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Developing a well-planned, business-supported 
youth apprenticeship program in your school or 
district helps students learn in-demand skills 
while still in high school.
BY KATY O’GRADY

For the last thousand years, many young people 
seeking professional skills became apprentices. 
But if that word still evokes a plumbers’ union or 
a medieval guild hall, it’s time for a fresh look. 
Youth apprenticeship is an educational approach 
that is thriving in Europe and on the rise in the 
United States. To find the skilled workers they 
need, companies of all types are offering opportu-
nities for high school students to learn in-demand 
skills while earning their diplomas. Participating 
in youth apprenticeship can help students clarify 
their objectives, burnish their college applications 
and gain an edge in the job market. 

YOUTH 
APPRENTICESHIP: 
AN ANCIENT 
PATH TO MODERN 
SUCCESS



	 WWW.SCHOOLCOUNSELOR.ORG	 19



20	 ASCA SCHOOL COUNSELOR  |  NOVEMBER • DECEMBER 2016

co-op program was born. “Once we 
aligned our philosophies of our build-
ing with the community needs, then all 
we had to do was say to the community 
‘We want to help you; let’s start talk-
ing.’” he said.

The district gathered an advisory 
board of local manufacturers. When they 
saw the school’s outdated machinery and 
run-down facilities that reinforced old 
manufacturing stereotypes, the compa-
nies donated $5.2 million for a school 
addition and refurbished technical edu-
cation area. They also helped rewrite the 
curriculum, and in 2016 the school and 
manufacturers launched the co-op pro-
gram, a paid, 90-hour, career exploration 
opportunity in their facilities. 

Although Wisconsin has had a youth 
apprenticeship program since 1992 with 
10 career clusters from architecture to 
IT to agriculture, the time commitment 
of 450 hours per year is significant and 
deters some interested students. 

In 2014, President Obama announced 
efforts to double the number of appren-
tices in the United States in five years 
and new federal investments to support 
job-driven training, including registered 
apprenticeship. “We’re in a historic 
moment for apprenticeships in the United 
States,” said Amy Firestone, a program 
analyst in the Office of Apprenticeship of 
the U.S. Department of Labor. 

“Companies know they’re going to be 
in a labor crisis in the next five years, and 
they’re trying to address it and have asked 
us to help them,” said Steve Schneider, 
a school counselor at Sheboygan South 
High School in Wisconsin. Just as 
Schneider has encountered, Firestone’s 
office is seeing interest from employers 
in starting registered apprenticeship pro-
grams with a younger population. The 
Department of Labor plans to announce 
a youth apprenticeship framework early 
in 2017 that will draw on successful 
models from various states and over-
seas, including Switzerland’s Vocational 
Education and Training System (see side-
bar, p. 22).

Such a framework is important in part 
because apprenticeship programs in the 
past have not always served students well. 
Early in her school counseling career, 
Jennifer Curry, Ph.D., now an associate 
professor at Louisiana State University, 
worked at a high school where skills 
training kept students engaged but left 
them without employment after gradua-
tion due to lack of industry input or job 
market evaluation. In another district, 
her students earned desirable industry 
credentials but did not have access to 
learning direct skills. Curry knows a 
successful apprenticeship program for 
high school students should provide edu-
cation for certification, relevant industry 
skills training, workplace skills and a true 
understanding of what kind of postsec-
ondary training students will need. For 
example, welders are in high demand in 
Louisiana, but students seeking a weld-
ing career also have to study chemistry 
to keep up with frequent changes to the 
metal alloys used in that industry. 

Curry is working to develop a best-
practice model for districts to use in 
developing apprenticeship partnerships. 
She intends to address issues such as 

accommodating students with 504 or 
IDEA concerns, making sure supervi-
sors provide quality formative feedback 
to students and measuring program 
quality. 

