power,” said Wilkinson. “Any girl that 
wants to try it, I’ll be there to hold them up.”

...continued
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“In my mind, I thought it was work more suited for a man, 
and I just kept brushing it off.”

This was the mindset of Nkosa Barrett for just over a decade, 
and as a result, it took a long time for her to find her career 
path in plumbing. A friend had been telling her over those 
10 years to find work in the trades, 
but Barrett had been working retail 
management in New York ever since 
leaving college just one year into 
her program.

Barrett explains why she was 
initially hesitant of trades and puts 
it simply: “It’s just gender roles, it 
really is. Society puts those roles on 
us. If that’s how you were raised – if 
that’s what you were told all your 
life, that’s the route you’re going to 
go.”

This frame of mind changed after 
what Barrett describes as a 
feeling of redundancy with her retail 
job and a growing 
curiosity for the trades. Her retail 
job ended abruptly in 2014, and she 
immediately enrolled in a 
six-week pre-apprenticeship training 
program through NEW 
(Nontraditional Employment for 
Women) to prepare herself for 
plumbing trades work. By March, 
2015 Barrett was introduced to the 
Plumbers Local 1 union as a first-
year apprentice.

But why plumbing? Barrett says she 
has always been fascinated and curious as to what goes on 
between the walls of buildings, and after some research, she 
knew that plumbing would be a career that would mentally 
stimulate her every day and that her five-year program would 
constantly teach her new skills.

She would also be facing some challenges that weren’t part of 
the curriculum.

Barrett’s earlier, “traditional” view of women in trades would 
be shared by many of her male coworkers. During her three 
years at Local 1, she faced some gender discrimination. 
Barrett says although she may not have experienced the 
“horror stories” of other women in similar positions, she was 
still treated as a less-capable worker in the beginning, 
especially when it came to heavy lifting.

“You really have to prove yourself,” she says, “not because 
you’re an apprentice, but because you’re female. You could 
have a male apprentice, same year as me, on the same job 
site as me and they’ll give him more actual plumbing work to 
do than me.”

Barrett says that her situation has improved since and that 
she is trusted to take on workloads that reflect her current 
level of expertise.

Others are not as fortunate. Barrett says she has female 
friends who work with men who do not give them demand-
ing responsibilities. For example, she knows some women in 
their fifth year who are still doing the basics instead of laying 

pipes, robbing them of essential 
skills.

The best way for women to get 
over this hurdle may be to assert 
themselves. Barrett recalls that 
during her first year, she would 
find every opportunity to ask 
questions and to demonstrate her 
capabilities. Whether it was while 
the foreman took a coffee break or 
left to talk to someone, she would 
immediately take over if she felt 
comfortable with the task. When he 
would come back, it would prove to 
him that she was capable and that 
she knew what she was doing.

“They can’t work seven hours 
straight,” she says. “There’s always 
a bathroom break or a phone call, 
and if you’re sure that you know 
how to do it, then you need to 
jump in there and do it.”

Besides proving her own capabili-
ties, Barrett has also fought for the 
success of other women working 
in the trades. When Barrett first 
joined her union, it had no women’s 
committee. There was no group to 
represent the 74 female members 

of the 6000-plus that make up Local 1, but in October of last 
year, she and a handful of other women banded together to 
gain the union’s approval. The reason behind the committee’s 
inception is not only to provide women a voice within the 
union, it is also a means of support.

“What happens a lot is that [women] do this five-year ap-
prenticeship and because they were not allowed to work while 
they were going to school, when they finish their apprentice-
ship they really don’t know anything and they get laid off,” 
she explains. “So, with the women’s committee, we’re just 
trying to build this sisterhood within a brotherhood.”

Although it is still a challenge, Barrett advocates for more 
women to take up trades. She says she asks the women in 
her life if they are happy with their careers, and if not, to try 
looking into NEW and a possible job in trades work.

“People ask, ‘Well, how do you like it?’ It’s exhausting,” she 
says. “I come home physically exhausted, mentally exhaust-
ed, filthy, dirty, every day. But I can honestly say I love what 
I do.”

