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and English literature and drama 
and music.”

He added, “But you can’t just 
walk in off the street … it’s a crit-
ical area.”

For air traffic control jobs, 
Hartley explained, “(Employers) 
are looking for people who are 
obviously intelligent, who can 
tell what kind of airplane it is, 
how big it is, understand the dif-
ferent zones, be aware of the air-
port, etc.” All training that future 
air traffic controllers get at Sac 
City.

Another well-paid career path 
via Sac City is working with 
SMUD or Sacramento County’s 
Regional Wastewater Treatment 
Plant, (SRWTP).

Erik Bigford, who attended 
Sac City for five and a half years 
and amassed 128 units, 
explained that among his cohort, 
“SMUD was really sought-after. 
One of my classmates made $37 
an hour for an internship there. 
They pay $130,000 per year for 
their technicians,” although, he 
noted, “they get 3,000 appli-
cants for one spot.”

Bigford said his classes at Sac 
City trained him well.

“Once I shifted from a major 
goal of mechanical engineering 
back to electronics, which had 
been a lifelong hobby, the classes 
offered and the help of (instruc-
tor) Mel Duvall and the other 
instructors in that program were 
top-notch.”

Duvall, since retired, con-
nected Bigford to an internship 
with SRWTP, which led him to 
the position he is still in, 11 years 
later. “A program right out of 
high school, where you can take 
two years of courses and get into 
operations and make six figures” 
is an attractive option, Bigford 
noted.

“The lack of a four-year degree 
is not a hindrance,” he added.

Fellow Sac City graduate, 
Brian Eggiman, is a senior engi-
neering technician for Scientific 
Games in Las Vegas. He has 
been with the company (or its 
predecessors, since there have 
been corporate takeovers) for 15 
years. “I graduated (in 2003) 
with a degree in telecommunica-
tions, and certification in auto-
mated systems with my FCC 
license,” Eggiman said.

Like Bigford, Eggiman also 
pursued a variety of areas before 

earning his certification in auto-
mated systems. “I studied some 
programming, radar, radios, 
transceivers, a long list ... (I was) 
one class short of the FAA 
degree.”

He admitted that “a bachelor’s 
degree would have opened more 
doors” at his job, but said “Sac 
City is a good school (and) Mel 
Duvall was a good teacher. He 
makes you work, and if you want 
to work harder, he’ll give it to 
you.”

Eggiman continued, “The 
teachers really connected to the 
students, and they were there 
always for them. The help was 
there as long as you wanted it.”

Sac City offers more than 90 
certificates and degrees which 
lead “to employment opportuni-
ties in hospitals; dental offices; 
businesses; and federal, state 
and county agencies in the 
Greater Sacramento area,” 
according to its website. To 
explore the options, visit www.
scc.losrios.edu/cte/programs.

 ‘What do you 
like to do?’ 

And to see the expected pay in 
various fields, a useful tool put 
out by the California Community 
Colleges called “Salary Surfer” 
allows a look at median salaries. 
For example, if you search the 
“health” category and choose 
“physical therapist assistant” — a 
program offered at Sac City Col-
lege — it shows the median pay 
after five years is $60,185. 

To see other salaries, visit 

https://salarysurfer.cccco.edu/
SalarySurfer.aspx.

But a career should not be 
based on salary alone.

“What did I used to enjoy 
doing as a kid?” Bigford asked 
himself after taking a range of 
courses at Sac City. “That’s when 
I thought of electronics, and I 
decided to go back into that.”

He explained that he’d been a 
“hobbyist” in high school and 
knew it was a subject he excelled 
at and enjoyed. And now at 
SRWTP, Bigford describes it’s 
“like walking into an electronics 
store in our shop.”

A typical day at work consists 
of “a lot of automation, machin-
ery, valves, feedback ... Operators 
sit in a control center like at an 
airport and watch that pipes are 
flowing, check the wiring out to 
the field. I deal with the commu-
nications, the flow meters, fiber 
optics ...” In other words, there is 
no typical day.

For his part, Hartley hopes 
more students will ask them-
selves what they enjoy doing.

