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WELDING
ADVOCATE

Tiffany Orffis a multibusiness owner and prison vocational
teacher who shares the word about welding

During her 14years in the welding industry, Tiffany
Orffhas worn many hats, including business owner,
teacher, and advocate.

he firsttime Tiffany O rffwelded asolo project, she didn’t
know itwould alterthe course of her life. She had been
working at Custom Industries, a custom suspension/
fabrication shop in Riverside, Calif., for afew months when
the owner, who she was dating, asked herto weld sheet metal
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floors in a body-dropped Dodge Dakota. She was already
hooked on shop life but rarely had the opportunity to take
the lead on welding projects.

“ltwentfrom [beingthe] girlfriendto 'hand me thattool
to welding sheet metal very quickly while lworked side by
side with the owner,” O rff said.

W ithin a year, Orff gained proficiency in welding and
became co-owner of the shop. She and her partner then
rebranded the shop and moved to Booneville, Ark. Orffwent
on to get aformal education in welding at Arkansas Tech
University — Ozark, Russellville, Ark. During hertime atthe
university, she won gold forweldingfabrication atthe 2018
Arkansas SkillsUSA Championship, graduated with honors
and an associate degree in weidingtechnoiogy, and received
the Arkansas House of Representative Award of Recognition,
along with several grants and certifications. O rff’'sachieve-
ments are in great part due to her love of welding, but she
is diligent by nature; she gives her all to whatever she does,
and she has done alot.

In the years since her early shop days, Orff has become
a relentless advocate for welding. She has owned multiple
businesses;taughtweldingat MiraCosta College, Oceanside,
Calif.; interviewed with many media outlets; and showcased
dozens ofwomen welders via live videos on her online plat-
form, Welding Women Syndicate (WWS).

Orff recently spoke with the WeldingJournalabout her
life these days. She now lives in Salinas, Calif., and works
as awelding instructor for the California Department of
Corrections & Rehabilitation (CDCR). She teaches pri-
vate welding lessons at night, and on the weekends, she



Orffwon the 2022 AWS WEMCO award for excellence
in welding media for the Welding Women Syndicate.

moonlights at ahot rod shop building cars. Orff also occa-
sionally visits high schools and facilities to teach or lecture
students from various welding programs.

Her life revolves around welding, and she wouldn't have
it any other way.

A Voice for Women

From when she started working at Custom Industries until
she wentto college —a period of eight years — O rff did not
work with any women. This inspired herto startthe WWS,
which won Orffthe 2022 AWS Welding Equipment Man-
ufacturers Committee (WEMCO) award for excellence in
welding media. In addition to being an online space to sup-
port, highlight, and attract women to the welding industry,
the WWS is an LLC that serves asthe umbrella company for
her otherventures. WWS has a physical location thatis home
to another of O rff’s businesses, the Exploratory Academy,
where she holds private welding classes.

Although she has highlighted many women welders via
the WWS Instagram page (@ welding_women_syndicate),
Orfffeels there’s still more work to do to bring women into
the industry.

“Just because we have the privilege of social media, it feels
like there are so many more women in this industry,” O rff
said. “Istill don’t work with any, primarily because I'm nowin
amen’s prison. But even still, unless lwas hiringthe people
at my own shop or actively soughtoutwomen, there are still
very few women in the welding industry. The only thing is we
have a bigger voice due to social media and people actively
championing for us.”

She is quick to point out that welding isn’'t a male-
dominated industry; it’'s male populated. Reframing that
often-repeated phrase can make weldingfeel more invitingto
women, but Orffwould like to see an industry-wide mindset
change to be more inclusive. She believes that women are
still subjected to traditional gender norms and not widely
embraced inthe industry, evidenced by the lack ofaccommo-
dations, such aswomen’sbathroom amenities and clothing
options, offered by employers.
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For the time being, Orff has taken a break from doing
live interviews on Instagram, but she is still working on the
WWS, with herefforts beingmore concentrated on local, in-
person outreach.

Arcs behind Bars

Lately, O rff has found herselfin another male-populated
environment: Correctional Training Facility, Soledad, Calif., a
men’s Level Il prison where she teaches welding to inmates,

Working in a prison can come with a stigma, but O rff
emphasized that she has not experienced any incidents, and
her students are grateful forthe opportunity to learn atrade,
The group of inmates she teaches is slated to be released in
the nextthree to five years, and they work with counselors in
rehabilitation programs, sothere’s less chance ofrecidivism,
which is also reduced by learning avocation.

Inthe prison'svocational welding program, students can
earn National Center for Construction Education & Research
(NCCER) and AWS certifications. According to Orff, the
inmates in her class have high test rates, with scores regu-
larly between 85 and 100%.

“People come in all the time, and they congratulate me on
the factthat [the inmates] are so focused on the program
because they’'re making something, they’re breakingsome-
thing because we do bend tests, they’re fixing something, or
they're helping each other study,” Orff shared.

For Orff, the best part of the job iswhen the inmates tell
her they’'ve found a purpose.

“lhad one studentcome in, and he was like, ‘'Now | know
what Ican do for my family, I'm going to provide forthem by
welding,”’ O rffsaid. “Ican’t even tell you how much satisfac-
tion Igetfrom hearing that because that’swhat [welding has]
done for me. It’'sgiven me purpose. | provide for my family,
It's supported me. It's brought me up when Iwas down ...
So, to see them have some kind of hope, and I've given them
a little bit of that, God, it's better than anything Icould ever
articulate.”

The studentinmates aren’t the only ones getting an edu-
cation. Orff revealed that she learns from them every day, Her
lessons have included being more patient, listening more,
and notjudging a book by its cover. The inmates’ dedication
to starting anew life has even inspired Orffto hostacollab-
oration with the prison and the community, The event is still
an idea, butthe purpose would be to shine alight on how the
inmates work for their rehabilitation and to let the outside
world see what it is like inside the prison system.

“Nobody’s making [the inmates] do this,” Orff affirmed,
“They do it of their own free will.”
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Slowing Down

Despite having afull plate, Orff's current life is a pared-
down version compared to when she owned her shop and
was in the process of starting awelding school. WWS was
originally housed in a larger building that held public classes,
and Orffwas working on getting the facility accredited. But
the workload wore on her, and she feltthe need to slow down
and simplify her life. That'swhen she started working atthe
prison and moved her business to asmaller facility to focus
on private lessons.

“ljusttook more time for myself lately, in the past few
months,” Orff said. "It's important. It'ssomething Ididn’t
even realize I needed, to be quite honest, Butyou give so
much to others, you don’t necessarily fill up your own cup.”

Hergoal forthe nextyearisto collaborate with afew more
small fab shops to bring more women and youth into metal-
work and welding. Although she has lightened herworkload,
O rff still lives and breathes welding with acontagious passion.

“Ireally, truly believe in the industry,” O rff shared. ,rlt has
provided for me so richly in the sense that it's paid my bills,
supported myfamily, given me confidence as ahuman being,
and given me such afull life. lIwant that for everybody.” QQ
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