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Union-Based Apprenticeships for 
Young People  
Unions are having a defining moment in American history. Public support for unions has never been 

higher in the past 40 years. In August 2022, Unions reached 71 percent in favorability according to a 

Gallup poll1—with young people providing the highest marks for unions.2 The opportunity to expand 

young people’s union membership rates and stop the decline of union participation3 remains a high 

priority for the American labor movement. Landmark bill enactments, such as the Infrastructure 

Investment and Jobs Act4 and Inflation Reduction Act,5 also present a new turning point for unions to 

grow their ranks and build middle-class jobs through federal investments. But how should unions 

prepare for this future? 

 One approach to growing youth union membership could be a greater focus on and investment in 

youth apprenticeship to prepare the next generation for the more than 10 million job vacancies 

reported by employers.6 Apprenticeships result in high wages and employment rates for completers, as 

well as increasing long-term earnings,7 and young people in union-based apprenticeships could also gain 

collectively bargained benefits and worker protections (Biven et al. 2017; Manzo and Thorson 2021). 

 In this report, we conducted exploratory research to better understand unions’ approaches to 

training young people and young people’s (ages 16 to 24) experiences learning a trade in registered 

apprenticeships. We interviewed three union organizations in three industries to learn how they 

prepare the next generation of workers and how young union apprentices are faring in their 

apprenticeships. Each program was selected based on their focus on training young people and to 

demonstrate union-based apprenticeship across different industries. These interviews formed the basis 

of case studies for the following programs: 

 The 1199J-AFSCME (American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees) 

Training and Development Fund (1199J training fund), a joint labor-management fund 

established in 1987 that provides training and workforce development opportunities for 

hospital and health care employee members in New Jersey. 

 The Seafarers International Union of North America’s (SIU’s) Seafarers’ Harry Lundeberg 

School of Seamanship (SHLSS) has trained the next generation of US Merchant Marines at 

Piney Point, Maryland, since 1967. 
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 The Michigan Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers (Michigan BAC) Local 2, in operation since 

1897, trains youth and adult apprentices in five different construction crafts, including 

bricklaying, stone setting, and plastering. 

Structure and Scope of Union-Based Apprenticeships  

Apprenticeship programs sponsored by joint labor-management organizations (generally composed of 

unions and multiple employers) are among the oldest and largest in the US.8 Since the enactment of the 

National Apprenticeship Act in 1937, which established a US Department of Labor–administered 

system (in cooperation with states) of registered apprenticeships, tens of thousands of unionized and 

nonunionized employers in various industry sectors and occupations have started training programs. 

Today, union-based apprenticeship programs continue to attract and retain the largest number of 

apprentices.9 Though not all unions operate apprenticeship programs, the North America’s Building 

Trades Unions (NABTU) operate 1,900 apprenticeship programs in the US and Canada, a significant 

share of registered union-based apprenticeship programs.10  

Common Elements of Union-Based Apprenticeships for Young People  

Union-based registered apprenticeship programs prepare workers for various industries, though as 

noted above, the vast majority are in construction. But what are some of the common elements of all 

union-based programs that hire young people? Although training lengths, structure, occupations, and 

work settings will vary, some commonalities exist.  

UNION-BASED APPRENTICESHIP TRAINING TYPICALLY SPANS YEARS 

Most union-based apprenticeships last between one and five years. For some construction trades, such 

as bricklayers and electricians, apprenticeship training typically lasts three to five years. At Bricklayer’s 

Local 2, the apprenticeship begins with an intensive 12-week pre-apprenticeship training open to 

everyone who applies and passes an aptitude test and interview. Selected apprentices then start the 

three- to four-year apprenticeship program combining on-the-job and classroom training.   

On the other hand, some programs in the health care sector, such as 1199J, and in maritime, the 

Seafarers, have much shorter apprenticeship programs to bring workers to journeyworker status (a 

worker mastering the competencies of an occupation in a particular industry). For instance, at 1199J, 

high school juniors and seniors start in a pre-apprenticeship program over the summer that prepares 
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them for state certification exams, postsecondary education and apprenticeship placements. Successful 

candidates who pass the assessments are placed in a one-year apprenticeship program and work with 

employers for their on-the-job training. 

HIGHER WAGES AND BENEFITS 

When apprentices complete their union-based apprenticeships, they graduate, become journeyworkers 

and professionals and highly qualified members of their industry. Additionally, because of benefits such 

as collective bargaining, union members also have higher wages, benefits, and protections that many 

nonunion workers lack (Harris and Walsh 2022). According to analysis by the Center for American 

Progress, “the median union household has more than twice the wealth of the median nonunion 

household.”11 And, while 95 percent of union workers have employer-sponsored health benefits, only 

68 percent of nonunion workers have health insurance provided through their employer.12  

TECHNICAL INSTRUCTION PROVIDED BY UNIONS 

Unions offer rigorous related technical instruction generally delivered by technical experts and trainers 

in the union. The building trades and their partner contractors operate approximately 1,700 nationally 

recognized privately operated training centers (also known as Joint Apprenticeship Training Centers, or 

JATCs) in the US and another 200 in Canada, which invest nearly $2 billion a year in training 

apprentices.13 In comparison, the US federal government invests approximately $300 million annually 

in registered apprenticeships. 

After completing their apprenticeships, some apprentices can go on to earn college degrees. At 

Bricklayer’s Local 2, for example, after completing their bricklayer apprenticeship training, union 

members can earn up to 25 college credits for their experience, which they can use toward a degree at 

Washtenaw Community College.14 Other union programs have been assessed by the American Council 

on Education and provided with credit at select colleges nationwide.15  

APPRENTICESHIP AND TRAINING TRUST FUNDS 

Most joint programs are financed via a trust fund that supports the apprenticeship training. The trusts 

have principally helped contribute to the durability of union programs rather than relying on year-to-

year federal or state funding to train workers. For most joint programs, it is a requirement for such 

trusts to have oversight under the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 (ERISA) by the 

Employee Benefits and Security Administration (EBSA), as well as the Office of Labor Management 

Standards.16 In the appendix, we review some of the different arrangements of apprenticeship trust 

funds.  
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A Definition of Youth Apprenticeship  

Youth apprenticeships provide work-based learning opportunities for students and young people ages 

16 to 24 in high school and postsecondary education. Apprenticeships combine academic and technical 

instruction with paid and structured learning experience across many sectors, such as information 

technology, health care, and energy. In a registered apprenticeship program, apprentices can gain a 

federal or state-recognized certificate of completion, a professional network, and valuable skills that 

can help them find high-paying jobs.  

