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Executive Summary: 

Build Smart Institute created the Future Builders Academy to introduce young people to the 
opportunities that exist in the skilled trades while helping build the workforce our communities 
will rely on for generations to come. During three weeks of immersive, hands-on construction 
experiences, participants ages 14-19, explored careers that are essential to our region's growth 
while gaining practical skills and a greater understanding of the skilled trades. 

Across Virginia, the demand for skilled trades professionals continues to outpace the available 
workforce. As experienced tradespeople retire, the need for the next generation of carpenters, 
electricians, plumbers, concrete professionals, and other skilled workers becomes increasingly 
urgent. Addressing this challenge begins long before students enter the workforce. It begins by 
creating meaningful opportunities for young people to experience these careers firsthand. 

By offering the academy at no cost to 
participants, Build Smart Institute and 
its partners removed financial 
barriers that might otherwise prevent 
students from exploring career 
pathways in construction.  

The success of Future Builders 
Academy reflects the power of 
partnership. Through the 
collaboration of educators, industry 
leaders, community organizations, 
and public partners, students 
experienced immersive learning that 
increased their knowledge about 
careers in the construction industry.  

For many participants, the academy 
provided their first opportunity to engage directly with the construction industry and envision 
themselves in a career they may never have previously considered 

While participants developed valuable technical skills, they also strengthened qualities that 
extend well beyond the jobsite. Teamwork, communication, problem-solving, critical thinking, 
responsibility, and perseverance were woven throughout the week-long experiences. These 
transferable skills prepare students for success in any career and reinforce the value of 
experiential learning.
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“The academy exemplifies the impact that 
can be achieved through strong regional 
partnerships focused on workforce 
development. Economic development is 
about building a sustainable future, and 
that starts with our youth. The Future 
Builders Academy demonstrates what is 
possible when education, industry, and 
local government work together. "   

Franklin County Economic Development 
Director, Danielle Poe

 

The impact of Future Builders Academy 
extends beyond the camp itself. Every 
student introduced to the skilled trades 
represents greater career awareness 
and another step toward addressing the 

industry's growing labor needs. By investing in young people today, we are investing in the 
skilled professionals who will build homes, businesses, and infrastructure tomorrow. 

At Build Smart Institute, we believe workforce development begins with opportunity. Future 
Builders Academy demonstrates what is possible when partners come together to invest in 
young people, inspire future careers, and strengthen the workforce that will shape our region for 
years to come. Together with our partners, we are not simply teaching construction, we are 
building futures. 

Program Details:  

Taking place July 6 - 24, 2026 in the Franklin County and the New River Valley regions of 
Virginia, the three individual week-long camps provided youth participants with introductory 
industry standard training with real world application in the construction industries focused on 
the Concrete and Carpentry career pathways. Students built projects during each week, putting 
their skills to work while practicing the lessons they learned in the classroom.    

Future Builders Academy gave participants the opportunity to move beyond simply learning 
about construction, and become builders. Working alongside experienced instructors and 
industry professionals, students read blueprints, safely used construction tools, poured and 
finished concrete, framed structures, solved real-world challenges, and collaborated as a team.  

Students participated in safety training that prepared them for the week’s lessons including 
classroom training applied in the field. By digging, building, and pouring; students saw their 
learning come to life in the field under the instruction of experts and employers in the industry.    
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In addition to the classroom and hands-on training; students experienced a variety of new 
experiences that served to enrich their knowledge and future prosperity. During the Franklin 
County camps, students were hosted by Ferrum College, participating in a campus tour, 
meeting with the college’s President, Dr. Martin and enjoying meals in Ferrum’s dining hall.  

 
Transportation was offered to students in this 
region with a regional meeting location and a daily 
shuttle to and from Ferrum College. In the New 
River Valley, students participated in job site tours 
with SAS Builders, Duncan Properties, and 
Stateson Homes and were hosted by the Habitat 
for Humanity of the New River Valley.  
 
Students benefitted from career exposure through 
connection to industry experts during their training.  

Examples include 

●​ Construction career presentations 
●​ Interaction with skilled trades professionals 
●​ Exposure to local employers 
●​ Discussions with industry mentors 

 

 

 
“My favorite part of camp was working in a group and seeing what we could do all together!”  

