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“It was really cool, I didn’t think I was going to be able to do it, but then he told me – you drilled it, you’re 
going to blow it up.” That’s what Emilee Daggett of Union High School said after she pulled the cord and 
set off an explosive charge that shattered a large boulder during the ODOT Construction/Utilities Career 
Day held April 23rd near Baker City. “I was really excited to do it. It was amazing.” 

Daggett was one of nearly 350 high school students who attended the 
event designed to expose senior, juniors, sophomores and freshmen to 
the types of activities one might expect while working in the construction 
and utilities trades. Using the ODOT maintenance boulder buster to drill 
a hole in a large rock then blow it apart was just one of those activities.  

Along with the students, an additional 35 teachers and chaperones 
milled around the ODOT Baker Maintenance Station as the kids got 
hands-on experience operating excavators, back-hoes, bucket man lifts, 
remote controlled mini-excavators and culvert/sewer pipe video camera 
systems. They also got their hands on chain saws, welding equipment, 
hammers, drills, and learned about other tools of the trades, such as 
how to solder copper pipe, or pour and finish a concrete pad to create a 
smooth and safe surface. Kids also pounded site posts into the ground 
with a crane mounted pneumatic hammer, used sensing equipment to 
locate underground pipes and cables, and donned a climbing harness 
and spiked boots to scale a wooden pole.  

“It was very hands on,” said Nyssa High School councilor Bobby De Leon who said there were so many 
different activities, they couldn’t get to them all.  One student in De Leon’s group was able to run one of 
ODOT’s larger backhoes during the event. “He had never operated heavy equipment. Today he was 
wanting to apply for an apprenticeship with ODOT.” 

“That’s what it’s all about,” said Feather Sams-Huesties, ODOT 
Region 5 Civil Rights Officer and primary event coordinator. “We 
are committed to providing these hands on events for the youth 
in Eastern Oregon because they directly align with ODOT’s 
Workforce Development Program goal to find, train and employ 
a diverse, skilled workforce that is prepared to meet upcoming 
construction demands. My hope is that every student who 
attends walks away from today with a better sense of what it is 
like to work in the construction and utilities trades.” 

While many soon-to-graduate high school students have plans 
to attend college, there are many who haven’t mapped out that next step for their 

lives. The high cost of secondary education also has some kids wondering what else might be available. 
The ODOT Construction/Utilities Career Day event exposes them to some of the alternative career 
choices that don’t typically require a four-year degree. 

Katie Yablonsky, Building Girls Program Manager with Oregon Trades Women, Inc., talked about the 
importance of these types of events and activities. “At Oregon Trades Women we try very hard to make 
sure girls know that these careers are available to them. I would really hope that a lot of these young 



women and men are interested in these careers. They’re satisfying, they provide a living wage and many 
have great benefits.”    

This was the third time ODOT has held this event in Region 5 for eastern Oregon high schools. Events 
held in 2011 and 2013 were at the ODOT Region 5 Headquarters in La Grande. The venue for 2015 was 
moved to the new Baker Maintenance Station which has more space and better traffic flow for the 
hundreds of feet that hoofed it between numerous demonstration sites.  

Stefen Maupin, construction technology teacher at Vale 
High School, said this is Vale’s second year attending 
the career day. 

“This is the best one that I have been to that ODOT 
has put on,” Maupin said. “They had vendors inside set 
up for students, and tons of things outside.” 

“They even blew up rocks,” De Leon said. “The kid 
used a jackhammer to put a hole in the rock, and they 
let the kid detonate it.” 

The day began with busses arriving from 20 schools located in seven eastern Oregon counties. After 
each visitor received a red, blue, yellow or green hard hat, plus safety glasses and ear plugs, they 
assembled in one of the maintenance bays for a brief orientation and guest speakers. Each of the color 
coded groups then dispersed to one of the four designated sites. After about an hour, they shifted to the 
next site. 

“We broke up the ODOT Baker Maintenance Station into four separate 
zones,” Sams-Huesties said. “At each zone there were at least five or six 
different activities. Students got to experience what it’s like to operate a back 
hoe, an excavator, culvert camera for inspecting pipes, operate a heavy 
truck lift, a crane and dozens of other activities.” 

Each station was set up and overseen by ODOT Baker and Richland 
Maintenance crewmembers  or one of the 20 event partners, which 
included Cascade Natural Gas, Farwest Concrete, James Challis 
Construction, Oxarc, Akana, Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative, City of 
Baker and others. Several community colleges, technical institutes, 
employment service providers and apprenticeship program 
representatives also set up tables to answer questions and provide one-
on-one support. In addition to those who ran demonstration stations or 
info booths, several other partners pitched in with auxiliary support, such 
as Certified Personnel Service Agency who provided traffic control when 
school busses rolled in and out, Eastern Oregon Rental and Sales who provided tables, chairs and 
heavy equipment, and the Eagle Cap Innovative HS - Culinary Program which served the delicious BBQ-
pork sandwiches for lunch.  

“About three dozen ODOT employees helped out with the event,” Sams-Huesties said.  

These included Baker and Richland Maintenance crewmembers who set up and ran demonstrations, 
plus others who herded the students around to as many stations as possible and answered questions as 



they came up. The Maintenance and Striping crews involved were recognized for their efforts with an 
ODOT Driving Force Award. 

“It’s a huge undertaking and I am truly grateful to ODOT, the volunteers, and our local industry partners 
who actively support this worthwhile event,” Sams-Huesties said.  
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