
For Roger Hickel, the ideal person filling a job with his 
company would be someone with real-world construction 
experience, a mind honed with formal academic training 
and, most important, strong Alaska roots.

“We like to hire Alaskans because they’ve lived here 
awhile, know the environment, tend to stay here,” said Hick-
el, president of Roger Hickel Contracting Inc. “You’re con-
tinually training in our system with the way we do things. 
We make a tremendous investment in people and if they 
leave, you have to start all over again. It’s important to keep 
your key people.”

Hickel keeps his eye on students in the University of 
Alaska Anchorage’s construction management degree pro-
gram because it is proving to be an incubator for exactly the 

Growing new talent
UAA, contractors team up in training effort
By tRacy kalytiak

kind of talent he looks for — the kind he’d pay in the neigh-
borhood of $80,000 in annual salary and benefits.

Jeff Callahan, UAA’s CM department director, said that 
as of the end of the last admissions period, more than 200 
students had declared CM as their major and that during 
the Fall 2008 semester, more than 100 students attended at 
least one CM class.

Callahan said the most important statistic he has to 
gauge program activity is the number of CM student credit 
hours, which increased about 35 percent between Fall 2007 
and Fall 2008.

The university’s first four CM bachelor’s degree stu-
dents graduated in May; prospective employers were hov-
ering before the ink was dry on the new grads’ diplomas. 

Ryan Bancroft does a digital takeoff of plans for a project at Unit Company. Bancroft graduated earlier this year with a bachelor of science 
degree in construction management from the University of Alaska Anchorage, and in May accepted a full-time job with Unit Company. 
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Promising CM interns also pique em-
ployers’ interest. 

“We tried to hire one guy, because of 
his qualifications and background, but 
he went to work for Davis instead of us,” 
Hickel said of CM student Nate Seymour. 
“He worked summers for a contractor 
and also has the college education in 
construction management. I know him 
because he grew up with my son; they 
played soccer together. He’s a great kid 
with a great work ethic as a soccer player 
and as a student.”

Hickel is familiar with UAA’s CM 
offerings because he serves on the As-
sociated General Contractors of Alaska’s 
advisory board for the program. But he 
and other AGC contractors also meet and 
get to know the college’s CM students 
through assisting with their competitions, 
sending guest speakers and supporting 
the program’s required internships, as 
well as through more informal network-
ing get-togethers.

“There was a spaghetti feed last week,” 
said Mike Swalling, president of Swalling 
Construction Co. “Several of us were over 
there talking to them, seeing how things 
were going. For us, I think it gives us a 
glimpse into the education realm a lot 
of us haven’t seen since we got out of 
school. It’s a new field. We provide some 
industry perspective, let the school know 
this is what we’re looking for in the grads 
they’re turning out so they can tailor the 
program a little better.”
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University of Alaska Anchorage student at a 
job site.
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The organizer of that spaghetti-
feed get-together was Ted Champine, 
president of AGC’s student chapter. 
Champine, 27, a married father of 
three, not only was carrying 23 CM 
credits in the fall, but also working as a 
U.S. Air Force staff sergeant, aerospace 
equipment mechanic and a project 
engineer with the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers. He started as an engineer-
ing major at UAA in 2006 but changed 
his major the following year. 

“Once it became a four-year pro-
gram, I jumped in as soon as I could,” 
Champine said. “I transferred into con-
struction management because it was 
more specific to what I wanted to do. 
I wanted to be in that industry rather 
than doing design. I didn’t want to be 
stuck behind a computer.”

Champine has been working in 
construction since the age of 14, when 
he started fabricating metal and doing 
pipe-fitting for his father’s company.

Now, he prefers to see 
construction from a more ho-
listic perspective. He hopes 
to take his education to the 
master’s-degree level and 
add “six or seven credentials” 
to his résumé.

“What I like the most, 
when you’re in the owner’s 
position, is that you get to see 
the project from conception 
to completion,” Champine 
said. “You get to be there from 
cradle to grave. It’s a different 
feeling, and it really puts a little 
more pride in your product.”

Champine says the stu-
dent chapter has instituted a 
Blackboard account to which 
all students have access, with 
a link to outside agencies and 

AGC of Alaska wins workforce 
development award

AGC of Alaska wins workforce 
development award 

AGC of Alaska is part of a coalition 
that received a 2008 Construction Us-
ers Roundtable Workforce Develop-
ment Award from AGC of America 
at its national convention in Palm 
Springs, Calif. 

The Alaska Chapter was a founder 
and driving force behind the formation 
of the Alaska Construction Academy, 
which was formed to recruit, train and 
employ entry level workers in the con-
struction industry. 

The 2006 pilot program had more 
than 450 high school students enrolled 
in construction trade classes after the 
regular school day and during the 
summer months, and more than 100 
adults were trained in a specific trade, 
such as carpentry, electrical, plumbing, 
drywall finishing and welding. 

In the program’s second year, more 
than 1,500 students were trained in af-
ter-school courses in six communities 
around the state and more than 300 
adults received training. Preliminary 
reports from the state Department of 
Labor indicate that 70 percent of those 
adults are working in construction-
related jobs. 

The CURT Workforce Develop-
ment Awards were developed to give 
significant national and international 
recognition for extraordinary, exempla-
ry and innovative training and educa-
tion programs, which either encourage 
individuals to pursue a career in the 
construction industry and/or enhance 
an individual’s construction skills. 