A youth apprenticeship program has five key components: 

 A paid job. Apprenticeships are paid jobs. Employers provide competitive and progressive 

wages to apprentices during their training, while apprentices contribute to the employer’s 

production as they learn skills that yield proficiency in an occupation.  

 On-the-job learning. Apprentices gain a practical, hands-on, structured learning experience in 

collaboration with a mentor. On-the-job training (OJT) through youth apprenticeship programs 

must last at least 12 months and is further defined through regulation by the US Department of 

Labor (DOL) in collaboration with business and industry.  

 Classroom learning. A youth apprenticeship program offers theoretical instruction or 

“classroom instruction” involving how to perform an occupation more broadly. This may be 

provided by an educator provider or by the company via a high school, college, or online 

provider. 

 Mentoring. Apprentices are provided guidance and advice on the job by an experienced 

professional to teach them the occupation, the company’s business practices, company culture, 

employment skills, and other knowledge required to become proficient in the occupation. 

 National credential. The certificate of completion of an apprenticeship program is awarded to 

people who complete registered apprenticeships, either by the DOL or a state apprenticeship 

agency. It indicates proficiency in the occupation and is nationally recognized and portable. 
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BOX 1 

Youth Apprenticeship Intermediary Project 

The Urban Institute’s Youth Apprenticeship Intermediary project is funded by the US Department of 

Labor to expand youth apprenticeships, raise awareness of their potential to connect young people to 

promising career paths, and help employers meet their talent needs. The Urban team will capture 

promising practices in yearly case studies that highlight prominent youth apprenticeship models, 

programs, and initiatives. This report is part of this larger series and illustrates what it takes to maintain 

a high-quality apprenticeship program over time.  

Source: “The Youth Apprenticeship Intermediary Project,” Urban Institute, accessed October 25, 2022, 

https://www.urban.org/youth-apprenticeship-intermediary-project. 

Young People in Union-Based Apprenticeships  

Individual-level data on the experiences of most registered apprentices in the US are available in the 

Registered Apprenticeship Partners Information Data System (RAPIDS), maintained by the DOL. 

Currently, forty-two states, including all states where sponsors register programs directly with the 

office of apprenticeship and many states where sponsors register with state apprenticeship agencies, 

report data to RAPIDS, with complete data publicly available through the first quarter of 2022. Slightly 

more than half of all apprentices who were active at some point during 2021 and reported in RAPIDS 

were registered in joint labor-management apprenticeship programs (also referred to in this report as 

union-based apprenticeship programs; 54.7 percent), while 45.1 percent were registered in nonunion 

programs.17 

Table 1 shows that apprentices registered in union-based programs were somewhat more likely to 

be youth apprentices (ages 16 to 24; 35.6 percent) than apprentices registered in nonunion programs 

(31.6 percent). Union-based apprenticeship programs, therefore, provide greater access to 

apprenticeship for young people than nonunion programs in terms of the number of apprenticeship 

openings.  
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TABLE 1 

Apprentices Active in 2021 by Age and Program Type 

Program type 

Nonunion Programs Union-Based Programs 
Number of active 

apprentices 
Percentage of 

active apprentices 
Number of active 

apprentices 
Percentage of 

active apprentices 
Young people at 
start of 
apprenticeship 
program 

88,758 31.57% 124,739 35.56% 

Ages 25 or older at 
start of 
apprenticeship 
program  

192,375 68.43% 216,483 63.44% 

Total 281,133 100.00% 341,222 100.00% 

Source: Registered Apprenticeship Partners Information Data System (RAPIDS). 

Notes: RAPIDS data are only available for forty-two states, so these figures only reflect those states. An apprentice is considered 

“active” in 2021 if they were registered during or before 2021 and were still employed at some point during 2021. Youth 

apprentices are defined as apprentices ages 16 to 24 at the start of their program. 

The characterization of youth apprentices commonly used by the DOL includes a wide age range: 

young people ages 16 to 24. However, most youth apprentices are older than traditional high school 

students at the start of their apprenticeship program. For youth apprentices active in 2021, their 

average age at the start of their apprenticeship was 21.2 years old. This raises the possibility that while 

union-based programs serve more youth apprentices, these youth apprentices could be older than 

young people in nonunion programs. In fact, the average ages of youth apprentices in union-based 

versus nonunion apprenticeship programs are quite close. Youth apprentices active in 2021 who were 

registered in union-based programs were 21.3 years old on average when they registered, compared 

with an average age of 21.1 years for youth apprentices in nonunion programs. 

Apprenticeship in the US is heavily concentrated in construction occupations. And young people in 

unions are even more concentrated in construction occupations. Comparing all young people in union 

versus nonunion programs, 83.2 percent of youth apprentices in union-based programs are learning a 

construction trade compared with 46.8 percent of youth apprentices in nonunion programs. The 

occupational distribution of registered apprenticeships for young people suggests that while union-

based apprenticeship programs provide a better access point for young people, nonunion programs are 

more common in fields outside of construction, such as production, transportation, IT, and health care. 

As a result, unions are not opening as many doors to emerging occupations for young people, leaving 

sectors like professional services, government, information technology, and telecommunications to 

others to train skilled workers. 
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Participating in youth apprenticeship is not only a strategy for obtaining occupational skills, but it is 

also a pathway to a good job that pays well. Unions provide covered workers with a platform to bargain 

for higher wages, including apprentices, and as a result, youth apprentices in union-based 

apprenticeship programs have higher starting ($19.14) and exit ($34.66) wages than youth apprentices 

in nonunion apprenticeship programs ($12.86 and $22.70, respectively). However, higher wages in 

union-based apprenticeship programs may also reflect the concentration of these programs in higher-

paying construction jobs (table 2). 

