
             
 
 
 

Grant, gifts to Women in Construction Program will improve 
training, allow 90 more women to gain professional credentials 

Scholarship tool package to help one grad enter the workforce 
 
 
Thanks to a grant and gift package presented Aug. 26, the Moore Community House Women in 
Construction Program in Biloxi, Mississippi, will be able to improve its training program and assist 90 
more women in gaining credentials that could help them secure high-paying jobs in the Gulf Coast 
region. A scholarship tool package given to Michelle Thornton, a recent graduate of the Women in 
Construction Program’s eight-week course, will aid in launching her career. 
 
The Southeastern Construction Owners & Associates Roundtable and two of its members – the 
Southern States Millwright Regional Council (a labor union) and DEWALT® (a manufacturer of tools for 
the construction industry) – sponsored the grant and gifts. SCOAR provided the $4,500 grant, the 
SSMRC funded the scholarship tool package worth more than $1,000, and DEWALT donated 
approximately $1,100 worth of tools on the Women in Construction Program’s wish list. 
 
Women make up only 2% of the construction trades workforce in Mississippi, said Ruth Mazara, 
director of the Women in Construction Program.  
 
Women often think construction isn’t an option for them, but many work physically strenuous, low-
paying jobs in food-service and medical settings, Mazara continued. “We tell them, ‘If you can push 
those housekeeping carts, if you can lift patients, if you can manage three kids and a grocery cart, 
you’ve got this,’” she said. 
 
The construction industry needs more women and people of color, said Steve Greene, executive 
director of SCOAR. “This is a great day to be here,” Greene said, noting the event was held on the 100th 
anniversary of women gaining the right to vote in the United States. “We’re helping that 2% of the 
workforce population that needs to grow.” 
 
A scholarship committee selected Thornton based on training transcripts and attendance, instructor 
recommendations, and a personal essay outlining her career goals.  
 
Thornton, 31, is a single mother who moved back home to Biloxi in March of 2020 after working a 
string of unfulfilling jobs in Dallas. “I wasn’t getting anything in return as far as fueling me,” Thornton 
said. “I wasn’t passionate.” 
 



Thornton said she has enjoyed building things and working with her hands since she was a child, but 
she didn’t realize she could make a career out of those hobbies until she walked into the Women in 
Construction center. “I just always thought that was a man’s world,” she said. After being introduced to 
the program, she says she thought: “This is it. This is what I’ve been waiting for and looking for all my 
life. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I knew I couldn’t do what I had been doing. I couldn’t be 
behind a desk, I couldn’t stand at a cash register. It just wasn’t for me.” 
 
Mazara said not having the proper tools can be a barrier that prevents women coming from low-wage 
jobs or unemployment from getting into the construction industry. “They don’t always have access to 
funds to acquire the tools necessary to get those positions,” she said. “We’ve seen it firsthand.” 
 
Thornton said she’s relieved she won’t have to buy basic tools. “Tools are expensive,” she said. “Just 
having a starter pack of what you would normally need to do a job…it’s thousands of dollars. I have a 
child, I have other expenses, and that’s just one expense that I don’t have to worry about.” 
 
More about WinC 
The Women in Construction Program is designed to train low-income women for high-wage, high-skill 
careers in the construction trades. It also helps to meet demand for a trained workforce on the 
Mississippi Gulf Coast. Additionally, the program is an excellent resource for employers and positively 
impacts the economies of communities in which its students live, work, and raise families. 
 
Mazara notes that the WinC Program is located in East Biloxi, the area with the highest poverty rate in 
the city and in Harrison County. Women the program serves are often single mothers who face barriers 
related to childcare, transportation, and more. The WinC Program provides transportation stipends, 
childcare assistance, and a workforce case manager to help students and graduates overcome other 
hurdles, continue their training, and receive ongoing guidance regarding work issues. 
 
“They build a network in addition to getting the training,” Mazara said. “This is the best part.” 
 
The standard, eight-week training program gives women a foundation for multiple pathways: industrial 
construction and maintenance, carpentry, welding, plumbing, electrical, and more. Students have the 
opportunity to earn the National Center for Construction Education and Research (NCCER) Core 
Curriculum credential and the OSHA 10 General Industry Completion Card. They learn through hands-
on projects such as building Habitat for Humanity homes. Projects for each eight-week class vary 
depending on community needs.  
 