Academies are held in Anchorage, 
Fairbanks, Juneau, Kenai, Ketchikan 
and the Mat-Su Borough. Other part-
ners in the academy include: Alaska 
State Home Building Association, 
Mat-Su Home Builders, Kenai Penin-
sula Home Builders, Greater Ketchikan 
Builders Association, South East Alaska 
Building Industry Association, Alaska 
Department of Labor and Workforce 
Development, Alaska Works Partner-
ships Inc. and area school districts. 

AGC of Alaska provides project 
management, coordination and ad-
ministrative functions for $3.5 million 
in state grant funds.

Several projects are not included in the graph that will flatten the downward decline toward the 
end of the next decade. The graphic is not intended as a projection of a “Boom/Bust” cycle.
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University of Alaska Anchorage 
student at a job site.
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a blogging area. A so-called “résumé 
dump” is also available, where students 
can put résumés and cover letters for 
companies they want to work for.

“It’s another resource for them to 
find internships and full-time careers,” 
Champine said. “The biggest hiccup 
we find with that program is that right 
now contractors are so thirsty for fresh 
employees, these jobs are being hand-
ed to them on a silver platter. We’ve al-
ready brought the contractors to them; 
the résumé thing is just one more 
step in the process. We want them to 
be holding hands and shaking before 
they graduate.”

Michael Fall, president of Unit Com-
pany, hired a recent UAA CM bache-
lor’s-degree graduate, Ryan Bancroft, 
on a full-time basis earlier this year. 

Bancroft is currently working with 
Unit Company’s chief estimator, per-
forming quality takeoffs, canvassing 
subcontractors and suppliers to en-
courage them to bid on projects and 
tracking down loose items of projects 
for pricing. 

Fall met Bancroft while visiting a 
hockey coach friend. 

“[Fall’s friend] knew what I did 
for a living. He called and said, ‘I’ve 
got this guy coaching with me who’s 
interested in construction,’” Fall said. 
“That might have influenced his deci-
sion to get this degree.”

Bancroft was a goalie coach for a 
kids’ team, has played juniors hockey 
out of state and had played as a No. 3 
goalie for UAA. He started off in UAA’s 
engineering program, went to work for 
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2008, UAA Construction Management Team 
for the Associated Schools of Construction 
Student Competition in Reno, Nev., left to right: 
Ryan Bancroft, Thomas Mason, Michael Bacon, 
Lynette Warren, Ted Champine, Ryan Audette, 
Peter Dedych (faculty adviser).
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Unit Company and switched 
to CM after the university 
introduced a four-year CM 
degree program. Bancroft 
helped set up the student 
AGC chapter at UAA and his 
class launched the student 
competition team.

“We’ve gotten a lot of help 
from local contractors for that,” 
Bancroft said. “At UAA, they 
have you take two internships 
as part of their degree. I think 
that helps prepare you, helps 
contractors see the students 
locally are able to come into 
the work force right out of 
school. It’s not like there’s a 
disconnect between contrac-
tors and the UAA program. 
You can call them up on the 
phone; they’re very forthcom-
ing with information and will-
ing to make time for you.”

Bancroft worked for Unit 
Company part time for close to a year before graduating, 
and spent a summer working at the company’s job site for 
its Knik-Goose Bay elementary school project.

“Ryan was in the job site trailer doing any task they came 
up with,” Fall said. “Certainly the education he just completed 
was a big item, a big plus. He definitely has an interest in the 
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2009 selectees for the UAA Construction Management Team for the Associated Schools of Construction 
Student Competition in Reno, Nev., left to right: Pat Duggan, Dan Beck, Rayn Aaberg, Josh Hood, Jonathan 
Hornak, Nate Seymour, Ryan Audette, Sam Wolfe, and Anthony Podolinsky.



Winter 2009 The Alaska conTrAcTor     39    

construction industry, has the skills and 
personality it takes. Every day is an ad-
venture in this business, you’re always up 
against challenges. It doesn’t seem to both-
er him; Ryan seems to rise to challenges.”

Fall says Bancroft brought with him up-
to-date information he learned in class about 
new construction techniques.

“Certainly the industry’s always evolv-
ing,” Fall said. “He’s got a specific interest 
in LEED (Leadership in Energy and En-
vironmental Design) and BIM (Building 
Information Modeling) – stuff that came 
into the industry after I started.”

In today’s field of project management, 
Fall said, people must be able to commu-
nicate in written and verbal form, know 
technical aspects of work as well as under-
stand a set of drawings and specifications. 

“The best scenario is to have some 
formal education combined with hands-
on training,” Fall said. “You don’t learn it 
all in the field and you don’t learn it all in 
the classroom. We have it all with Ryan.”

Bancroft, now 26, says he enjoys work-
ing for his current employer.

“I’ve received other offers, but I like the 
people at Unit Company and it was a great 
situation and fit for me,” he said. “I come 
to work and it’s never the same, day after 
day. I look forward to coming to work just 
to see what’s out there. Different building 
systems fascinate me. The construction in-
dustry has a lot of personality, that’s what 
makes it an enjoyable experience. It’s nice 
to tell people I worked on that project, the 
intimate details of what it took to construct 
different buildings around town.”

Coordination of various tasks is one 
of the biggest challenges in construc-
tion, and Bancroft’s academic training has 
helped immeasurably in helping him en-
hance his efficiency on the job.

“Being able to make things flow, run 
smoothly, is the ultimate end goal,” he said. 
“I understand what goes on as far as proce-
dures, certain laws, the way the documents 
are formatted, proposals are written. Just a 
lot of management tools are at my disposal. 
Since I started working for Unit Company 
and going to school at the same time, I’ve 
seen that the two tie together very well. 
I’m able to apply real-world situations to 
academic situations and vice versa. They 
complement each other very well.” 

Tracy Kalytiak is a freelance writer in 
the Palmer area.
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