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National Center for Craftsmanship: Introducing a new generation to the trades

By Heidi Kerr-Schlaefer

The Surveyor

Have you ever heard, “things just
aren’t made like they use to be?” Ever
wonder why? Neil Kaufman heard those
words many times, and it prompted him
to explore why things aren’t made the
way they used to be. The eventual result
was the formation of the National Cen-
ter for Craftsmanship (NCC).

NCC is a non-profit organization ded-
icated to preserving, enhancing and sus-
taining the trades. NCC Director, Neil
Kaufman explains, “It (craftsmanship)
involves tools, materials, skills, hearts
and hands, and it’s something we’re
concerned our culture is losing and los-
ing very quickly. So our mission is to
make sure that these skills get passed
on to future generations.”

NCC focuses on the trades of con-
struction, manufacturing and artisan-
ship. In 1998, while attending graduate
school for construction management at
Colorado State University, Kaufman dis-
covered there has been a cultural move-
ment away from craftsmanship. The
trades have long been an integral part
of American culture, but for the last
thirty years, the popularity of the trades
has significantly decreased. “The advent
of the information era, what people call
the post-industrial era, led people to
turn their backs on the trades as honor-
able work, as work you can create a ca-
reer around, raise a family and be very
successful; in many senses, as a culture,
we’ve abandoned that,” stated Kauf-
man.

The abandonment has come at a high
cost. As skilled tradesmen retire there is
no one to replace them, and jobs go un-
filled or are filled by less qualified work-
ers, while some positions go abroad.

Kaufman and CSU colleague and
friend, Robb Sommerfeld, began to
dream of bringing about a craftsman-
ship renaissance. They began to formu-
late the idea of a center where people

could come to study, teach and learn the
trades.

“I see a lot of students who aren’t
planning on going to college,” said Som-
merfeld, now a teacher at Berthoud
High School and Assistant Director of
NCC. “They don’t want to go to college,
but they love working with their hands.
My hope in my involvement with the
National Center for Craftsmanship is
being that liaison between school and
life; get those connections for those stu-
dents.”

Sommerfeld goes on to explain he fre-
quently hears from local companies who
are fearful of the future because they re-
alize there are not enough good trades
people to replace the retiring baby
boomers; and with the departure of
these skilled trades people, opportunity
for the younger generation to learn
from them also disappears.

On Feb. 15, NCC will kick off its first
large-scale project. The project has
brought together numerous local orga-
nizations and involves the de-construc-
tion of three buildings donated to NCC
by Imago Enterprises. Construction
skills will be learned through the dis-
mantling of these buildings (a process

National Center for Craftsmanship seeks to preserve true craftsmanship.

also referred to as reverse engineering).
This project encompasses many of the
objectives of NCC, including providing
an opportunity for local craftspeople to
pass their skills on to the next genera-
tion; connecting those with knowledge
and those seeking knowledge of con-
struction and trade-related careers. The
project has a variety of goals, including
demonstrating construction material re-
cycling, reuse, and diverting materials
from landfills. It is an exciting opportu-
nity for hands-on, real world building
experience for high school, junior col-
lege and adult students.

NCC’s vision for the future involves
building a center where craftspeople can
come together to learn and share
through workshops and various other
activities. “If we had a 10,000 or 20,000
square foot building right now, we could
be booked for the next three years,”
states Kaufman. Kaufman also has
plans for NCC to warehouse the names
of master craftspeople throughout the
country. “We want to be the keepers of
the database; who’s doing what and
where,” stated Kaufman. He goes on to
tell the story of a master mason named
Bernard Wade. Wade is now in his 70s,
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Dr. Gary Geroy, National Center of Craftsmanship board director and Professor
of Education at CSU, captivates a visitor to the NCC Booth at the Sustainable

Living Fair held annually in Fort Collins.

but his skills as a mason are still in high
demand. Kaufman envisions doing a
film about Wade’s life and skills, to doc-
ument this master of his craft before it
is too late. “Take that example and
times it by all these other craftspeople
in the country; we want to be the keep-
ers of that flame, that body of knowl-
edge and not just from a business, in-
dustry standpoint. This is the most
prized information we have,” said Kauf-
man.

Both Kaufman and Sommerfeld have
practical experience in the trades, in the
field and in the classroom. Their collec-
tive knowledge and genuine desire to

preserve these quickly vanishing skills
is infectious. Kaufman and Sommerfeld
work to recruit local companies who
share their vision to assist in the ad-
vancement of NCC’s goals. NCC recent-
ly partnered with Fort Collins Habitat
for Humanity, and individual craftspeo-
ple have also joined, as well as those
seeking to network within the trades in-
dustry.

If you would like to learn more about
the National Center for Craftsmanship
or are interested in participating in the
Deconstruction Training Program,
please visit www.nccraftsmanship.org or
call 970-215-4587.