A sisterhood within a brotherhood – Nkosa Barrett
Sam Houpt | Ignite News

Nkosa Barrett at one of her job sites

Photo: Nkosa Barrett
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Josephine Thiele took quite the career jump when she decided 
to go from hair stylist to electrician in 1985. She had noticed 
that being a hair stylist didn’t pay very well, so she decided to 
try the world of trades.

Thiele took a four-year apprenticeship program at Washburne 
Trade School in Chicago, the city where she was born and 
raised.

“When a friend of mine went to sign up for the electrical 
apprenticeship, I did too,” said Thiele, “and I haven’t looked 
back yet.”

Over 33 years as an electrician, Thiele has been involved in 
several large projects in Chicago. One of her first jobs was 
working on runways at O’Hare International Airport. She has 
also worked in Ford plants, several buildings of the McCormick 
Place convention centre, many hotels around the city, the Old 
Post Office of Chicago and more.

“You just forget all the places that you’ve worked at over the 
years, it just becomes a blur,” she said.

However, Thiele’s journey has been far from easy. When she 
first started out in the trades, she said she quickly realized 
that the men didn’t want her there.

“They didn’t want us in, they didn’t want women in the 
trades,” she said. “[As if] we don’t know what we’re doing. 
You know, we’re ‘too small,’ we’re too whatever.”

“Back then they really didn’t want the women to pass, so they 
did everything they could,” added Thiele, “they’d get you to 
fail.”

According to Thiele, the first time she was sent into the field 
at O’Hare, her first task was to carry heavy, rigid pipes, which 
weighed around 120 lbs. for every 10 ft. All the efforts of the 
men in her team to make her quit were in vain, however. Af-
ter they gave her the task, she said she just thought, “I can’t 
carry this, but I’m going to drag it. You’re not going to make 
me quit.”

Thiele describes herself as a smaller, thinner person, com-
pared to her co-workers. However, she says that her size 
was what made her work equal and, most times, better than 
the work of men, as she makes herself work harder to prove 
herself.

Thiele said her toddler was the person who kept her trying to 
become a better worker at the time of her apprenticeship.

“Men always accept other men, but they judge us so much 
harder,” she said. “They look for our weaknesses, they will 
either teach you or exploit the weakness depending on if they 
feel threatened. It’s a fine line to walk.”

Even though Thiele has gone through a lot during her career, 
she said the hardest part about being a woman in the trades 
is the bathrooms. When she started working, women in her 
career were so rare, there were no separate bathrooms, 
which resulted in her having to share a toilet with all her male 
coworkers.

Despite all of Thiele’s obstacles and struggles, she said her 
favourite part of the job is all the friendships she’s made over 
the years and the friends she still has because of her job.

“I still talk to guys that were my apprentices from 25 years 
ago,” she said. “I’ve been invited to weddings, first birthday 
parties for their children, and tons of retirement parties.”

Even though times have changed, Thiele said women still 
need to work hard to make it in the trades, so she encourages 
women going into the job to take it seriously and appreciate 
the women who have come before them.

“You can’t be thin-skinned,” said Thiele. “Dress for the job, 
remember the women who came before you to pave the way, 
don’t take this opportunity for granted.”

Her major advice for women would be not to let their 
co-workers’ comments get to them and to appreciate those 
who are willing to help.

“I had plenty of men that wanted me gone but the men that 
were willing to help were priceless,” she concluded. “There 
are good people out there.”

33 years in the trades: Josephine Thiele and her journey
Aura Carreño | Ignite News

“I had plenty of men that wanted 
me gone but the men that were 
willing to help were priceless.”

“I can’t carry this, but I’m going 
to drag it. You’re not going to 
make me quit.”

Josephine Thiele at her job.
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From bartender to bricklayer - Leslie Alonso
Sydney Van Der Velde | Ignite News
Leslie Alonso, a New Yorker born and raised, took on the chal-
lenge of becoming a bricklayer.

Before getting into trades, Alonso worked as a bartender. She 
took the job in hopes of paying her rent. She worked for less 
than minimum wage and lived off the tips she made.

One slow day, she read an ad in the paper about a non-profit 
organization that helped get women into the trades and other 
non-traditional employment for women. With that in mind, 
Alonso decided to do the six-week course with the organiza-
tion in hopes of finding financial stability.

