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CAREERCONNECTION

The Career Exploration Academy (CEA) 2025 
marked a major milestone as it celebrated 
its 10th anniversary of connecting students 
with real-world career opportunities through 
hands-on learning. Taking place on September 
18th and 19th at the Shelby County fairgrounds, 
the academy once again brought together 

students, educators, and employers to explore careers, build 
skills, networking, and inspire future pathways in Shelby County.  
Workforce Partnership is especially 
appreciative of the continuous United 
Way Special Projects grant as our 
primary funding support. 

The Career Exploration Academy is an interactive event where 
students don’t just hear about careers—they experience them. 
Through demonstrations, simulations, and direct engagement 
with professionals, participants gain insight into what different 

jobs look like day to day, the skills required, and the education or 
training pathways that lead there. 

As the academy celebrates a decade of success, the focus 
remains firmly on preparing students for life beyond the 
classroom by exposing them to high-demand careers and helping 
them envision their future in the local workforce.   

Participating Schools 

Approximately 1,000 students from Anna High School, Anna 
Middle School, Botkins High School, Fairlawn High School, Fort 
Loramie Middle School, Holy Angels Middle School, Houston 
High School, Lehman Catholic High School, Opportunity School, 

Riverside High School, Russia High School, Sidney High School, 
and Sidney Middle School travelled to the CEA for a half day 
of exploration. These schools represent a strong industry-
education collaboration, ensuring students from a wide range of 
backgrounds have access to career awareness and exploration 
opportunities. 

Company & Organization Participants 

A key strength of the Career Exploration Academy is the 
involvement of Shelby County employers who volunteer their 
time, expertise, and resources. Participating organizations in CEA 
2025 include Airstream, Area Electric & Regal Plumbing, Cargill, 
City of Sidney Firefighter/EMT, City of Sidney Law Enforcement, 
City of Sidney Public Utilities, Continental Express, Copeland, 
Detailed Machining Inc., Edison State Human Resources, Edison 
State Respiratory Care, Ferguson Construction Company, 
Freshway Foods, Honda Engineer, Honda Equipment Service, 
Kirk NationaLease, Lincoln Electric Automation, Lochard 
Inc., Ohio Living Culinary, Ohio Living Nurse, Panel Control 
Integrators, Plastipak, Primary Eye Care, Shelby County DD, 
Shelby County Sheriff’s Office, Sidney Body CarStar, Superior 
Aluminum Products, U.S. Bank, Upper Valley Career Center, Wells 
Brothers Construction, Wells Brothers Electrician, Wells Brothers 
Equipment/Rigging, Wells Brothers Welder, Wilson Health Athletic 
Trainer, Wilson Health IT, Wilson Health Nursing, Wilson Health 
Radiology Tech, and Wright State University Education Program. 
These partners represent industries such as manufacturing, 
healthcare, public safety, construction, education, finance, and 
skilled trades, giving students exposure to a wide variety of 
career paths that are available in Shelby County. 

Building the Workforce of Tomorrow 

For ten years, the Career Exploration Academy has played a vital 
role in bridging education and employment. By raising awareness, 
CEA helps students learn and experience jobs that they may have 
otherwise had no knowledge of.  The CEA 10th anniversary stands 
as a testament to what is possible when schools, businesses, 
and community leaders work together to invest in students and 
the future workforce. The impact extends far beyond two days 
in September—shaping career aspirations, strengthening local 
talent pipelines, and building a stronger community for years to 
come. 

 

CAREER EXPLORATION ACADEMY 2025 CELEBRATES 10 YEARS OF IMPACT
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The Ninja Skilled Trades Challenge began in 2016 at Sidney High School in the Workforce classroom and has 
since grown into a county-wide competition engaging eighth-grade students.  Designed to introduce students to 
construction and skilled trades careers, the Ninja combines hands-on learning with high-energy competition. 

The 2025–2026 Ninja Skilled Trades Challenge season kicked off in October.  Since that time Anna, Botkins, Fairlawn, 
Fort Loramie, Holy Angels, Houston, Jackson Center, and Russia have  competed and the regular season will 
conclude at Sidney Middle School in January.  

The Ninja pits students to compete head-to-head on a timed obstacle course that features tasks using basic tools 
of the trade, including hammers, tape measures, drills, PVC pipes, and pliers. The fast-paced format creates a fun, 
energized atmosphere that brings out the best in the  young competitors while building confidence, teamwork, and 
problem-solving skills. 

From the district competitions, the top 3 male and female finishers from each school will advance to the county-
wide Ninja Madness competition, to be held at Upper Valley Career Center on February 3rd. This innovative program 
continues to grow, inspiring students to explore skilled trades careers and discover their potential.  Ninja Madness 
results will be shared in our next newsletter-stay tuned! 

The Ninja Skilled Trades Challenge operates under the umbrella of Workforce Partnership and is made possible 
through the support of valued industry sponsors, including Area Energy & Electric Inc., Ferguson Construction 
Company, Slagle Mechanical Contractors, and Upper Valley Career Center. 

 

NINJA SKILLED TRADES CHALLENGE: 
BUILDING SKILLS, CONFIDENCE, AND EXCITEMENT

Workforce Partners representing industry, education, and community support organizations gathered on 
October 29 at the Moose Lodge in Sidney for the annual Partner Luncheon and progress update. The event 
highlighted key achievements, program impacts, and future initiatives.

In addition to an organizational impact overview and a Career Coach program update, Ferguson 
Construction presented its newly developed Mentor Program resource. Built on two years of successful 
summer student employment experiences, the resource standardizes the mentoring process and 
provides clear guidelines for success. Designed to be adaptable across industries, it offers a strong 
foundation for companies interested in student employment through the Ohio Mentorship Program in 
Manufacturing and Construction.

