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F
or decades, young people have
been adv ised to prepare  for
college, take on debt as neces-
sar y, and then enjoy the ensu-
ing  a nd  ine v it able  r iches .

There are a  number of  problems w ith
this formula. First, while many college
graduates in fact go on to have lucrative
careers, many others have found them-
selves compet ing for the same jobs as
high school graduates. This was particu-
larly true during and shortly af ter the
Great Recession.

Second, the calling for many people lies
outside the realm of four-year degrees and
jobs in the ser v ice sector. Somewhere
out there is  the world’s greatest carpen-
ter, welder, mechanic, bricklayer, elec-
tr ician, or iron worker. Many of  these
would-be blue-collar workers, however,
are never exposed to oppor tunit ies that
lie beyond the domain of  university edu-
cat ion. Correspondingly, many people

go to  a  two-year  or  four-year  col lege
only to learn that they are unable to iden-
t if y  subject  matters  about  which they
are passionate.

There are also other issues. The cost
of  a col lege education continues to r ise.
According to the College Board, a non-
prof i t  t hat  s e ek s  to  ex p a nd  acce s s  to
higher education, the average cost of  one
year of  tuit ion and fees at a private col-
lege is just shy of  $35,000. Public colleges
offer a relat ively more affordable option
for in-state students, w ith tuit ion and
fees totaling roughly $10,000. 1 Spread
out across four years, however, the price
of  a college degree is almost $150,000 at
a private col lege or $40,000 at a public
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one. There are, of  course, schools that are
far more expensive.

St i l l , that  is  only  par t  of  the  s tor y.
When a  high school  g raduate  forgoes
entering the workforce to obtain a two-
or four-year degree, they are also fore-
going whatever earnings they would have
received during that period (opportunity
cost). According to the Bureau of  Labor
Stat ist ics, the median weekly earnings
of  high school  graduates who did not
attend college was $718, which equals a
median annua l  wage  of  s l ig ht ly  more
than $37,000. 2 According to the Societ y
for Human Resource Management, the
star t ing salar y for 2017 college gradu-
ates was close to $50,000.3 Based on this,
it  takes years to recoup money that was
not earned during the time spent in post-
secondar y educat ion, and that is  even
in the absence of  any student debt.

This is  not intended to suggest that
attending college is  a bad idea. Whether
or not it  is  a good idea depends almost
completely on the individual. Many peo-
ple in design/construct ion owe much of
their success to their college educations,
whether construct ion managers, archi-
te c t s , e s t i m ators , e ng i n e e rs , or  ch i e f
financial  officers. The point is  that the
goal of  college preparedness often comes
at the expense of  career preparedness. In
other words, there are other ways to enter
the U.S. middle class.

Without question, there are other soci-
et ies in which a college education, espe-
cial ly one earned in the United States,
is deemed the preferred pathway to suc-
cess. This appears to be especial ly true
in societ ies like Japan, South Korea, and
India.

But there are other societ ies that have
come to appreciate the value of  voca-
t ional training and career preparedness
upon high school graduation. A recent
National Public Radio piece notes that
roughly 500,000 young Germans enter the
workforce each year af ter successful ly
complet ing an apprenticeship program.
This steady stream of  workers has helped
prop up the  count r y’s  manufac tur ing
sector, which currently makes up 25 per-
cent of  Germany’s economy. The young
men  a nd  women  w ho  comple te  t he s e
programs are trained in a variet y of  dis-

ciplines relevant to the contemporar y
industr ial  working environment. 4

Felix Rauner, a professor at the Uni-
versit y of  Bremen, notes the differences
between vocational training in the United
States and Germany. In particular, voca-
t ional  prog ram–or iented occupat ions
are unburdened by negat ive st igmas in
Germany. Rauner notes that  if  “some-
one gets a meister t it le, it  would be pub-
l i s h e d  i n  t h e  l o c a l  n e w s p a p e r  a n d  
there’s a huge celebrat ion. … No one in
Germany is interested if  someone gets a
master degree in a universit y.” 5

