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There are three things anyone in Rochester can do right now to better position themselves for a 

photonics job in the future.  

 

Patrick Marble of Bloomfield, Ontario County, an optics apprentice, sets up 

a lens to be ground and polished, at Optimax in Ontario, Wayne County. 
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Even though Rochester's photonics center is up and running, the jobs promised aren't here yet. 

Top leaders at the American Institute for Manufacturing Integrated Photonics (AIM Photonics) 

say the projected optical technician jobs won't be here for at least two or three years. That means 

anyone looking for a future photonics job has 25 months to learn more about the industry. 

Rochesterians who teach optics and photonics say now is the best time to join the industry. 

Companies are hiring entry-level workers with no experience. The starting salary for optical 

technicians is $35,000 to $45,000, according to Alexis Vogt, who runs the Optical Systems 

Technology program at Monroe Community College. 

Meanwhile, local colleges have ways to bring anyone up to speed. 

It doesn't matter what field you're in now, there are ways to jump into photonics. In fact, here are 

three ways to prepare for a photonics job. 

 

mailto:KJBROOKS@Gannett.com
http://www.aimphotonics.com/
http://www.monroecc.edu/depts/eomctech/programs/optical-technology/
http://www.monroecc.edu/depts/eomctech/programs/optical-technology/


Get trained in optics 

Rochester colleges are one of the few institutions that offer degrees in optics — the close cousin 

to photonics. 

Vogt said her program has two options for students hoping to land a photonics job; a certificate 

in optical systems technology or an associate's degree in the same subject. 

Tuition costs range from $4,100 for the certificate program to more than $8,200 to earn a degree, 

though financial aid can reduce that expense. 

The 2016-17 academic year at MCC starts in early September, but admissions to the optical tech 

program is on a rolling basis. 

The college's associate degree is oftentimes the best path for a newbie looking to score 

a photonics job, Vogt said. That's because finishing the degree takes two years and, in two years, 

"that's when we're expecting to see some more of these jobs available." Vogt added that the 

associate's degree holders are more impressive to employers. 

"It's easier for them to promote the person with the associate's degree," Vogt said. "They have 

more of the written and oral skills and they think critically because of the general education 

classes." 

In Vogt's program, students make optical components from glass. Knowing how light and 

polished glass interact with each other is a core skill. 

James Northrup is one of Vogt's students in the optics associate's 

degree program. The East Aurora native already has a bachelor's 

degree in economics and a MBA. He decided to pursue a photonics 

job after moving to Rochester. 

"I really didn't know what I was going into so (the study of light) 

was an eye-opening experience," he said. "At first, the math seems 

tough, but there are people there who will help you and make sure 

you do well." 

There's anecdotal evidence that more Rochesterians are seeking 

jobs in optics. Vogt said she had 15 students in her basic optics 

class last year. This year, that number has doubled. 

And the new students aren't just teenagers fresh out of high school. 

Vogt said a third of her students are adult learners who are looking 

for a career change. 

"I have people in ministry, people with a chemistry and finance background," she said. 
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Start in high school 

Even young students can position themselves for a photonics job. It's as simple as signing up for 

an elective class at their high school. 

A growing number of local high schools will teach optics classes that also count as college 

credits at MCC — at no charge to students, thanks to a grant from the Corning Foundation. 

Greece Olympia, Wheatland-Chili and Northstar Christian Academy will offer an introduction to 

optics course this fall. Meanwhile, Webster, Aquinas, Rochester City School District and Rush-

Henrietta will join the fray in 2017-18. 

Donna Smith is a Gates Chili physics teacher who started teaching optics five years ago. 

Smith said her optics lessons are complex, but boil down to the basics. 

"We teach properties of light and how light moves through lenses and how it bounces off 

different kinds of mirrors," she said. "We get into prisms and splitting beams of light, but 

basically it's how you can manipulate light with different objects." 

 

Stefan Napp, manufacturing engineer, is in a leadership program at Optimax 

in Ontario, Wayne County.  
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On-the-job training 

Local optics and photonics companies say it's difficult to find skilled technicians. To solve the 

issue, many companies have created on-the-job training programs. 

For example, Optimax Systems in Wayne County has a new three-year apprentice program that's 

currently open to employees at no extra cost. However, Optimax corporate trainer Jim 

VanKouwenberg said the apprentice program is going through state approval so that it can be 

offered to all Rochesterians. Optimax hasn't decided if there will be a fee attached to the 

apprenticeship program once it receives state approval.  In the program, a budding optical 

technician spends a month working in different manufacturing units across the company. The 

apprentice also takes optics technology classes at MCC paid for by the company. 

But Optimax isn't alone. Rochester Precision Optics, Lasermax and other companies also offer 

on-the-job training. 

"Optimax is the most aggressive because they recognized early on that they needed to do it if 

they were going to scale up to where they needed," said Tom Battley, executive director of the 

Rochester Regional Photonics Cluster. 

Patrick Marble is Optimax's first apprentice. He's a Finger Lakes Community College graduate 

with an associate's in humanities. Marble has already finished the first year in the apprenticeship. 

He says the most fascinating aspect has been using his hands to work with glass and 

handling fragile, complex optical components. 

 

Patrick Marble of Bloomfield, Ontario County, an optics apprentice, sets up a lens to be 

ground and polished at Optimax in Ontario, Wayne County.  

(Photo: TINA MACINTYRE-YEE/ @tyee23/staff photographer) 

http://optimaxsi.com/careers/
http://www.rpoptics.com/careers/
http://www.lasermax.com/about
http://www.rrpc-ny.org/


Marble's message to anyone considering a career change to optics/photonics is simple. It doesn't 

take advanced math skills to start an optics career. All it takes is a willingness to learn and a 

mindset of not giving up. 

The science part of optics may seem complex, he said, but "you have to give yourself a shot and 

try something new, especially if it gives you a chance to have a rewarding career." 
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