TABLE 2 

Starting and Exit Wages for Youth Apprenticeship Completers by Program Type 

Youth apprentices starting in 2017  

Program type 
Starting wage for 

completers 
Exit wage for 

completers 
Young people in union-based programs who 
registered in 2017 

$19.14 $34.66 

Young people in nonunion programs who registered 
in 2017 

$12.86 $22.70 

All young people who registered in 2017 $15.67 $28.13 

Source: Registered Apprenticeship Partners Information Data System (RAPIDS). 

Notes: RAPIDS data are only available for forty-two states, so these figures only reflect those states. Youth apprentices are 

defined as apprentices ages 16 to 24 at the start of their program. Unlike other tables in this report, apprentices here are 

restricted to those who completed their program. 

Labor Unions as a Training Provider 

Union-based apprenticeship programs offer effective workforce training with benefits to workers and 

employers and reduce spending on such training by the government at all levels (Olinsky and Ayres 

2013). Specifically, for workers, unions can play a significant role in organizing and delivering 

apprenticeship training as highly engaged sponsors of apprenticeships. Union-based apprenticeship 

programs invest more in training their apprentices than employer-run programs18 and have higher 

completion rates than community colleges (Manzo and Bruno 2020),19 without the college debt that 

many students attending college incur. Apprentices graduating from union-based programs earn wages 

comparable with those of college graduates and gain critical OJT experience, making them immediately 

employable (Manzo and Thorson 2021). Employers gain a pool of skilled, productive workers, and 

apprentices succeed in a pathway into middle-class careers. 



 8  U N I O N - B A S E D  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S  F O R  Y O U N G  P E O P L E  
 

Labor unions are apprenticeship intermediaries, as they provide the capacity, expertise, and 

network to support employers in creating and expanding registered apprenticeship programs.20 They 

provide several key services for employers in an apprenticeship program: 

 Acting as sponsors. Union programs regularly sponsor apprenticeships and assume the 

responsibility for administering and operating an apprenticeship program. 

 Providing education. Unions develop and deliver curriculum and operate training centers or 

schools for apprentices.  

 Recruiting services. Unions support employers to recruit young people and adults to become 

skilled workers. 

 Mentoring services. Union journeyworkers are regularly mentors teaching apprentices the 

competencies required in the occupation.  

Despite these advantages, and capabilities as apprenticeship intermediaries, unions have seen a 

steady decline in their membership. In 1964, three in ten workers belonged to a union, but union 

membership fell precipitously between 1983, when the unionization rate was 20.1 percent (or two in 

ten workers were unionized) to 10.3 percent (one in ten workers was in a union) in 2021.21  

In the face of declining membership, unions are still preparing most of the young people ages 18 to 

24 in registered apprenticeship programs—but largely in construction occupations. Many labor unions 

have yet to develop youth apprenticeship approaches for emerging industries or where they currently 

represent organized workplaces, such as government, hospitality, or mining. Labor unions leave many 

emerging occupations for nonunion apprenticeship intermediaries to organize registered 

apprenticeship programs (for young people).22 As a result, the average union-based apprentice is often 

older when they find apprenticeship. One stakeholder reported that the average age of union 

construction apprentices is 28—resulting in missed opportunities for young people to engage in 

satisfying work earlier in life and gain financial stability. 

Case Studies  

For this report, we surveyed members of the Urban Institute’s network of partners, multiple state 

apprenticeship agency directors, and the NABTU leadership, to discover union-based apprenticeship 

programs that have a youth component to their apprenticeship training. We chose three sites that 
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highlight unions-based apprenticeships’ diversity, including geographic, industrial, programmatic, and 

occupational diversity and their focus on training young people. 

Case Study 1: 1199J Training Fund 

The 1199J-AFSCME Training and Development Fund (1199J training fund), a joint labor-management 

fund established in 1987, provides training and workforce development opportunities for hospital and 

health care employee members in New Jersey. Amid a push to grow youth apprenticeship opportunities 

in New Jersey through the Youth Transitions to Work (YTTW) grant program23 and attract young 

people to the nursing profession, the 1199J Training Fund registered and launched a Certified Nursing 

Assistant (CNA) apprenticeship program in 2008. Dr. Stephanie Harris-Kuiper, the executive director of 

the training fund, spearheaded the apprenticeship programs’ development, registration, and 

management. Dr. Harris-Kuiper and her colleague Mark Kuiper spoke with Urban Institute researchers 

in February 2022. Mr. Kuiper serves as the physical therapy aide program coordinator.  

The 1199J Training Fund has enrolled 150 youth apprentices in the CNA apprenticeship program 

between 2008 and 2020 from more than 30 high schools; 122 completed their apprenticeships. 

Building on the success of the CNA youth apprenticeship program, the 1199J Training Fund also 

registered the nation’s first Physical Therapy Aide (PT Aide) apprenticeship program in 2010. It enrolled 

108 youth apprentices between 2011 and 2020, and 70 completed the apprenticeship.  

RECRUITING TALENT 

1199J has employed many methods for marketing its apprenticeship programs to high school students, 

including through social media, in-person presentations, direct mail, and direct text marketing. Through 

these mediums, 1199J stresses that apprentices in the CNA and PT Aide programs will obtain a 

postsecondary credential and embark on a promising career path at a far lower cost than the traditional 

academic route. The program administrators told Urban researchers that students with firsthand 

experience with the health care system and a demonstrated passion for health care work often make 

for strong candidates.  

CHALLENGES 

The 1199J training fund apprenticeship programs have proven successful based on their longevity, high 

completion rates,24 and positive career outcomes for their apprentices.25 But like all programs, 1199J 

faces challenges it must overcome.  
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One hurdle 1199J faced in the initial setup of their apprenticeship programs was that CNAs need 

state certification and PT Aides need a state license, requiring prospective CNAs and PT Aides to pass 

state-managed practical and written exams before being employed as an apprentice. To navigate this 

challenge, all the apprentices go through a mandatory pre-apprenticeship to help prepare them to pass 

the required certification exams before being placed with employers and beginning their 

apprenticeship. 