Wisconsin Snapshot: 
Co-op Program in Sheboygan
When the school counselors at Sheboygan 
South High School evaluated their nation-
al clearinghouse data, they learned that 
many of their graduates were not going 
on to college but were staying in the 
community. From local labor statistics, 
the school counseling department iden-
tified four primary employment sectors 
and laid the groundwork to build four 
pathways in the school’s curriculum. 
The new pathways would address a 
need in the community. “We can then, 
as a school, say with confidence to our 
community, ‘We’re helping to answer 
this labor issue,’” Schneider said. From 
this initiative, the new manufacturing 

“Companies know they’re going to be in 
a labor crisis in the next five years, and 
they’re trying to address it and have asked 
us to help them.” 
STEVE SCHNEIDER 
SCHOOL COUNSELOR
SHEBOYGAN SOUTH HIGH SCHOOL
WISCONSIN
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AMBASSADOR DAHINDEN ON 
SWITZERLAND’S VOCATIONAL 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING SYSTEM

Swiss Ambassador Martin Dahinden is a passionate 
advocate for youth apprenticeship; in Switzerland, 
most large or mid-size companies participate in the 
national program. Companies must apply, and qualifi-
cation requires certification and trained staff to make 
sure students fulfill program objectives. These objec-
tives are “very much driven by the private sector to 
make sure that most people are able to do what they 
have learned,” Dahinden said. Students’ experience in 
a company environment using the actual materials and 
methods also ensures the training is cutting-edge. 

The program benefits both businesses and stu-
dents. While companies develop the work force with the right qualifications, 
students experience education in the classroom and at the companies, with 
a small salary so they earn while learning. 

At age 14, Swiss students are introduced to different professions and edu-
cation opportunities. They typically attend a short internship to get familiar 
with the environment and learn about expectations, while companies are able 
to meet the students in person. Dahinden describes the program as quite 
competitive. Students must apply and interview for apprenticeships, and 
approximately two thirds of Swiss students participate.

Job types and mobility: “In the United States, apprenticeships usually link 
to blue-collar jobs,” Dahinden said. “This is not the case in Switzerland; peo-
ple with white-collar jobs, in insurance, banking and laboratories, can all start 
their education with apprenticeships.” This year, Zurich Insurance, the largest 
foreign insurance company in the United States, started an apprenticeship 
program with white-collar jobs.

By starting their career with an apprenticeship, students can earn money 
and enter the economy with a recognized qualification, but Dahinden empha-
sizes that student’s aren’t on a particular track. “They can change and try 
different things. Someone with a commercial apprenticeship can decide to 
study chemistry or information and communication technology afterward.”

U.S. challenges: Dahinden has seen that a major stumbling block for 
apprenticeships in the United States is stigmatization. “Very often when I 
speak to people in the United States, apprenticeship is considered to be 
something for people who have failed on the track to college, which is not the 
case in Switzerland,” he said. The second challenge in his perspective is that 
American companies tend not to invest in building up labor force capabilities. 

Apprenticeship benefits to society: The benefits of the apprenticeship 
model go beyond those to companies and individual students or workers, the 
ambassador believes. “Apprenticeship offers the possibility to move up in the 
social level, to get additional education, and this strengthens a middle-class 
society,” he said. “I think one of the big dangers worldwide is that you have 
a huge gap between people with different levels of education, and people 
never have an opportunity to move up. In my view, this is a challenge for the 
coherence of societies.” 

Sheboygan’s smaller-scale opportunity 
has attracted students, looks good on col-
lege applications and has had immediate 
successes. “One student went from, ‘I’m 
going off to college, and I don’t know 
what I’m going to do,’ to, ‘I now have a 
full-time job with full benefits right out 
of high school with a promise of col-
lege tuition reimbursement when I figure 
out what I’m going to do,’” Schneider 
said. The employers developed a com-
mon sequence that exposes students to 
all aspects of their companies: account-
ing, business, engineering, manufactur-
ing, and research and design. Schneider 
emphasizes that data was the driving 
force behind creating the program. 

South Carolina Snapshot: 
MTU America Apprenticeship 
MTU America, a diesel engine manu-
facturer, moved from Detroit to Aiken, 
S.C., in 2010. As the company grew, its 
leaders struggled to find employees with 
the needed skills, so they turned to the 
apprenticeship model that was familiar 
from MTU’s German background. MTU 
began reaching out to the local chamber 
of commerce and the school system, part-
nering with the Aiken County Career and 
Technology Center for classroom training 
and a central transportation point. 