“‘My parents want me to be a 
doctor, a lawyer,’” Hartley said 
about so many students who 
haphazardly plan their career 
paths. He believes young people 
should be asked, “What do you 
imagine yourself doing for the 
rest of your career? What do you 
like to do? Do you like interact-
ing with other people? Building 
stuff with your hands?”

One way a student can explore 
areas of interest is Sac City’s new 
maker space, a design and inno-
vation hub, Hartley said. “Stu-
dents love it because they’re 

learning engineering, art, behav-
ioral sciences; so many cross-
overs with the maker space. ... 
Students get out of their chairs 
and get dirty; they put their 
dreams into reality.”

Carlos Perez, one of two full-
time faculty in the electronics 
technology department, also 
helps students find their pas-
sions.

“One of my students last 
semester created a project to 
deactivate arms when they are in 
proximity to a college campus,” 
Perez said with some pride.

He continued, “I’ve been teach-
ing community college for 15-plus 
years,” Perez said, “so I have a very 
solid idea of what community 
college is all about.” He has been 
at Sac City for a year.

“The opportunity is given to 
everyone, not just second-chance 
students, or students who 
‘couldn’t make it in high school,’” 
Perez said.

 ‘Opening doors’ 
Hartley and Perez know they 

have a bit of an image problem 
in getting the word out about all 
they offer.

Even as students like Bigford 
praise Sac City — “They are 
really excellent at setting people 
up for success at jobs” — Hartley 
noted that many employers still 
see a four-year degree as a 
screening process.

“Sometimes requiring a par-
ticular kind of (four-year) degree 
is just a shortcut to evaluating a 
person’s qualifications,” Hartley 
said.

Partnerships with industries is 
a key way of “opening doors to 
our students,” Perez said, includ-
ing via the Sacramento Valley 
Manufacturing Initiative, made 
up of “36-plus companies in a 
regional alliance that are very 
interested in having a pipeline of 
students that we train in 
(advanced manufacturing).”

“Advanced manufacturing is 
everywhere,” Perez said. “How do 
you create parts for planes, bikes, 
cars? Advanced manufacturing.”

Perez also acknowledged that 
it’s “a fascinating time” in the 
community college world, as 
there is a “big push from the 
chancellor’s office for a clear 
pathway/clear roadmap for stu-
dents so they can navigate and 
go through the process with the 
least pain possible.” Accredita-
tion is complicated, as well: “We 
talk about accreditation being a 
certification stamp that says yes, 
you are at this level, you are 
training the students the way for 
these careers.”

A new “vision statement” from 
the California Community Col-
leges’ chancellor’s office spells 
out the system’s multiple mis-
sions and how it hopes to achieve 
them. Read it at https://bit.
ly/2uQxa8L.

But Hartley doesn’t want to 
lose sight of the smaller mission, 
either.

“We don’t, as a society, care 
what people want to do,” Hartley 
said; we care about what we 
want to teach them.

“We should help them learn 
how to be productive and suc-
cessful,” Hartley said, “and have 
joy in what it is they do (and) 
know that they have a certain 
contribution to make that 
nobody else can match.

“In education, we should pro-
mote that journey.”

  Notes:  While talking to Erik 
Bigford, he said that when he 
told his supervisor he would be 
talking to The Enterprise about 
career technical education, his 
boss said, “Tell the reporter we 
need good interns!” Gary Hartley 
also noted, “Places like Intel and 
Micron (in Folsom) that have 
very high standards, they want 
people who come in and can be 
productive, Day 1.” 

 — Reach Tanya Perez at 
tperez@davisenterprise.net or 
530-747-8082. Follow her on 
Twitter at @EnterpriseTanya. 
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A Sac City College 
student in an 
electronics class 
solders components 
on a printed circuit 
board to build a 
resonant filter, all 
toward building a 
prototype stereo. 
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Carlos Perez, right, a faculty member in Sacramento City College’s electronics technology department, looks over a student’s work in class. At Sac City, Perez said, “The opportunity is given to 
everyone, not just second-chance students, or students who ‘couldn’t make it in high school.’” At left, Students in Sacramento City College’s aeronautics program get hands-on with all parts of an 
airplane.