Another critical challenge that 1199J continues to navigate is the difficulty of obtaining buy-in for 

the value of the program from high schools and school counselors. The 1199J administrators 

emphasized this challenge, noting that the success metric high schools and school counselors are often 

measured against is for students to go straight to college, which does not incentivize them to promote 

apprenticeships among their students. However, 1199J has seen changes in their relationships with 

schools because they have built trust with school counselors who now better understand that there are 

other options for students. 

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS FOR THE LOCAL UNION AND APPRENTICE 

Although 1199J has addressed some of the challenges since launching its apprenticeship program, its 

experience reveals lessons for success that can apply to other youth apprenticeship programs. 

First, 1199J’s success is due in part to early wins. Having a major local employer’s commitment and 

involvement in the program helped alleviate other employers’ concerns about joining the program. 

Moreover, 1199J’s role as a training fund has supported its expansion by offering training that meets 

both workers’ and employers’ needs.  

Second, when recruiting high school students, 1199J highlighted the importance of adjusting 

marketing strategies to meet young people where they are and in new ways, especially using social 

media and direct texting to build awareness and answer questions about the program.  

Finally, 1199J found additional sources of funding to support program development. The YTTW 

grant program covers more than 95 percent of the administrative and program costs for the pre-

apprenticeship and apprenticeship programs, making maintaining the program much easier for the 

training fund. Employers and program sponsors looking to start or grow apprenticeship programs can 

follow 1199J’s example of seeking external funding to support their pre-apprenticeship and 

apprenticeship efforts.  
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YOUTH APPRENTICE SPOTLIGHT: GLENYS  

Before her junior year of high school, Glenys knew she wanted to work in the health care field. Glenys 

had two experiences that led her toward a CNA apprenticeship with 1199J. While receiving treatment 

in a hospital, she noticed the title “Certified Nursing Assistant” on the badge of one of the staff members 

caring for her, and it sparked her curiosity. Around the same time, a YTTW representative delivered a 

presentation at her school that increased Glenys’s interest in the opportunities this program could 

offer. 

During the summer, Glenys attended YTTW workshops and precollege courses offered by Essex 

Community College. She also engaged with CNAs currently working in the field and found a lot of value 

in the practical tasks they learned in preparation for the state licensing exam. In 2021, Glenys 

completed the pre-apprenticeship training, passed the state exam, and began working and learning as 

part of the formal CNA apprenticeship. 

The YTTW program prepared Glenys for interviews with employers, which took the form of a group 

interview with an employer and a panel of three students. Once on the job, Glenys benefited from 

mentoring that a colleague 10 years older provided. Her mentor helped her work with different types of 

patients, counseled her through more complex situations, and made her feel comfortable as she was 

learning in a high-stakes environment.  

Reflecting on the overall experience to date with the YTTW pre-apprenticeship and her first four 

months as a CNA apprentice, Glenys expressed gratitude to all those running the program for helping 

her address numerous challenges. Before graduating high school, she became a mother, which 

presented unique difficulties in advancing her education and career. The program helped her navigate 

these issues and instilled confidence in her as a nursing assistant. Glenys said that she wholeheartedly 

recommends this apprenticeship to those considering a health care career. Inspired by her personal 

experience, Glenys aspires to work as a labor and delivery nurse in a maternity ward. Thanks to the 

apprenticeship, she feels fully confident in herself to achieve this aim. 

If it wasn’t for YTTW, I wouldn’t be where I am today. 

—Glenys 
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Case Study 2: Seafarers International Union of North America 

Since 1967, The Seafarers’ Harry Lundeberg School of Seamanship (SHLSS) has trained the next 

generation of US Merchant Marines for future careers in the Seafarers International Union of North 

America (SIU). At its campus in Piney Point, Maryland, the school provides training for entry-level 

positions in the maritime industry, room and board, and a robust maritime curriculum in a disciplined 

environment.  

The SlU at SHSS operates registered apprenticeship programs that train workers to become 

Firemen, Oilers and Watertenders, Able Seafarers—Deck, and Chief Cooks. It has been approved by the 

DOL as a National Registered Apprenticeship program, which means that the union can operate the 

program in multiple states.26 It is also approved and audited by the National Maritime Center (the Coast 

Guard’s training body). The program prepares young people (starting at age 18) and adults as seafarers, 

meaning they are legally certified by the US Coast Guard to perform on-deck duties aboard merchant 

vessels. Ultimately, many apprentices may decide which jobs they would like to perform and pursue 

further education at SHSS to reach those positions. At the SHLSS, the able seafarer apprenticeship 

program’s curriculum progresses through five phases in approximately one-year on the Piney Point 

campus and aboard ships: 

 Phase 1: apprentices spend 16 weeks at the training school covering the basic introductory 

curriculum.  

 Phase 2: apprentices spend 60 days on ship. Between phases 2 and 3, apprentices have time to 

return home a take a break from their program.  

 Phase 3: apprentices return to Piney Point and begin to receive their Coast Guard 

certifications. 

 Phase 4: Upon receiving the certifications, apprentices may begin their first entry-level job for 

around 120 days at sea.  

 Phase 5: apprentices finalize their classwork at the training center and achieve journeyworker 

status.  

 During the yearlong training program, apprentices experience hands-on, classroom, and virtual 

reality simulations. The training includes state-of-the-art facilities with simulators and virtual reality 

training, or the classroom may venture out to sea on a lifeboat. If needed, the SHLSS offers apprentices 

an opportunity to earn a Maryland high school diploma. Though the seafaring apprenticeship program 

was not explicitly designed as a youth apprenticeship program, many of the apprentices are younger 



U N I O N - B A S E D  A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S  F O R  Y O U N G  P E O P L E  1 3   
 

than 24. Apprentice graduates are guaranteed their first job on a union-contracted, US-flagged 

commercial vessel, with salaries that may exceed $75,000 after one year and opportunities to advance. 

