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citizens with professional proficiencies in a practical, cost-efficient manner, results
that invariably bolster the middle class. Apprenticeship has ranked highly as a priority
in several states, particularly South Carolina. Borrowing from these examples, New
Jersey could craft an apprenticeship strategy built on funding, promotion and technical
assistance.
Apprenticeships have existed in the United States since the nation’s inception.
More formally, Wisconsin established the first state registered apprenticeship program
in 1911, while Congress enacted the National Apprenticeship Act in 1937. 2 The
modern apprenticeship involves on-the-job training and classroom instruction, leading
to an industry credential, with the apprentice earning a salary during the process.
Ideally, the sponsoring employer will retain the apprentice upon completion. The
United States Department of Labor reports 405,900 apprentices in the nation as of
October 2015. 3
The elevated attention recently paid to apprenticeship speaks to a structural gap
in the economy, a ravine dug by the converging tributaries of unmet employer need
and inadequate skills training. According to Bruce Katz and Mark Muro of the
Brookings Institution, “Many employers report difficulty filling even the lowest-level
advanced-skill jobs. States can fix this by creating apprenticeship and workforcedevelopment programs.” 4 A 2015 survey by the Manpower Group reinforces this
observation, as 32 percent of employers in the United States cite a shortage of talent as
the greatest challenge in filling vacancies, with individuals in the skilled trades the
most difficult to locate. 5 The trend promises to continue in a problematic direction, as
a study by Georgetown University’s Center on Education and the Workforce projects a
shortage of 4.7 million individuals with certain postsecondary credentials by 2018. 6
A system that poorly addresses the needs of employers also fails to prepare
prospective workers. Those without education beyond high school often find
themselves stranded on the wrong side of the proverbial gap, without the tools or the
opportunities to work themselves into the middle class. 7 The costs of acquiring
education beyond high school can prove prohibitive in many circumstances, creating
the space for a viable alternative through which to enter and thrive in the workforce.
Apprenticeship presents one such alternative. As the American Council on Education
notes, “Apprenticeships have the dual advantage of offering post-secondary education
with little or no accumulation of student debt and the possibility of also earning
college credit.” 8
Employers, employees and society overall stand to benefit from
apprenticeships. With respect to earnings, evidence points to increased earnings for
apprentices by almost $78,000 fewer than three years following certification as
compared to those in a non-apprentice peer group. 9 Analysis also reveals that
apprenticeships accelerate overall career advancement for participants. 10 In terms of
an employer’s return on investment, one study concluded firms receive $1.47 for every
$1 devoted to apprenticeship. 11 Beyond strict quantification, reports indicate
apprenticeship enables employers to enrich and refine a skilled, knowledgeable,