By the end of the course, Alonso was interested in joining the 
steamfitter’s union, however, she had just missed the cut-off 
as they only took new members every three years. The direc-
tor of the program suggested she become a labourer for the 
time being and when the steamfitter openings started back 
up she could switch unions. But when the time came and 
steamfitters reached out to her, she was intimidated by the 
amount of math involved.

“Math was always my worst subject in school,” said Alonso, 
“and I wanted nothing to do with it again.”

She turned down that opportunity and continued working as a 
labourer. Eventually, she went to work with a masonry com-
pany as a mason tender and she found enjoyment in that line 
of work. The bricklayer foreman told her he could get her into 
the bricklayer’s union because the apprenticeship director had 
been his own apprentice when he had started out years ago. 
With this opportunity came a big change for Alonso.

“Change is definitely a little scary, always has been, but this 
was an incredible opportunity,” said Alonso.

After many long hours and struggles through the three-month 
course, Alonso became a first-year bricklayer apprentice at 
the same masonry company she worked for in the beginning. 

With this new opportunity came many struggles. Being in 
trades is never easy, but being a woman in trades brings new 
challenges and Alonso faced many issues including inade-
quate bathroom situations.

“When I was pregnant and had morning sickness I’d throw 
up into the block as I built my wall for fear of losing my job 

“I have often been the only woman 
on a job site and having men gawk 
at me like they’ve seen a unicorn.”

“You need to have passion for what 
you do. If there is no passion, there’s 
no respect.”

Leslie Alonso laying bricks
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if I got off the scaffold to use the bathroom,” remembered 
Alonso.

Not only did she face challenges with bathrooms, but she also 
faced conflict from her male coworkers.

“I have often been the only woman on a job site and having 
men gawk at me like they’ve seen a unicorn,” said Alonso. “I 
have gotten the wary and skeptical looks until the men real-
ized I was well skilled in my trade and that I could keep up 
with the demands of the job.”

With all the challenges and hardships that come with this 
career choice, Alonso says a job in trades isn’t suitable for 
everyone or for every woman.

“I would tell any woman thinking about going into the trades 
that a career in the trades is not for all women like it’s not for 
all men,” said Alonso. “You need to have passion for what you 
do. If there is no passion, there’s no respect.”

Alonso has had to prove herself many times in the predom-
inantly male field, but that never stopped her from giving it 
her all. She says she finds satisfaction in working with her 
hands and seeing her buildings to completion. However, what 
she finds most satisfying is the buildings in her city that she 
has helped construct.

“Having contributed to building many structures in New York 
City, what I take most pride in is knowing that even after I’m 
gone they will be standing strong for years to come,” said 
Alonso.

Photo: Leslie Alonso
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As the years progress, some jobs are becoming obsolete. Ca-
shiers at grocery stores are being replaced by self-checkouts, 
people are doing their banking on their phones, and consum-
ers order more products online.

But there are jobs that will always be needed in the com-
munity. Trade jobs like plumbing and welding are jobs that 
are not being replaced by automation anytime soon. Despite 
that, many people fail to realize how many jobs in trades are 
available.

“Blue collar jobs, skilled appren-
ticeships, the trades are not 
encouraged or marketed,” says 
Joanna Rojas.

Rojas is a third-year plumbing 
apprenticeship student at St. 
Paul College in St. Paul, Mn. 
She graduated from Augsburg 
College in Minneapolis, Mn with 
a B.S. in psychology in 1994.

Trades are considered a non-tra-
ditional field for women, so what 
would draw Rojas to trades? She 
was working in social services, 
making $16/hr before taxes 
and health insurance. She felt 
she needed the union to have a 
future.

“My marriage ended, and I 
needed a way to earn a living 
wage, health insurance and pen-
sion,” says Rojas.

People know what a typical day is going to look like for most 
professions. For example, doctors helps patients every day, 
that’s their job. A student’s job is to go to school, do home-
work and get an education. Life in trades though is all uncer-
tainty.

“I love this work because there isn’t ‘typical,’” Rojas says. 
“Sometimes I am installing waste/vent [drains], playing in 
the dirt putting in underground plumbing, soldering, drilling, 
taking material inventory.” Something new every day, that’s 

the dream.