At the SHLSS, Urban Institute researchers spoke to Bart Rogers, Assistant Vice President and 43-

year veteran of the program. As Rogers explains the pedagogy, “It is very structured because life on ship 

is very structured.” Apprentices wear uniforms and practice marching, like a military environment, but 

instead of learning the art of warfare, apprentices learn the craft of seafaring in three occupations of 

their choice.  

Apprentices do not pay for their training and living expenses. The benefit of room and board makes 

the transition easier for young people starting the program because the average apprentice is between 

ages 20 and 24 (with fewer apprentices starting immediately after high school). The apprenticeship 

classes (approximately two cohorts per year) at the SHLSS consist of 20 to 24 students, with about 50 

apprentices on ships simultaneously.  

FIGURE 1 

SHSS Apprentices Perform Hands-On Training 

 

Source: Photo provided by the Seafarers International Union of North America. 
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The SHLSS spends about $50,000 per student on training, room, and board. The funding for the 

SHLSS comes directly from contracting maritime industry employers (e.g., Crowley Maritime 

Corporation, Maersk, Liberty Maritime, and the US military) incorporated in a trust fund. Rogers 

explains that this investment by the contracted employers means that they are invested in the school’s 

graduates and see a benefit to the school’s training for finding qualified talent. 

RECRUITING TALENT AND YOUTH PROGRAMMING  

Young apprentices are most likely to have learned about the Seafarers from families and friends—where 

the value of the job is shared by word of mouth. “Typically, I always see people from Jacksonville and 

Norfolk. The bulk of people come from where we have union halls and port cities,” said Rogers. Although 

the SHLSS has tried pre-apprenticeship programs and partnerships with local vocational schools for 

recruiting, it has seen the most success in recruiting students through social media. These strategies are 

complemented by recruitment through career fairs, which had been their go-to method. 

Though the program struggles to recruit women, who comprise roughly 10 percent of most classes, 

it overperforms in recruiting people of color, who make up 60 to 70 percent of the apprentice classes. 

However, in terms of aggregate recruiting, meeting the industry’s needs has been a significant 

stumbling block. Finding enough students, transitioning service members, and young people willing to 

launch a career in the merchant marines remains an impediment to future growth. 

CHALLENGES  

The SHLSS faces hurdles in recruiting apprentices to their program—though they have made strides to 

meet these challenges, including hiring a marketing director. A significant challenge in recruiting 

apprentices comes from the preprogram costs. Before coming to the SHLSS, apprentices must complete 

a Coast Guard physical and drug test, procure uniforms, receive a passport and Transportation Worker 

Identification Credential (TWIC) card, and purchase their transportation to Piney Point. For many 

younger apprentices, these costs can be unaffordable. “That $1,500 that they need to commit to this 

program, and that includes their travel from wherever they come, is sometimes very difficult for people 

to come up with,” Rogers emphasized. To cover the upfront costs for young apprentices, the SHLSS 

partners with workforce development boards but cannot do so in all cases. 

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS FOR YOUTH APPRENTICESHIPS 

The SHLSS is unique in its approach to training workers by offering a residential, military-disciplined 

training operation for young workers seeking a career, adventure, and pathway to the middle class. 

Other apprenticeship programs can learn from their success as an apprenticeship program and from 
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their successful recruitment of apprentices of color—from college graduates to those who did not 

complete high school. It attracts talent by finding those willing to sacrifice the comforts of home for a 

challenging and exciting career with the security of good pay, medical insurance, and a pension. SIU 

offers its workers financial security and bargains for their wages, benefits, retirement, and working 

conditions. Moreover, many basic needs (food, shelter, and transportation) are met for apprentices 

once they arrive on campus, removing several barriers to success. They just need to show grit, a 

willingness to learn, and a penchant for life at sea.  

Rogers’s story exemplifies this program’s success: “When I first came to work here at the school, I 

was a college graduate, and I couldn’t find a job, believe it or not,” he recounted. “My sister knew 

somebody in this union who said why don’t you go get on a ship for a while, see the world and make 

some money, so I did. At that time, I didn’t know I was going to end up down here for 40 plus years.” 

Case Study 3: Michigan Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers 

Founded in 1897, the Michigan Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers (Michigan BAC) Local 2 has 

operated for 125 years. The union-based program offers five different crafts using multiple standards 

registered with the DOL. At the training center in Lansing, Michigan, apprentices spend 144 hours 

learning their trade in the classroom each year to complement their OJT, with programs lasting three to 

four years, depending on the trade. About 60 percent of apprentices complete their training and reach 

journeyworker status. “The training prepares students so that when they get to the site, they’re not 

wondering what will be required of them,” Howard Hipes, director of training at the Michigan BAC 

training center, explained. 
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FIGURE 2 

Lyndsay Brown, Apprentice at Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers in New York  

 

Source: Photo provided by North American Building Trades Unions. 

The program’s funding draws from the joint labor-management fund and the International Union of 

Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers. The combination of funding streams allows the program to provide 

apprentices with $400 in tools, wages for instructors at the training center, and any other equipment 

required for apprentices to learn their trade. The program also connects apprentices with Michigan 

Works!, a workforce development association whose member organizations can provide apprentices 

with wraparound services while learning at the training center. Services can include reimbursement for 

mileage driven to and from school and worksites or items like work boots. These services make the 

apprenticeship program accessible for students without sufficient funds to get started in the program.  

The program draws apprentices from across Michigan. The average apprentice is 29 years old, but 

28 percent of the program’s current apprentices are younger than age 21, and 40 percent are younger 

than 25. The program aims to recruit more apprentices of color and women into the trades. Their 

current cohort is 89 percent white and less than 5 percent women.  
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RECRUITING TALENT AND YOUTH PROGRAMMING  

Applicants to the program must submit their application online. Selected applicants then interview with 

the board of trustees from the union and employers. “[The interview] is intimidating in a way. You have 

five management trustees and five labor trustees,” Hipes explained. “Sometimes a young person comes 

in, and they’re almost speechless because there are so many people in the room.” 

