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This analysis will define and assess industry-specific 

challenges related to youth apprenticeship programs 

and youth employment in the United States.



Who We Are

EMPLOYERSEDUCATION SYSTEM

PUBLIC POLICY

The Project on Workforce is an 

interdisciplinary, collaborative project 

between the Harvard Kennedy School 

Malcolm Wiener Center for Social Policy, 

the Harvard Business School Managing the 

Future of Work Project, and the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education.
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Problem and Overview



Problem Statement
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Youth Apprenticeships provide opportunities for 

people 24 years old and under to access quality 

careers. In the US, youth ages 16 to 18 are 

particularly underrepresented in the 

apprenticeship landscape compared to older peers.

Image Source: Payne, Julia & Kuehn, Daniel, (January, 2023). Models of Youth Registered Apprenticeship Expansion: Evidence from the Youth 
Apprenticeship Readiness Grants. Urban Institute, 2023. Retrieved from 
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/OASP/evaluation/pdf/YARG-Typology-brief-508-compliant-CLEAN-1-6-23.pdf 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/OASP/evaluation/pdf/YARG-Typology-brief-508-compliant-CLEAN-1-6-23.pdf


US Labor Policy Context
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The US is prioritizing expanded production capabilities in key industries 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/05/16/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-announces-strategies-to-train-and-connect-
american-workers-to-jobs-created-by-the-presidents-investing-in-america-agenda/ Image Source: 
https://www.cnn.com/2023/07/21/tech/tsmc-arizona-production-delay/index.html 

Investing in America
● American Rescue Plan, Bipartisan 

Infrastructure Law, CHIPS and Science Act, 
Inflation Reduction Act

“To meet this moment, we must ensure 
students and workers at all stages of life 
have equitable access to education and 
training for good jobs in their 
communities.”

Labor shortage in key industries

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/05/16/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-announces-strategies-to-train-and-connect-american-workers-to-jobs-created-by-the-presidents-investing-in-america-agenda/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2023/05/16/fact-sheet-biden-harris-administration-announces-strategies-to-train-and-connect-american-workers-to-jobs-created-by-the-presidents-investing-in-america-agenda/
https://www.cnn.com/2023/07/21/tech/tsmc-arizona-production-delay/index.html


Youth Employment
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Creating quality career pathways for youth will strengthen the US economy

Youth ages 18-24 are out of 

work (Brookings)

2.3 
Million

Of Employers have had 

difficulty recruiting 

suitable candidates in the 

past 12 months (SHRM)

83
Percent

Skilled tradespeople 

are 10% older than the 

general workforce 

(Angi)

10
Percent

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/young-adults-who-are-out-of-work/,  
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-forecasting/research-and-surveys/documents/shrm%20skills%20gap%202019.pdf, 
https://www.angi.com/research/reports/skilled-trades/ 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/young-adults-who-are-out-of-work/
https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trends-and-forecasting/research-and-surveys/documents/shrm%20skills%20gap%202019.pdf
https://www.angi.com/research/reports/skilled-trades/


Opportunity Youth

9Source: https://measureofamerica.org/DYinteractive/, https://youth.gov/youth-topics/opportunity-youth/prevalence 

Expanding career pathways for youth who are disconnected from work and school is critical

● 4.8 million opportunity youth in 2020 (12.6% of all 
youth) 

● States with the highest rates 
○ Arkansas (17.4% or 60,700 youth)
○ Alaska (19.5% or 15,000 youth)
○ New Mexico (19.6% or 47,900 youth)

● Rural areas have high disconnection rates 
○ Rural counties (17.3%)
○ Towns (13.3%)
○ Urban centers (11.2%)

https://measureofamerica.org/DYinteractive/#Overview
https://youth.gov/youth-topics/opportunity-youth/prevalence


Key Elements of Youth Apprenticeships
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CLASSROOM BASED 

ACADEMIC TRAINING

NATIONALLY RECOGNIZED CREDENTIALING

REWARDS

ACTIVE INVOLVEMENT OF BUSINESS 

STRUCTURED ON THE JOB 

TRAINING



An Apprentice’s Journey
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SUBSTANTIAL TIME 
INVESTMENT

INSUFFICIENT DATA ON 
YOUTH 

AWARENESS

LOW 
INTEGRATION OF 

YOUTH 
PERSPECTIVES

Career & Employment05
“I love my company and stayed after the apprenticeship 
ended. Now, I make 80K a year while finishing my 
associate’s degree!”

Support During Program04
“My family had to move further away halfway through 
the year, but the program let me do some of the courses 
virtually so I wasn’t as drained from commuting.”

Exploration and 
Commitment03

“My school had worked with that company before, so 
getting a work-release for my apprenticeship was pretty 
easy.”

Information and Advising02
“After doing some research online, I found a local 
company that runs a cybersecurity apprenticeship that 
I’d be eligible for.”

Awareness and Interest01
“I saw a TikTok video about someone who works in 
cybersecurity after finishing a tech apprenticeship at 
16. Sounds really cool!” 

*These are representative quotes and are not sourced from any person. 