Graduates come back to the program to earn additional credentials and take an advanced leadership 
course. Leadership duties are emphasized in general classes as well. During the first week of the eight-
week course, students are shy and uncertain, but leaders are appointed, so they have to try it out, said 
Ethel Williams, training lead for the program. “It pushes their limits and gets them to realize they can 
be leaders.” 
 
Logan Brown, Eastern Region director for the SSMRC, said the industrial construction industry faces a 
shortage of workers and a shortage of leaders such as foremen. He said contractors tell him they could  



bid more work and run more projects if they had more jobsite leaders. “It’s not hard at all, if you’re 
ambitious, to move up in the construction industry,” Brown said. 
 
Success stories 
Williams, originally from Jackson, Mississippi, moved to Biloxi after a life change and was living in her 
car when she became a student at the Women in Construction Program. She used the program’s case-
management resources to obtain housing, did well in a welding class, and eventually applied and 
earned a place on the program’s training team. 
 
Marion Vincent, outreach and recruitment coordinator for WinC, was unable to find professional work 
after immigrating to the United States from Germany. A single mother, she worked for minimum wage 
at a library and a gas station, and most of the money she earned went to daycare expenses for her son. 
Then she began doing construction work on weekends. Fifteen years ago, she got her master of 
plumbing and master of electrical certifications. She started her own company, which she still runs in 
addition to working for WinC. “I tell women, ‘If I can do this, you can, too,’” Vincent said. 
 
Brown shared a personal story that is related, in part, to WinC being chosen for the grant and 
scholarship. Brown’s father left his family without support when Brown was 2 years old. He and his 
mother moved into the back of a car-stereo business in southern California. “She wanted to provide a 
better life, so she joined a construction apprenticeship,” Brown said.  
 
After beginning as a laborer, she joined the industrial-construction sector, which led to opportunities at 
a nuclear plant in Arizona. The family moved into their own house. Later, Brown’s mother married a 
union carpenter and they moved into progressively larger and nicer properties as the careers of 
Brown’s mother and step-father advanced. “Thinking about where we came from and what 
construction has brought to my mom, when I saw what this program was doing, I was glad to partner 
with you,” Brown said during the presentation event. 
 
 
Additional quotes from event: 
 
Quote from Donna Snow, Michelle Thornton’s grandmother: 
 
“I’m so excited because this is something she loves – working with her hands, building things. She redid 
my cabinets earlier this year – took them down, sanded, painted, and then put them back up. She was 
so excited to get into this program.” 
 
Madison Thornton, Michelle Thornton’s daughter, age 9: 
 
“I feel really happy for her because she loves to build things and she does lots of projects. Like she built 
me a desk for school. I’m glad she has these tools now.” 
 
 
For more information, please contact: 



Southeastern Construction Owners & Associates Roundtable 
Steve Greene, executive director 
864-633-4883, staff@scoar.org 
 
Southern States Millwright Regional Council 
Olivia McMurrey, communications director 
205.568.6460, omcmurrey@ssmrc4070.org 
 
DEWALT 
Emily Noto, PR Manager 
Emily.Noto@sbdinc.com 
 
About SCOAR: 
The Southeastern Construction Owners & Associates Roundtable is a nonprofit organization that 
fosters innovative and breakthrough thinking on issues related to industrial construction. Its 
membership is comprised of industrial facility owners, EPC companies, engineers, general and specialty 
contractors, labor and material suppliers as well as service suppliers, educators and consultants. Learn 
more at scoar.org. 
 
About the SSMRC: 
The Southern States Millwright Regional Council is a labor organization consisting of more than 5,000 
highly skilled and productive millwrights from the United Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners of 
America. Our council was established in response to growing needs in southern facilities such as 
refineries, paper mills, energy and automotive plants, and more for experienced, safety-conscious 
professionals to install and maintain machinery and equipment. Learn more at 
southernstatesmillwrights.org. 
 
About DEWALT: 
DEWALT is obsessed with how users work in the real world and is relentlessly pursuing total jobsite 
solutions. By incorporating its latest technology and industry innovations, DEWALT is leading the 
charge for the jobsite of the future. DEWALT products. GUARANTEED TOUGH®. For more information, 
visit www.dewalt.com or follow DEWALT on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn. 
 
 
 
 
 
 