Women working in trades is a new phenomenon of its own. 
Global News released an article in October of 2017 about 
how “Women account for just 4.5% of skilled trade work-
ers in Canada.”  Trades have traditionally been a boys club. 
Would the men in this club be accepting of women joining the 
trades? Sexism is a concern with any job, but with trades, it 
could be worse.

While sexism and not being accepted by men in the trades is 
a concern for many women, Rojas says 
she has had nothing but good experi-
ences.

“I have never felt more respected by 
men as I have since working in the 
trades,” says Rojas. “The men will stop 
swearing when I enter, will offer smart-
er, more effective ways of doing some-
thing … just being gentlemanly.” Rojas’s 
experience in trades is showing that it 
may not be as much of a boys club any 
more, which is encouraging to future 
women in trades.

Things are constantly changing in the 
world. What does that mean for the 
world of trades?

“I don’t see the demographics changing 
much without concerted effort to mar-
ket the benefits the unionized trades 
has to offer women,” explains Rojas. 
“I earn the same as my male counter-
parts.”

Rojas feels she hasn’t worked in trades 
long enough to say it’s changed up until now.

Trades aren’t just for men. It can be dirty, hot and hard work, 
but women can do it too.

Women starting out and considering trades might end up 
needing a boost and support. Rojas’s advice to young women 
is: “Go for it. It’s hard work both mentally and physically but 
the rewards are great. Have patience with yourself and try 
your best.”

Trades: not just for men anymore

Rojas on the job at a site
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Beating traditional gender roles
Candice Labreche | Ignite News
At the young age of 17, Leslie Jasper joined the United States 
Navy. Today she is a graduate of the International Brother-
hood of Electrical Workers (I.B.E.W.) apprenticeship, a pub-
lished author, and an electrical project manager for one of the 
largest electrical contractors in NYC. She is a true image of 
the American Dream and a subversion of traditional gender 
roles.

Jasper’s book Construction Tales: Volume 1: A woman’s jour-
ney to become an electrician 
covers the years she spent 
as an apprentice in trade 
school.  She also shares her 
journey and personal strug-
gle through it all as a wid-
owed single mother.

Jasper, who is now 42, said 
she was given a fair chance 
in her field because of her 
hard work. But at first it was 
not easy.

“You have to be willing to 
take the time, read the in-

structions, do the work and learn and try not to bring any of 
your personal business into the work world,” she said.

In a field that has historically excluded women, Jasper said 
she had to develop ways to combat negativity from her 
co-workers.

“I had to develop a unique sense of humour. It has always 
served me well,” she said. “You’re going to walk into places 
you’re not wanted. To be a minority is not easy. They try to 
beat you with your own emotions by saying things to get to 
you. But you have to remain in control of your emotions and 
ignore them.”

In 2008, when a recession hit the United States, there was a 
sizeable impact on the construction field. Jasper said that is 
when she decided to go back to get a Masters in Business and 
to study the business side of her industry.

She said she felt as though she had to load up her resume to 
shine much brighter than her male counterparts.

It took Jasper seven years to achieve the qualifications to 
become a project manager for electrical contracting. She at-
tributes her success to working hard and stepping up when-
ever she could.

“I set my goal to become a project manager,” Jasper said. “I 
was hired by the largest contractor in New York City and they 
said they wanted me in auto-cad as an engineer. But I said I 
wanted to be a project manager and they said, ‘No, right now 
you will be an auto-cad engineer.’ I told them, ‘My goal is to 
be a project manager, so if you need my help I’d like to learn.’ 
”

Jasper said her father had a huge influence on her decision to 
take on the extra schooling and was a big influence on here 
career choice.

“My father kept on telling me to go into the military, and 
pushing me to make certain job choices – like to become an 
electrician,” she said.

Western society tends to see more people challenging tradi-
tional gender roles, and the UN Dispatch website for global 
news released a list of how every country ranks in terms of 
gender equality. Although there have been major advances in 
terms of viewing gender roles differently, Canada sits at 16th 
on the list and the United States sits at 49th.

Jasper said she sometimes questions her choice of employ-
ment but knows she has found her role and would not leave 
anytime soon.

“I look around at the environment and think, ‘Do I want to be 
anywhere else?’ but then I’m like, ‘Nah this is just what I’m 
drawn to.’” Jasper said.

Cover of Jasper’s book. 

Jasper hopes her book will make a difference for other women