To make the apprenticeship program easier for applicants, the union has two pathways into the full-

time apprenticeship: a traditional pre-apprenticeship program for high-school graduates and the Multi-

Craft Core Curriculum (MC3) apprenticeship readiness program. The pre-apprenticeship program 

provides students with hands-on learning to gain familiarity with the occupation before applying to the 

apprenticeship program. Each craft operates its pre-apprenticeship program focusing on skills essential 

to their specialization. Because this program trains participants on the job, where there may be safety 

concerns, participants must be at least age 18. Overall, 76 percent of graduates from the pre-

apprenticeship program go on to become full-time apprentices.  

Through the NABTU’s MC3 program, Local 2 targets students still in high school with a particular 

focus on applicants from underserved populations, including women, people of color, and transitioning 

service members. The program aims to prepare participants for the apprenticeship application process. 

The 120-hour curriculum includes required topics like construction industry awareness, construction 

health and safety, diversity and antidiscrimination training, and optional topics like financial literacy and 

green construction. In Michigan, the MC3 program operates in seven local high schools. They also use 

the same curriculum for adult education programs. 

The dual pathways to apprenticeship for the Michigan BAC allow the program to meet students 

where they are in terms of age and preparation needs, making apprenticeship accessible to more 

applicants. Howard Hipes explains that the main distinction between the program goals is “[MC3] 

prepares youth for acceptance; [pre-apprenticeship] prepares them for the apprenticeship itself.” 

CHALLENGES 

Despite robust apprenticeship-readiness programs, the Michigan BAC apprenticeship program has 

challenges in engaging young people. First, spreading the message about their program to high school 

students remains challenging, particularly in schools where college is promoted as the only viable post-

secondary pathway. One strategy for engaging more high school students is working with career 

counselors to explain the program’s benefits and connect with more of them. 
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Second, participants in the apprenticeship program need a driver’s license and the ability to travel 

up to an hour to a worksite. Having access to a vehicle can be particularly difficult for younger 

participants. Although Michigan Works! may cover the cost of mileage to and from the site, applicants 

who do not have a license or vehicle would not be able to participate in the program. Mohamed, an 

apprentice with Local 2, explained that every apprentice has a car and drives themselves to and from 

their worksite. 

Third, legal and safety concerns make having minors on-site difficult. Access to liability insurance 

and wage-and-hour laws prevent minors from being on site during the school year to participate in 

experiential learning. The Michigan BAC relies on its MC3 program to give people younger than 18 a 

taste of the apprenticeship experience to be prepared for apprenticeships. But without the experiential 

learning that many future bricklayers enjoy, this program may not be able to attract the type and 

number of applicants needed. 

YOUTH APPRENTICE SPOTLIGHT: MOHAMED  

Mohamed began his apprenticeship program in 2020 after graduating high school. Excited by the 

opportunity to work, he jumped into four weeks at the training school before working on his first job 

site. He works with his mentors for eight hours daily to gain the skills and competencies he needs to 

become a bricklayer. “The way they teach us is really amazing,” Mohamed recalled. “If there is 

something I don’t know, I just ask, and they teach me.” 

Learning in a new environment is nothing new for Mohamed. After moving to the US from Yemen 

five years ago, Mohamed had to learn a new language and culture, all while working toward his 

bricklayer apprenticeship. “[My mentors] helped me a lot. The foreman made sure I understood what he 

was saying,” Mohamed explained. 

Mohamed recognizes the benefits this program brings. “I would like to be a master bricklayer who 

builds designs and beautiful [buildings]. I’d actually like to be an architect in the future,” Mohamed 

explained. Beyond the opportunity to learn a craft, he was drawn to the apprenticeship program for the 

pay and benefits. He has already promoted the program to his uncle as a career path with stability and 

opportunities to grow. Through Mohamed’s hard work and the support of his family and his mentors at 

the Michigan BAC, a bright future lies ahead. Mohammed is now in his third year of his apprenticeship 

and reaching $26 hour with more wage increases and benefits on the horizon. 
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Barriers to Expanding Union-Based Apprenticeships for Young People 

These case studies highlight opportunities for young people in union-based apprenticeship programs to 

gain real world training and opportunities to learn and grow in a trade. They also reveal barriers to entry 

and success. The training directors and other union officials we interviewed were aware of the 

obstacles to hiring apprentices younger than 18 and described ways they recruit and retain apprentices 

upon reaching age 18 and following high school. The prevalence of the barriers depended on various 

factors, including the industry and union policies and norms and tasks of the apprentices. Below are a 

few common challenges to hiring apprentices starting in high school, which are not exclusive to unions: 

 Cost of workers’ compensation and liability insurance. In nearly every state, businesses must 

provide workers’ compensation insurance for their employees if they are hurt on the job.27 In 

the construction trades (though not exclusive to the industry), we found a widespread belief 

among apprenticeship directors we interviewed that the availability and cost of workers’ 

compensation liability insurance prevents union-based apprenticeship programs from starting 

high school apprentices while they are minors. For some hazardous industries, such as 

construction, the hazard of the occupation is leading many employers and union programs to 

believe the costs to cover insurance for minors is out of reach (ESG 2019).28 

 Age 18 requirement and GED or diploma requirement. Many union-based programs require 

apprentices to earn a GED or high school diploma to join the program. Only 5 of the 18 NABTU 

affiliated programs do not require an apprentice to have completed high school or a GED, and 

seven of the NABTU unions do not require apprentices to be 18 years old.29 Unions are not 

alone in this requirement; many registered apprenticeship programs do not admit people 

younger than 18 and require a high school credential for participation.30  

 Hazardous Orders under the Fair Labor Standards Act. The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) 

sets rules for what activities youth apprentices can do on the job.31 The DOL enforces 17 