Now in its fifth year, MTU’s paid, 
two-year program accepts six students 
per year. The students split their time 
between traditional high school, the 
machine tool program at the technical 
center and the MTU facility. Students 
must apply and be interviewed for the 
competitive program, which is a reg-
istered apprenticeship with the U.S. 
Department of Labor. To recruit par-
ticipants, the company participates in 
career events at local high schools and 
hosts a Girls’ Day that invites ninth-
grade girls to a daylong plant tour and 
information event. MTU also hosts a 
Manufacturing Day for area middle 
school students. 

During their two years, apprentices earn 
about $8,500, working 3.5 hours per week 
during the school year and full time during 
their junior and senior summers. At the 
plant, students not only learn manufac-
turing but other skills: coming to work 
on time, remembering their lunches, not 
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mechanical engineering, to work for other 
companies or to work for MTU. “I believe 
that this isn’t a competition between me 
and the four-year or two-year universities; 
this is a cooperative,” Diebel said. 

being on the phone too much and respect-
ing their supervisor and team members. 
Students graduate with the South Carolina 
industrial mechanic basic certificate. They 
can also take a test to earn certification to 
work in Germany for companies such as 
Volkswagen and BMW. 

Jeremy Diebel, senior manager and 
youth apprenticeship coordinator  at MTU 
America, has met with other companies 
to share MTU’s approach to apprentice-
ship, both in Aiken and in Charleston, 
S.C., where a growing youth apprentice-
ship program now has 25 participating 
companies, in fields from boat building to 
nursing to culinary to industry.

Building Success
Successful youth apprenticeships involve 
collaboration between industry and 
education, a cornerstone of the Swiss 
model. That model is providing guid-
ance not only for the DOL framework 
but to efforts in Colorado to strengthen 
the state’s talent development system 

and address the skills gap there. “The 
most important piece [of the Swiss 
model] for Colorado is that the youth 
system is industry-led and student-cen-
tered,” said Renise Walker, Colorado 
education liaison and postsecondary 
workforce readiness coordinator. She 
calls businesses the most critical players 
in Colorado’s system. “They’ve got to 
lead, but we have to make sure we still 
allow room for students to be getting 
what they need and select the opportu-
nities and the pathways that make sense 
for them.” 

Flexibility in students’ future options 
is another aspect of the Swiss model that 
American leaders embrace. Schneider’s 
program emphasizes permeability, with 
multiple entry and exit points. Students 
do not have to sign up officially for his 
school’s health care, manufacturing, edu-
cation or hospitality and tourism pathways 
to take advantage of the program. In South 
Carolina, students in MTU’s program 
have gone on to four-year universities for 

Successful youth 
apprenticeships 
involve 
collaboration 
between industry 
and education.
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beyond traditional colleges. (Download 
the Career Conversation Starters from 
the ASCA SCENE File Library, in the 
Careers section.)

Curry and Schneider both note the 
importance of using the evidence from 
data and assessments as a foundation 
for discussions with students and in the 
community. The conversations can then 
illuminate the crucial question: what do 
our students need?

Beyond discussions with students, 
Shea recommends involving teachers so 
it’s not just school counselors talking 
the language of careers. School counsel-
ors can provide training and support to 
help teachers connect what students are 
doing in the classroom to future careers 
– and not just careers requiring a master’s 
degree or bachelor’s degree but an array 
of different types of careers requiring dif-
ferent training levels. 

Connecting with community partners 
is another vital step. Schneider’s use 
of data equipped his school counseling 

And flexibility helps to ensure employ-
ment, Walker points out. “Where indus-
try is changing so fast, you need to 
keep up with the needs of business, but 
also make sure students don’t end up in 

professions that no longer are employ-
ing people.” 