Executive Summary
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Low Awareness

Confusing Engagement Process

Limited Performance Measurements 

Under-enrollment in Registered Youth Apprenticeships for ages 16-18 is due largely to:



Analysis



Factor Analysis and Opportunity Identification
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 Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA) Framework

https://bsc.cid.harvard.edu/tools/toolkit/


Youth Interest and Engagement Barriers 
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SUBSTANTIAL TIME 
INVESTMENT

INSUFFICIENT DATA ON 
YOUTH 

AWARENESS

LOW 
INTEGRATION OF 

YOUTH 
PERSPECTIVES

● Limited data on youth awareness of 

apprenticeship opportunities

● Lack of peer visibility 

○ Peer-to-peer recommendations

○ Program completers

● Competing interests (e.g. internships, 

extracurriculars, etc.)

● Lack of direct youth engagement channels 

○ Reliance on school administrators

○ Youth voice on social media 

Image Source: https://www.msdwt.k12.in.us/2021/12/modern-apprenticeship-program/ 

“I think the modern apprenticeship is helping me 
by…giving me the experience that I know I need.”

 

https://www.msdwt.k12.in.us/2021/12/modern-apprenticeship-program/


Program Design and Delivery Barriers
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SUBSTANTIAL TIME 
INVESTMENT

LOW 
INTEGRATION OF 

YOUTH 
PERSPECTIVES

Image Source: https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/infographic-visualizing-youth-apprentices-journey/ 

● Variance in Credentials
○ CTE courses and apprenticeship credit
○ College credit (2-year or 4-year institutions)
○ Some credentials not nationally recognized

● Logistics Challenges
○ Inability to drive 
○ Access to public transportation (e.g. rural areas)
○ School work-release challenges 
○ Schedules and academic requirements

● Missing Wrap-around Supports 
○ Livable wage 
○ Healthcare benefits
○ Childcare or caregiver assistance
○ Benefits Cliff 

● Access
○ Low visibility for opportunity youth 
○ Limited opportunities in high-growth, high-demand industries
○ Apprenticeship prerequisites

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/edcentral/infographic-visualizing-youth-apprentices-journey/


Cultural Barriers 

Europe has overcome many 
of these cultural barriersWIDE VARIANCE IN 

OUTCOMES
LACK OF 
PRESTIGE

MISMATCH 
BETWEEN JOBS 
OFFERED AND 

DESIRED
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SOURCE: https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-underuse-of-apprenticeships-in-america/,  Foundation for Government Accountability - Voter Apprenticeship polling 

Hesitation Among 
Parents Related to 

‘Dirty’ Jobs

62% of high school 
graduates entered 

college

84% Of youth are ‘Not 
Very Likely’ to consider 
a skilled trade career

75% Youth 
apprenticeships are in 

the trades

White and Hispanic 
Apprentices make $6.50 
- $9.00 more per hour

Females make up 16% of 
youth apprenticeships 
and receive smaller 

wage gains 66% of voters support expanding 
youth apprenticeships

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-underuse-of-apprenticeships-in-america/


Employers’ Views on Youth Apprenticeship
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HESITANT TO 
HIRE YOUTH

● Liability and insurance concerns for youth
● ROI calculators are limited and context specific
● Generation gap makes it difficult to onboard Gen Z

SETTING UP AN 
APPRENTICESHIP 
IS COMPLEX

● Focused on short term hiring needs rather than long-term
● New programs can take over 2-years
● Responsibilities between DoL, states, intermediaries, and 

employers is unclear

BUY-IN VARIES BY 
INDUSTRY

● 45% Employers don’t understand their responsibility
● Employers don’t see themselves as key educational partners
● 77% Of Tradespeople believe there is a labor shortage
● Hesitation to collaborate with industry partners

SOURCE: https://www.angi.com/research/reports/skilled-trades/, Bureau of Labor Statistics,  https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics, Models of Youth Registered Apprenticeship 

Expansion - DoL, Six Strategies Growing the Talent Pipeline Movement - US Chamber of Commerce Foundation, SAFAL Partners - Baseline Knowledge Assessment Report

https://www.angi.com/research/reports/skilled-trades/
https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics


Lack of Standardization
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19

● What counts as a “youth”?
○ WIOA vs Census 

● What is a “youth apprenticeship”?
○ Registered and Unregistered

● Non-standardized credentials

● Performance metrics vary across stakeholders
○ Completion, retention (definitions)
○ SAA vs OA States

No shared language in 
the broader ecosystem

Practitioner coordination 
and navigation guidance

● Limited coordination among stakeholders 
○ Siloed across the apprentice journey 

● Guidance resources lack aggregation by comparative characteristics

● Quality frameworks and definitions are hard to find and implement



Limited Data

Data gaps in the apprenticeship ecosystem at a national level

Cost-Benefit

Return on investment, 

startup costs, 

equivalency costs

Awareness levels 

among general public 

and partners

Qualitative study of 

participant 

experiences 
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Median tenure,

Granular exit data 



Analysis Summary
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PROBLEM STATEMENT
In the US, youth ages 16 to 18 are particularly underrepresented 

in the apprenticeship landscape compared to older peers.

