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Old School Solution Spurs U.S. Apprenticeship Trend 
 
Several years ago, I had the opportunity to meet with a German delegation we 
hosted at Lehigh University that Representative Charlie Dent invited to 
Pennsylvania. I asked them about their training strategy because I was looking 
for ideas to help solve the manufacturing skills gap right here. I knew this was not 
as big an issue in Germany. 
 

Germany is very big on apprenticeships which is considered a highly 
respected career path. I’ve come to learn their workforce strategy is known as 
“Dual Training.” Trainees split their days between vocational school and on-the-
job time at a company. It is reported that fewer than 5% of young people train as 
apprentices in America, and that’s mostly in the construction trades. In Germany, 
it’s closer to 60%, and it’s not just advanced manufacturing. The fields are very 
diverse. Apparently the Obama Administration has taken note because they 
announced $100 million worth of apprenticeship grants last year, and plans to 
spend another $6 billion over the next four years. 
 

The European style of apprenticeships typically last from two-to-four years 
and trainees are paid for their time. Employers are “all in” to develop the kinds of 
employees that can solve problems, improvise when things go wrong, and work 
toward continuous improvement. Another element that makes it all work is 
Standardized Curricula developed in collaboration with employers, educators and 
unions. For example, young machinists training anywhere in Germany learn the 
same skills in the same order on the same timetable as every other machinist. 
 

There’s a difference in attitudes toward practical skills between our two 
cultures. The Germans are proud of what they refer to as “blue collar” work. 
While both countries agree that education is to prepare people for jobs, in 
America “training” is considered less esteemed and that’s another image that 
needs a change. 