As they are with all postsecondary 
options, school counselors are central to 
helping students identify apprenticeship 
opportunities and find the best fit for their 
needs. To better equip school counselors, 
Curry and Megyn Shea, an assistant pro-
fessor at New York Institute of Technology, 
developed Career Conversation Starters 
at the request of Colorado’s leadership. 
Based on the ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors 
for Student Success, the Conversation 
Starters provide structure and guidance 
for having career development conversa-
tions with students, parents and commu-
nity members. 

The questions “target what par-
ticular behavior or mindset a student 
hasn’t developed yet, and facilitate 
helping that student think about that 
particular mindset or behavior,” Curry 
said. The questions are open-ended 
and intended to help school counsel-
ors address career and training options 
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department to engage the community 
and local employers. Diebel suggests 
school counselors contact the local 
chamber of commerce. “They know 
what the needs are in the community. 
They’ve been struggling to bring com-
panies in; they’ve got initiatives out 
there,” he said. Shea recommends gath-
ering community advisors, as Schneider 
did, to discuss developing relationships. 
School counselors can then ask compa-
nies about their needs and how a co-op 
or apprenticeship might help prepare 
students to meet those needs.

Shea also emphasizes engaging with 
parents, such as through a workshop for 
parents about different types of careers 
and required training. Parents often 
have false impressions that can create 
obstacles for youth apprenticeships. Swiss 
Ambassador Martin Dahinden points to 
such attitudes as a major stumbling block 
to the success of youth programs in the 
United States, but school counselors are 
in a position to help overcome this issue. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION 
U.S. Department of Labor  
www.dol.gov/featured/apprenticeship 

Registered Apprenticeship Quick-Start Toolkit 
www.doleta.gov/oa/employers/apprenticeship_toolkit.pdf 

Registered Apprenticeship College Consortium (RACC), 280 
member colleges that accept credit for prior learning for completion 
of a registered apprenticeship 
www.doleta.gov/oa/racc.csm 

South Carolina Future Makers 
scfuturemakers.com/

“Switzerland’s Vocational Education and Training System:  
A Model for Apprenticeships in the United States” 
https://www.eda.admin.ch/content/dam/countries/ 
countries-content/united-states-of-america/en/ 
Apprenticeship%20Brochure%20160329%20Web.pdf
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Colorado has launched pilot youth 
apprenticeship programs in three regions, 
and events like a Workforce Development 
Day present the positive reality of modern 
manufacturing jobs. Current employees 
show students and parents how “manu-
facturing is really so central to everything 
that we’re doing today,” Walker said, and 
talk about how they’ve developed mean-
ingful and sustainable careers. 

“Manufacturing has always been seen 
as dirty, low-paying, low-technology, and 
it’s absolutely false,” Diebel said. “All of 
the technological advances you’re seeing 
in your cell phones and cars are also hap-
pening on the factory floors.”

The resistance Schnieder has encoun-
tered has largely been about logistical 
challenges, which influenced the devel-
opment of his school’s 90-hour co-op 
program. He has found that using data 
aids in conversations with resistant par-
ents. His school’s IT pathway began with 
funding from a growing local insurance 
company and partnership with a nearby 
four-year university. He now tells par-
ents, “We have pathways to lead your 
student directly into work in a manufac-
turing setting, that can get them out to a 
university where there’s a lot of scholar-
ship funding, and it’s going to result in 
employment at Acuity Insurance.” 

One task of CareerWise, Colorado’s 
nonprofit partner, is changing the concept 
that apprenticeships are only for blue-
collar professions. Although the state’s 
youth apprenticeship programs offer man-
ufacturing, students can also study many 
white-collar professions. “Parents buy in 
to success,” Walker said. The state aims 
to identify opportunities in addition to 
four-year colleges and offer fresh ways of 
looking at what success can be. She calls 
apprenticeship “not an alternative to an 
education but a different route into higher 
education.” In Europe, many students in 
apprenticeship programs eventually finish 
a university degree. 

“Having that relevant, real-life experi-
ence enhances whatever kind of addition-
al training they decide to take, in terms of 
their employability,” Shea said. 

Katy O’Grady is a freelance writer who last 

wrote for ASCA School Counselor about 

the 2016 School Counselor of the Year.
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