PRIMARY CONTRIBUTORS

Low Awareness

Confusing Engagement Process

Limited Performance Measurements 

 Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation (PDIA) Framework

https://bsc.cid.harvard.edu/tools/toolkit/


Re
co

m
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en
da

ti
on
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WHAT CAN BE DONE TO DRIVE 

YOUTH APPRENTICESHIPS?
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Implement Targeted 
Strategies for Awareness & 

Engagement

Improve Data Collection & 
Performance Reporting

Simplify and Unify 
Practitioner Resources

Three High-Impact DOL Approaches to 
Expand Youth Apprenticeships



YOUTH-LED
ACTIVITIES

TECHNOLOGY
COMMUNITY
APPROACH

Increase Youth Awareness
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A. Youth-led Activities 
● Apprentice Ambassador Program
● Panels & success stories 

(Apprentice Trailblazer Initiative) 
● Youth Voice Design Sprint (PAYA)

B. Community Approach
● Focus groups for parents & youth
● Local events (i.e. Youth 

Apprentice Interview Day)

C. Technology 
● Live streaming events (National 

Apprentice Week)
● Apprentice social media takeover
● Multilingual video content
● Paid social media campaigns

SOURCE: https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics, 

https://educationdata.org/college-enrollment-statistics


Image Source: https://www.bls.gov/ooh/fastest-growing.htm  25

Focus on High-Growth, Quality Job Sectors

● Expand apprenticeships in 
high-growth, high-demand 
sectors 

○ Advanced 
manufacturing

● Increase opportunities in 
sectors with high percentages 
of women

○ Healthcare

● Boost career pathways in 
sectors with high retention 
rates

○ Financial services
○ IT

● Promote career pathways with 
livable wages  

*Image depicts top 11 occupations from a list of 20 total occupations. 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/fastest-growing.htm


Simplify and Unify Guidance Resources

Online Information Navigation 

Experience

Release Mythbusting 

Factsheets

Practitioner Guidebook
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The DOL has credibility, resources, and reach to standardize practitioner 
guidance at the national level

Organize online resources by a menu 
of aggregated characteristics

Example:
Search Best Practices by:

State - Age - Industry - Duration

Dispel common 
misunderstandings

Create definitive standardized 
language and guidance for 

practitioners



Map the “No Wrong Door” User Journey 
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Youth interested 
in apprenticeships

-------------
How exactly are 

they learning 
about it?

What has the best 
conversion rates?

Go to school / 
organization for 

advice
-------------

Which 
organizations?

Advisor has knowledge 
/ connections to 

quality local 
apprenticeships, 

makes the referral
-------------

How did they 
connect with local 

programs?

School or other 
advisor steers 

students away OR has 
no info on 

apprenticeships
-------------

Why?

Self-guided 
research

-------------
What websites 
or resources? Can quickly find 

info on local 
apprenticeship 

programs

Unable to access 
info or guidance 

on local 
apprenticeships

01 Awareness 
and Interest

02 Information 
and Advising

03 Exploration 
and Commitment

Ex
am

pl
e

(Continue with 
next stages…)

Pre-apprenticeship
-------------

How did they 
connect with it?

Did not continue to 
apprenticeship

-------------
Why?

Explore commitment 
to specific 

apprenticeship
-------------

What concerns do 
they have?



Track Performance Indicators by Apprenticeship Journey Stage
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01 Awareness and Interest

02 Information and 
Advising

03 Exploration and 
Commitment

04 Support 
During Program

05 Career & 
Employment

# of social media impressions among target 
audiences

% of schools that discuss youth apprenticeships as 
part of career advising

% of pre-apprenticeships that are tied to an 
apprenticeship spot

% of programs that offer wrap-around services

# of apprentices that are employed 1 year later

OUTCOMES
# of youth at 
each stage

EXAMPLE PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
Current reporting is focused on aggregate outcomes
Track underlying metrics to understand what drives outcomes

GROW EACH STAGE



Maryland Case Study 
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Practitioner Guidance
● Statewide definitions
● 5 principles for high-quality apprenticeship
● School-to-apprenticeship (CTE)
● Focus on high-growth career tracks

Awareness & Engagement
● $12 Million Investment 
● Multi-agency collaboration: 

○ Youth Apprenticeship Advisory Committee (2014)
○ Apprenticeship Maryland Program (2015)
○ Career-and-Technical Education Committee (2023)

Data Collection & Performance Reporting
● Conducted “School System Survey” (2017)

○ School Awareness of Apprenticeships
○ Student Participation 

● Implement student & business feedback 



Conclusion and Q&A
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Focus on 
Youth 

Awareness

“No Wrong Door” 
User Journey & 

Guidebook

Track Key Indicators 
by Journey Stage

Implement 
Targeted Strategies 

for Awareness & 
Engagement

Improve Data 
Collection & 
Performance 

Reporting

Simplify and 
Unify 

Practitioner 
Resources

PROBLEM STATEMENT

Youth Apprenticeships provide 

opportunities for people 24 

years old and under to access 

quality careers. Youth ages 16 

to 18 are particularly 

underrepresented in the 

apprenticeship landscape 

compared to older peers.
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