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The notion of apprenticeships makes sense in many contexts.

APPRENTICESHIPS
BY FORMING
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or decades, young people have
been advised to prepare for
college, take on debt as neces-
sary, and then enjoy the ensu-
ing and inevitable riches.
There are a number of problems with
this formula. First, while many college
graduates in fact go on to have lucrative
careers, many others have found them-
selves competing for the same jobs as
high school graduates. This was particu-
larly true during and shortly after the
Great Recession.

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

go to a two-year or four-year college
only to learn that they are unable to iden- -
tify subject matters about which they :
are passionate. :

There are also other issues. The cost
of a college education continues to rise.
According to the College Board, a non-
profit that seeks to expand access to
higher education, the average cost of one
year of tuition and fees at a private col-
lege is just shy of $35,000. Public colleges
offer a relatively more affordable option
for in-state students, with tuition and
fees totaling roughly $10,000." Spread
outacross four years, however, the price
of a college degree is almost $150,000 at
a private college or $40,000 at a public
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ACCORDING TO
THE BUREAU

OF LABOR
STATISTICS, THE
MEDIAN WEEKLY
EARNINGS OF
HIGH SCHOOL
GRADUATES WHO
DID NOT ATTEND
COLLEGE WAS
$718, WHICH
EQUALS A MEDIAN
ANNUAL WAGE OF
SLIGHTLY MORE
THAN $37,000.

one. There are, of course, schools that are
far more expensive.

Still, that is only part of the story.
When a high school graduate 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
Statistics, the median weekly earnings
of high school graduates who did not
attend college was $718, which equals a
median annual wage of slightly more
than $37,000.2 According to the Society
for Human Resource Management, the
starting salary for 2017 college gradu-
ates was close to $50,000.° Based on this,
it takes years to recoup money that was
not earned during the time spent in post-
secondary education, 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/construction owe much of
their success to their college educations,
whether construction managers, archi-
tects, estimators, engineers, or chief
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-
eties in which a college education, espe-
cially one earned in the United States,
is deemed the preferred pathway to suc-
cess. This appears to be especially true
in societies like Japan, South Korea, and
India.

But there are other societies that have
come to appreciate the value of voca-
tional 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 after successfully
completing an apprenticeship program.
This steady stream of workers has helped
prop up the country’s manufacturing
sector, which currently makes up 25 per-
cent of Germany’s economy. The young
men and women who complete these
programs are trained in a variety of dis-
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ciplines relevant to the contemporary
industrial working environment.*

Felix Rauner, a professor at the Uni-
versity of Bremen, notes the differences
between vocational training in the United
States and Germany. In particular, voca-
tional program-oriented occupations
are unburdened by negative stigmas in
Germany. Rauner notes that if “some-
one gets a meister title, it would be pub-
lished in the local newspaper and
there’s a huge celebration. ... No one in
Germany is interested if someone gets a
master degree in a university.”®

Although the United States may not be
as advanced as Germany in terms of the
level of support for vocational training
or career/technical education, appren-
ticeship programs have been part of the
U.S.scene for decades.In 1937, the fed-
eral government passed the National
Apprenticeship Law, more commonly
known as the Fitzgerald Act. The law’s
purpose has been to “promote the fur-
therance of labor standards of appren-
ticeship .. .to extend the application of
such standards by encouraging the inclu-
sion thereof in contracts of apprentice-
ship, to bring together employers and
labor for the formulation of programs of
apprenticeship, to cooperate with State
agencies in the formulation of standards
of apprenticeship.”®

This helped lay the foundation for
what has become the modern appren-
ticeship system in the United States.
Unlike internships, apprenticeships com-
bine instruction with paid work that typ-
ically leads to full-time employment.
This structure deals aggressively with
the opportunity cost issue that is attached
to college education. This may help
explain why a recently released survey
by New America concludes that 88 per-
cent of Americans have a favorable view
of apprenticeships, and 83 percent indi-
cate that they support additional gov-
ernment funding for them.”

When people consider the idea of
apprenticeships, thoughts may immedi-
ately gravitate toward trades associated
with construction. Indeed, the con-
struction industry represents the pri-
mary driver of the majority of trades. Many
do not see vocational training and
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apprenticeship programs on par with
attending college and obtaining a degree.
That, unfortunately, is a view that is
unique to the United States.

However, the notion of apprentice-
ships makes sense in many contexts.
Accordingly, more industries are look-
ing to apprenticeships to help supply
them with human capital. A recent Wash-
ington Post article focuses on the grow-
ing number of white-collar industries
that are sponsoring apprenticeships,
including in high-tech segments.®

The Trump administration has also
become closely wedded to the appren-
ticeship movement. Last June, President
Trump signed an executive order enti-
tled “Expanding Apprenticeships in
America,” doubling the annual funding
for apprenticeship grants from $90 mil-
lion to $200 million in the process.®

Since that signing, there have already
been a number of positive indications.
Bloomberg Bureau of National Affairs
reports that the Employment and Train-
ing Administration (ETA) has taken the
lead on implementing the President’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-
ticeship program.™

For its part, the Department of Labor
has cobbled together a task force that
will provide guidance in implementing
future changes. Members of the task force
range from state governors to CEOs,
union presidents,and even John Ratzen-
berger (best known for his role as Cliff
Clavin from the TV show Cheers), a major
workforce training advocate.™

The presidential administration’s bud-
getrequests for 2019 indicate additional
support for apprenticeships. The White
House has pushed for more programs in
high school, as well as increased empha-
sis on career and technical education.

Community colleges represent yet
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 aforementioned task
force. An article published on the AACC
website reports that Sinclair Commu-
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nity College in Ohio has seen increased
interest in their dual-enrollment pro-
gram, which offers work experience
opportunities 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."” W
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