Hazardous Orders (HOs), and state agencies limit what a 16- to 17-year-old apprentice may 

perform on a job. However, seven HOs, including using power-driven woodworking and metal-

forming machines, roofing, trenching, and other activities, are exempted from these limitations 

when young people perform the activities in a registered apprenticeship and under the 

guidance of a journeyworker. Although only a few of the programs we interviewed for this 

piece mentioned HOs as a barrier, many of the NABTU apprenticeship directors knew about 

the youth work rules yet did not use the exemptions with high school apprentices. 
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Despite some barriers dissipating after reaching age 18 and gaining a high school diploma, there are 

additional hurdles for young people ages 18 to 24. Barriers exist for those seeking apprenticeships in 

the construction-building trades—based not on national or program policy but on societal, educational, 

or personal challenges that prevent young apprentices from starting apprenticeships earlier in their 

career. Tom Kriger, director of research at the NABTU, identified a few of the more significant issues 

and noted that many NABTU-affiliated programs “will have to recruit about 250 applicants to get a 

class of 25.” Kriger stated that apprentices and societal challenges are preventing younger apprentices 

from starting their careers earlier for the following reasons: 

 Low math capabilities. In 2015, an international study by the Program for the International 

Assessment of Adult Competencies showed more than half of millennials lacked the 

fundamental math skills for the workplace.32 According to Kriger, this lack of basic math meant 

that many applicants to NABTU’s apprenticeship program have been unable to meet the basic 

math requirements in its the entry aptitude test. But the math problem is not limited to the 

trades, as 59 percent of all CEOs indicate they had a hard time finding students with 

fundamental math skills.33 

 Positive drug tests. The rate of positive drug tests has hit an all-time high in the US that has left 

many employers scrambling for talent when making a negative drug test a requirement for 

employment.34 And drug use is on the rise, as 43 percent of young adults not in college used 

marijuana in 2020—reaching the highest level in the past 30 years.35 According to Kriger, many 

of the [especially young] applicants that apply to be apprentices cannot pass a drug test as 

required to work as a construction union apprentice.  

 The stigma of apprenticeship among parents. With the “college for all” mentality that prevails 

in the US, many parents worry about their child pursuing an apprenticeship that does not 

require college.36 For parents, the notion that college is the only path to the middle class is a 

sticky problem—one that persists even though they may not fully understand the economic 

benefits of apprenticeships. Kriger noted also that the parental stigma against the trades exists 

“even though you get about an associate’s level of credits for free when you go through one of 

our apprenticeship programs.”  
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Recommendations to Support Union-Based 
Apprenticeships for Young People  

Youth apprenticeship is a proven and underutilized tool for employers seeking to grow talent and 

increasing employee retention.37 Indeed, the examples above demonstrate how joint labor-

management apprenticeship programs have many advantages in training young people for good-paying 

careers.  

However, for unions to take advantage of this moment of public approval, political support,38 and 

federal investment in infrastructure and clean energy development, they will need to work together 

with representatives of joint labor-management funds, employers, schools, and government to lower 

barriers for young people to access apprenticeship programs. Several key lessons from the case studies 

suggest how unions and other key partners can increase their recruitment of young people and assure 

their success.  

Support More Pre-Apprenticeships to Registered Apprenticeships 

High quality pre-apprenticeship programs can be critical to supporting young people and improving 

outcomes in registered apprenticeship programs. Pre-apprenticeship and apprenticeship readiness 

programs provide critical on-ramps for young people to learn more about an occupation and industry 

before committing to an apprenticeship. They are also important for upskilling young people to be ready 

for apprenticeship and a “try-before-you-buy” option for employers and workers to determine if 

workers like the industry and the young person shows readiness for employment. And, in some cases, 

like 1199J in health care, they can help prospective apprentices pass state administered licensing exams 

so they can perform the work.  

Programs like 1199J’s YTTW program and Michigan BAC’s MC3 apprenticeship readiness program 

have the expertise and resources to manage high-quality pre-apprenticeships that other employers 

cannot easily replicate and to connect them directly to Registered Apprenticeships. Other union-based 

programs could invest in pre-apprenticeship programming to attract youth applicants and help them get 

ready to join their industries. States and the federal government can also support these efforts through 

grantmaking and existing programming, such as the Workforce Investment and Opportunity Act. 
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Adapt Recruitment Strategies  

Program directors for the three unions universally highlighted the significant challenge of recruiting 

young people. To overcome this barrier, union-based apprenticeship programs must adapt their 

recruitment strategies. This has necessitated significant shifts in outreach strategy, moving to online 

platforms like Facebook, LinkedIn, and Instagram. Programs like 1199J have also experimented with a 

direct text line where interested apprentices can have their questions answered.  

Build Partnerships within the Education Community 

Unions may also consider partnering directly with high schools and with career and technical education 

programs to provide young people with gradations of work-based learning, including pre-

apprenticeship and registered apprenticeship, before graduation to ease the transition to adulthood 

and careers.  

High schools and school counselors are important stakeholders in the success of youth 

apprenticeship programs (Marotta, Boren, and San Miguel 2020). The Urban Institute’s research shows 

they have the power to be effective partners in apprenticeship, are able to amplify recruitment efforts 

and prepare students for work-based learning opportunities, or can act as barriers (Boren, Arabandi, 

Rayfield, Hawkins, 2021). To scale youth apprenticeship opportunities, unions need to establish 

stronger partnerships with the education community, including national associations such as the School 

Counselors Association or the National Association of Secondary School Associations. Establishing 

these relationships will help union-based apprenticeship programs build partnerships with local high 

schools and school counselors to partner on pre-apprenticeships and support clearer pathways into 

registered apprenticeship programs.  

Unions are already looking to high schools to build partnerships as seen in the “Permission to 

Dream”39 pre-apprenticeship program, launched in September 2022 by the AFL-CIO (American 

Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations), the Chris Gardner Foundation, and 

other partner unions. The program will be piloted in high schools in Detroit, Michigan; Austin, Texas; 

New York City; and Los Angeles, California.  