The luncheon also included an update on the Board of Directors’ succession plan, with the announcement 
of John Bertsch as incoming Board President for 2026. John Bertsch also shared that Deb McDermott, 
current Executive Director, has announced she will be stepping down at the conclusion of the 2025–2026 
school year. A search for the next Executive Director is already underway.

Special recognition was given to Mick Given for his continuous service since the organization’s founding. 
Mick will remain involved as an Emeritus member and has expressed that his long-standing passion 
for workforce development will continue to keep him closely connected to the organization.  Mick’s 
leadership has been an integral part of the organization’s progress and success.

PARTNER LUNCHEON 2025



 

As we enter a new year, we extend our sincere gratitude to several outgoing Board members for their 
time, dedication, and contributions: Chris Vickery of Cargill; Gregg Johnson of Sidney Middle School; 
Kendra Snyder of Upper Valley Career Center; Kylie Huber of Honda; Mick Given of Ferguson Construction 
Company; and Veronica Gaier of Sidney High School. Their efforts have been invaluable, and we wish them 
the very best in their future endeavors.  We are also pleased to welcome our new Board leadership and 
members. 

2026 Officers include: John Bertsch of Detailed Machining Inc. will serve as President; Greg Dickman 
of Area Energy & Electric Inc. as Vice President; Alex Lochard of Lochard Inc. as Treasurer; Jim Hill of 
Sidney-Shelby Economic Partnership as Secretary; John Campbell of Lincoln Electric Automation, will 
serve as Immediate Past President; and Matt Purpus of Superior Aluminum Products, as 1st Chair. 

Joining them as new Members for a 3-year term are:  Chris Spradlin of Edison State Community College, 
Doug Fortkamp of Ferguson Construction Company, Rick Baker of Slagle Mechanical Contractors, and 
Trena Hershberger of Air Handling Inc. We look forward to their guidance and collaboration in the year 
ahead.

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT TOOLKIT: UNLOCKING 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR EMPLOYERS AND STUDENTS
Workforce Partnership, in collaboration with the Midwest Regional Educational Service Center, invites employers and educators to attend 
our second Workforce Development Toolkit presentation, “Unlocking Opportunities for Employers and Students.”

Date: February 6, 2026
Time: 8:00 AM–12:00 PM (Light breakfast provided)
Location: Amos Memorial Library – Community Room - 230 E. North Street, Sidney, OH 45365

First offered in May 2024, this workshop received overwhelmingly positive feedback for its practical impact. Due to continued interest, 
we are bringing it back with updated information, resources, and new insights. 

Participants will hear from subject-matter experts from across the state who will share proven strategies for attracting the emerging 
workforce, building effective student employment programs, and upskilling current employees. The session will also feature testimonials 
from local employers who implemented tools from the 2024 workshop and will share their experiences and outcomes.

Employers will learn about state and regional initiatives that support student employment, while educators will gain valuable insight into 
how these resources strengthen students’ career pathways.

Current Partners have already received a registration invitation. For businesses who are not Partners but are interested in attending, 
please contact Deb McDermott at deb@workforcepartner.com.  Registration is encouraged by January 20, 2026 - a limited number of 
seats are available.
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS UPDATE

NINJA SKILLED TRADES CHALLENGE: 
BUILDING SKILLS, CONFIDENCE, AND EXCITEMENT

Workforce Partnership is proud to announce the return of its 
scholarship programs for the upcoming year. These opportunities 
are designed to support students as they explore and launch career 
pathways.

Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) Scholarship
Available to students ages 16–18 interested in pursuing certification 
and training in healthcare.
Career Launch Scholarship
Open to 2025 and 2026 students planning to take the next step in their 
career via postsecondary education.

Additional details and application information will be shared with 
school administrators during the 1st quarter of 2026.  Students and 
families are encouraged to watch for this information through their 
school district announcements.

COMING SOON: SCHOLARSHIP OPPORTUNITIES! CHECK US OUT! 

TO VIEW WORKFORCE 
EVENT VIDEOS 

THROUGHOUT THE YEARS



2026 Events: Mark your Calendar! 

Deb McDermott 
Executive Director

Deb@workforcepartner.com

Kelly Edwards 
Career Coach 

Kelly@workforcepartner.com         

Jackie Hoying
Programming Coordinator 

Jackie@workforcepartner.com

Our mission is to align our 
workforce and education systems 

to respond to the skills needs of 
Shelby County industry.

April
•	 April 9, 2026 - The Amazing Shake                                                                       

@ Fairlawn Middle School from 9:00 AM-2:30 PM

February
•	 Feb. 3, 2026 - Ninja Madness Finals            
          @ Upper Valley Career Center, Piqua, from 9:00 AM-11:45 PM
•	 Feb. 6, 2026 - Workforce Development Toolkit Workshop                  

@ Amos Memorial Library from 8:15 AM-12:00 PM
•	 February 25, 2026 - Power Lunch                                                                  

@ The Palazzo, Botkins, from 9:00 AM-12:00 PM

March
•	 March 25, 2026 - Bridging Back Mentorship Program                                      

@ Edison State, Piqua, from 9:00 AM-1:30 PM

May
•	 May 1, 2026 - The Amazing Shake                                                                           

@ Anna Middle School from  8:30 AM-2:30 PM
•	 May 7, 2026 - Workforce Signing Event                                        

Chamber Business After-Hours @ The Historic Sidney Theatre                  
from 4:30-6:30 PM

Build your pipeline!
Learn How to Employ Students! 

Contact Kelly Edwards!

 THANK YOU to our SUPPORTING PARTNERS!  THANK YOU to our SUPPORTING PARTNERS! 

WORKFORCEPARTNER.COM

Shelby County