Although the United States may not be
as advanced as Germany in terms of  the
level of  suppor t for vocat ional training
or career/technical educat ion, appren-
t iceship programs have been par t of  the
U.S. scene for decades. In 1937, the fed-
er a l  gover nment  p asse d  t he  Nat iona l
Apprent iceship  L aw, more  common ly
know n as the Fitzgerald Act. The law’s
purpose has been to “promote the fur-
therance of  labor standards of  appren-
t iceship . . . to extend the applicat ion of
such standards by encouraging the inclu-
sion thereof  in contracts of  apprentice-
ship, to br ing together employers and
labor for the formulation of  programs of
apprenticeship, to cooperate w ith State
agencies in the formulation of  standards
of  apprenticeship.” 6

T his  helped lay  t he  foundat ion for
what has become the modern appren-
t ice sh ip  s ys tem  i n  t he  Unite d  St ate s .
Unlike internships, apprenticeships com-
bine instruction with paid work that typ-
ica l ly  leads  to  f ul l- t ime employ ment.
This structure deals  aggressively w ith
the opportunity cost issue that is attached
t o  c o l l e g e  e du c at i o n . T h i s  m ay  h e lp
explain why a recently released sur vey
by New America concludes that 88 per-
cent of  Americans have a favorable v iew
of  apprenticeships, and 83 percent indi-
cate that they suppor t addit ional gov-
ernment funding for them. 7

Wh e n  p e op l e  c on s i d e r  t h e  i d e a  of
apprenticeships, thoughts may immedi-
ately gravitate toward trades associated
w i t h  c o n s t r u c t i o n . I n d e e d , t h e  c o n -
struct ion industr y represents  the pr i-
mary driver of the majority of trades. Many
d o  n o t  s e e  v o c at i o n a l  t r a i n i n g  a n d
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apprent iceship prog rams on par  w ith
attending college and obtaining a degree.
T hat , u nfor t u nate ly, i s  a  v ie w  t hat  i s
unique to the United States.

However, the not ion of  apprent ice-
sh ip s  m a ke s  s e ns e  i n  m a ny  contex t s .
Accordingly, more industr ies are look-
ing to  apprent iceships  to  help supply
them with human capital. A recent Wash-
ington Post ar t icle focuses on the grow-
ing number of  white-col lar  industr ies
t hat  a re  s p ons or i ng  appre nt ice sh ip s ,
including in high-tech segments. 8

The Trump administrat ion has a lso
become closely wedded to the appren-
ticeship movement. Last June, President
Trump signed an executive order enti-
t l e d  “E x p a n d i n g  App re nt i c e s h i p s  i n
America,” doubling the annual funding
for apprenticeship grants from $90 mil-
lion to $200 mil lion in the process. 9

Since that signing, there have already
been a number of  posit ive indicat ions.
Bloomberg Bureau of  Nat ional  Affairs
reports that the Employ ment and Train-
ing Administrat ion (ETA) has taken the
lead on implement ing the  Pres ident’s
plan. The ETA is working to streamline
the processes third-party groups, includ-
ing unions and trade groups, have to go
through to initiate an accredited appren-
t iceship program. 10

For its par t, the Depar tment of  Labor
has cobbled together a task force that
w il l  provide guidance in implementing
future changes. Members of  the task force
r ange  f rom st ate  gover nors  to  CEOs,
union presidents, and even John Ratzen-
berger (best know n for his role as Cliff
Clavin from the TV show Cheers), a major
workforce training advocate. 11

The presidential administration’s bud-
get requests for 2019 indicate additional
suppor t for apprenticeships. The White
House has pushed for more programs in
high school, as well as increased empha-
sis on career and technical educat ion.

C om mu n it y  col l e ge s  re pre s e nt  ye t
another promising avenue, evidenced by
the fact that Walter Bumphus, president
and CEO of  the American Association of
Community Colleges (AACC), was named
a member of  the aforement ioned task
force. An article published on the AACC
website  repor ts  that  Sinclair  Commu-

nit y College in Ohio has seen increased
interest  in their  dual-enrol lment pro-
g r a m , w h i c h  of fe r s  w o r k  e x p e r i e n c e
oppor tunit ies to high school students.
The article goes on to report that enroll-
ment has increased from 500 students
five years ago to 5,000 in 2018. 12 n
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