 
-Future Builders Academy participant 

 

During the Academy, participants gained experience in construction safety while building skills in 
site preparation, concrete placement and finishing, framing, roofing, and the use of building 
materials and fasteners. Just as importantly, every project reinforced teamwork, communication, 
and problem-solving, essential skills that prepare students for success in the skilled trades and 
beyond.  
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Measuring Impact: 
 

A key objective of the Future Builders Academy was 
not only to introduce students to the skilled trades, 
but also to inspire them to consider construction as 
a viable and rewarding career pathway. To measure 
the program's effectiveness, participants completed 
post-camp surveys that evaluated changes in their 
career interest, knowledge, confidence, and overall 
experience. 

Collecting participant feedback is an essential 
component of the Future Builders Academy. The 
data provides measurable evidence of the 
program's effectiveness while identifying 
opportunities for continuous improvement. It also 
demonstrates accountability to our funding partners, 
community supporters, and industry collaborators 
by documenting the meaningful outcomes achieved 
through their investment. 
 

 
“Our partnerships with Build Smart Institute, Franklin County 

Economic Development, Procon, Inc., and Virginia Housing reflect 
Ferrum College's commitment to creating meaningful 

opportunities for young people to discover their strengths, 
explore rewarding career paths, and envision bright futures for 

themselves and our region."  
Dr. Mirta M. Martin, president of Ferrum College 
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The survey results demonstrate a 
meaningful impact. Every student 
who responded reported an 
increased interest in pursuing a 
career in the construction industry 
after participating in the Academy.  

More than half indicated they were 
much more interested in 
construction careers, while the 
remaining respondents reported 
being somewhat more interested.  

These findings suggest that 
immersive, hands-on experiences can play a significant role in expanding career awareness 
and helping young people envision themselves in the skilled trades. 

Participants also reported gains beyond career interest. Students indicated that they learned 
new construction skills, increased their understanding of industry practices, and developed 
greater confidence using both hand and power tools. These outcomes reflect more than 
technical skill development, they represent increased self-confidence, problem-solving ability, 
and a willingness to explore new opportunities. 
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Providing a positive participant experience was a key priority throughout the Future Builders 
Academy, beginning with registration and continuing through the conclusion of camp. Survey 
responses indicate that these efforts were successful.  

All respondents strongly agreed or agreed that the registration process was easy to navigate, 
communication from Build Smart 
Institute staff was clear both 
before and during the camp, and 
they received the information they 
needed in advance to feel 
prepared for their experience.  

These results reflect Build Smart's 
commitment to creating an 
organized, welcoming, and 
supportive environment for 
participants and their families, 
ensuring students could focus on 
learning, building, and exploring 
careers in the skilled trades from 
day one. 

The excitement surrounding 
Future Builders Academy extended well beyond the classroom and jobsite. Throughout the 
three-week program, Build Smart Institute and its partners shared students' experiences, 
accomplishments, and hands-on learning through a series of Facebook posts that celebrated 

their progress and highlighted 
the importance of skilled trades 
education. 

Over the course of eight 
Facebook posts, the Academy 
generated more than 16,200 
views by 5,275 unique viewers, 
expanding awareness of 
construction careers and 
showcasing the impact of 
regional workforce development 
partnerships to thousands of 
community members. 
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“The enthusiasm and craftsmanship these students have shown prove the passion for building is 
alive and well in Southwest Virginia. By providing high school students    with real-world, 

industry-standard training guided by experienced instructors, we aren't just teaching trade skills, 
we're opening doors to rewarding career pathways.”  

-Michelle Ramaker, President Build Smart Institute
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Conclusion 

The results of the 2026 Future Builders Academy demonstrate that early exposure to the skilled 
trades can increase career awareness, build confidence, and inspire the next generation of 
construction professionals. Build Smart Institute remains committed to expanding these 
opportunities through continued collaboration with our partners, ensuring more young people 
have access to transformative experiences that benefit both their futures and the future 
workforce of our region. 

For More Information 

To learn more about the Future Builders Academy, workforce development partnerships, or 
Build Smart Institute's training programs, please contact: 

Michelle Ramaker​
President​
Phone: (540) 900-3340​
Email: mramaker@buildsmartinstitute.com 

Stephanie Hoer​
Director of Operations​
Phone: (540) 900-3340​
Email: shoer@buildsmartinstitute.com 

Build Smart Institute 

●​ 701 Gainsboro Road, Roanoke, VA 24016 
●​ (540) 900-3340 
●​ www.buildsmartinstitute.com 
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