Pursue Solutions to Liability Insurance and Hazardous Orders as Perceived Barriers 

As discussed, a potential barrier to youth apprenticeship is employers’ uncertainty about affordable 

liability insurance and the DOL’s Wage and Hour Division–administered Hazardous Occupations 
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Orders (HOs). These can limit opportunities for people younger than 18 to start an apprenticeship in 

certain industries. Clearer guidance and support from the federal government is needed on both issues 

to ensure unions can support young people in registered apprenticeship programs while ensuring their 

safety. The DOL could take these steps: 

 Provide a public platform and guide for unions, sponsors, and prospective employers of youth 

apprentices on the HOs40 on apprenticeship.gov. It could update guidance to the National 

Apprenticeship System to make clear the hazardous activities that are (not) allowable under 

registered apprenticeship for young people.  

 Establish listening sessions for joint labor-management organizations to talk about youth 

apprenticeship. Unions can support creating more pathways and opportunities for youth 

apprentices by working with the federal government and employers. But clear guidance and 

sharing best practices is needed to support current efforts underway. 

 Meet with the insurance industry to better understand the barriers that employers and labor-

management organizations face in establishing reliable liability insurance solutions to cover 

younger apprentices. International solutions may exist, and the US may be able to import 

insurance policy solutions from abroad.41  

Conclusion 

Union-based apprenticeship programs have the dual role of training young people for good jobs and 

careers—ones that offer high wages, benefits, and upward mobility—and supporting employers with a 

need for a steady pipeline of talent. As seen in the three examples above, unions offer special expertise 

to American businesses that require support in training and developing the next generation—and their 

role in collective bargaining results in higher wages and improved benefits for workers.  

In 2022, unions have gained traction politically and socially. They have greater support from young 

people in need of choices beyond a college-for-all approach. There’s an opportunity for more labor 

unions to use youth apprenticeship as a way to capture the interest of young people to start a career 

and earn higher wages (Kuehn et al. 2021).42 Some labor unions are showing promise in their 

approaches expanding their reach to young people through a variety of interventions (e.g., pre-

apprenticeship, MC3, social media, and connections with high school). Yet, in our analysis, we found 

many unions are not engaged in youth registered apprenticeship as a model for training and organizing 

workers for better wages and working conditions. More research is needed on union-based 

http://www.apprenticeship.gov/
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apprenticeships and how industrial unions engage young people to join their ranks to understand the 

landscape fully. 

Although labor unions are leading the country in the total number of youth apprentices, unions 

have not yet established a youth apprenticeship movement. They could be doing more to systematically 

recruit, train, and mentor young workers for good jobs. The economic and political landscape and the 

nation’s interest in unions and apprenticeships provide an opening to capitalize on a defining moment. 
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Appendix. Joint Labor-Management 
Apprenticeship Training Funding 

How Unions Fund Apprenticeship Training 

What sets many union-based apprenticeship programs apart from those sponsored by employers is the 

extraordinary investment that union members, employers, or contractors (hence the term joint labor-

management) make to the union training and education fund. This contribution is typically in the form of 

“cents per hour” (Manzo et al. 2020), meaning that each member of the union contributes a specific 

amount or “cents” from their salary every hour toward this fund.43 This amount is negotiated between 

the union and employers or contractors. And it can vary from union to union and year to year. These 

contributions create a fund that pays for training the next generation of workers. The fund gives unions 

a distinct advantage of assuring that resources are available to develop high-quality apprenticeship 

programs administered through the expertise of apprenticeship committees operated by union 

members or journeyworkers and employers. The amount and consistency of funding create both 

predictability and sustainability in planning for apprenticeship programs and lead to high rates of 

completion and retention (Manzo and Bruno 2020). Although union-based programs only account for 

one-quarter of apprenticeship sponsors in the US, they are generally more extensive and involve longer 

periods of training (many union-based apprenticeships are time-based programs lasting three to four 

years, especially in the construction trades) and they train more apprentices. The table below describes 

the funding source for each union and the apprenticeship program costs it covers for the programs we 

reviewed in this report. The three programs below are at no cost or minimal cost to apprentices to 

participate. 
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TABLE A.1 

Funding Sources for Local 2 Michigan (MI), 1199J, and Seafarers 

Name Funding sources Apprenticeship costs covered 
Cost to 

apprentices 

Local 2 MI The International Masonry Training 
and Education Foundation (IMTEF) is 
funded through a grant from the 
International Masonry Institute, a 
labor-management organization 
created by the members of the Union 
of Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers 
and the contractors who employ 
them. 

IMTEF provides training, 
certifications, and continuing 
education for the members of the 
International Union of Bricklayers 
and Allied Craftworkers. This 
support begins with prejob training 
and training for apprentices and 
continues throughout a 
craftworker’s career. 
 

Free 

Michigan Works! Provides supportive services to 
apprentices, such as access to 
transportation and funding to 
purchase boots. 

1199J The 1199J apprenticeship trust fund 
consists of the National Union of 
Hospital and Healthcare Employees, 
AFSCME, AFL-CIO, Training and 
Development Fund. The fund is 
supported through direct 
contributions from 15 employers. 
Union journeyworkers do not 
contribute directly to the fund. 
 

Pays staff managing the 
apprenticeship program, marketing, 
and developing materials. 
 
 

Free 

The pre-apprenticeship program and 
Youth Transitions to Work (YTTW) 
apprenticeship programs at 1199J are 
95 percent funded by grants from the 
NJ DOL. 

YTTW provides opportunities and 
incentives for high school juniors and 
seniors to train in high-skill and high-
wage jobs. 

Seafarers Jointly managed fund paid by the US 
military, merchant shipping 
companies, and other commercial 
vessels that hire Seafarer apprentices 
and provide apprenticeship training.  

Pays for training facilities, room and 
board, and instruction and 
management at the Paul Hall 
Training Center. Workforce boards 
may cover some costs depending on 
the state or location. 

Limited 
upfront costs 
to the 
apprentice of 
approximately 
$1,500. Travel 
to union 
training site, 
passport, 
uniform, 
TWIC card, 
etc. 

Source: Interviews with staff from the three organizations.
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