WWW.NSNJ.ORG

2

Issue Brief

Apprenticeship | 4/19/2016

renewable workforce, 12 with one account of German enterprises demonstrating how
apprenticeship sparks workplace innovation. 13
The simultaneous strengthening of employees and employers naturally yields
wider societal gains, including lower unemployment among youth, increased
economic productivity and the more efficient allocation of government resources, to
name a few. 14 Moreover, with starting salaries above the national average
accompanied by durable long-term prospects, apprenticeships help carve a pathway to
rebuilding the middle class, an essential component for far-reaching prosperity. 15
With the advantages of apprenticeship seemingly apparent, a question remains
as to why the initiative has not become more prevalent. The answer, to some degree,
relates to history, culture and finances. The United States traditionally has not
embraced apprenticeship with the same enthusiasm as other nations. Apprentices
comprise around 0.2 percent of the country’s workforce, as compared to 2.2 percent in
Canada, 2.7 percent in the United Kingdom and nearly four percent in Germany. 16
The neglect of the apprenticeship model at the policy level likely has bred ignorance
regarding its effectiveness and, in some instances, a broader sense of inferiority with
respect to options exclusive to higher education. By extension, employers in the
United States lack information on apprenticeship’s potential in serving their own
interests. 17
Additionally, apprenticeships carry costs for employers, who engage on a
voluntary basis. In Germany, the government funds education-related components of
apprenticeships, a feature absent in the United States. 18 As a result, firms could balk at
the concept, despite data displaying the favorable returns.
Even when acknowledging inherent challenges, the empirically driven
arguments in favor of expanding apprenticeship should prompt at least consideration
within New Jersey, a state already housing over 5,000 active apprentices in nearly 900
programs, primarily as electricians, carpenters, plumbers and construction laborers. 19
According to the National Skills Coalition, New Jersey does not produce enough
workers for the middle-skill labor market, positions suited for apprenticeship, as they
require training beyond high school, although not at the level of a four-year degree.
For the remainder of the decade, over 50 percent of the openings in the state will
reside in the category of middle-skill, yet only 38 percent of New Jersey’s workforce
possesses the appropriate qualifications to fill the roles. 20 Apprenticeship could
address the disparity.
Moreover, apprenticeship could help reorient the state’s overall economic
profile toward fields rooted in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM),
sectors with individual wage growth five-times the rate of other industries. 21 The
Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy Program has observed the weakening of
New Jersey’s STEM foundation since 1980, when the state housed 16 related
industries with employment 1.5 times greater than the national average. Today, New
Jersey can claim only four such industries. 22 Apprenticeships could develop the talent
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base necessary for STEM fields to flourish in the state, particularly as 50 percent of
the jobs call for less than a bachelor’s degree. 23
Several states, including Connecticut, Iowa and Minnesota, have implemented
and amplified apprenticeship programs in recent years. South Carolina has
distinguished itself as the national leader with Apprenticeship Carolina, which has led
to an increase in apprentices within the state from 777 in 2007 to 11,000 today. 24 If
New Jersey chooses to replicate Apprenticeship Carolina’s template or draw on
aspects from various states, three elements should govern the design: funding,
promotion and technical assistance.
In terms of funding, states have adopted measures to defray certain expenses
borne by participating firms. South Carolina provides a $1,000 tax credit to employers
for each apprentice enrolled in a registered program for at least seven months over a
maximum period of four years. Several other states, including Virginia, Rhode Island
and Tennessee, offer similar tax credits in varying amounts. Angela Hanks and Ethan
Gurwitz of the Center for American Progress write, “Direct state investment in
apprenticeship can be an important incentive to encourage employer participation.” 25
An apprenticeship-targeted tax credit by New Jersey could motivate employers to
undertake the initiative, while also lending support as the programs advance.
As noted, the lack of awareness around apprenticeship by employers erects a
barrier to entry and progress; however, the strategic promotion of the idea has
succeeded in scaling such barriers. For example, professional campaigns in the United
Kingdom achieved broader cultural acceptance of apprenticeship and an attendant
uptick in participation. 26 A modest investment by New Jersey to educate employers
and the public as to the advantages and mechanics of apprenticeship could help to
overcome impediments emerging from misperception.
Regarding technical assistance, Apprenticeship Carolina operates its own
agency within state government, a distinction from New Jersey, where the federal
Department of Labor’s personnel in the state manage apprenticeships. 27
Apprenticeship Carolina houses designated Apprenticeship Consultants dedicated to
guiding employers through the steps of initiating and maintaining their own programs.
South Carolina currently funds five such positions. 28 The move by New Jersey to
open an office committed to apprenticeship and staffed with professionals available to
counsel employers could serve to prioritize and operationalize expansion.
Cost obviously enters into any assessment of a policy’s viability in New
Jersey; however, apprenticeship does not lead to significant expenses for
governments. 29 Apprenticeship Carolina’s budget totals approximately $1 million
annually. Including the tax credit, the cost-per-apprentice calculation reaches only
$1,250. 30 When weighing such expenditures against a more sophisticated talent
pipeline for employers, the enhanced abilities and earning potential for citizens and the
strengthening of the state’s broader economy, apprenticeship recommends itself for
inclusion on New Jersey’s agenda.
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