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Preface

In Coming of Age in Samoa,1 Margaret Mead taught us that as young people grow up their behavior follows patterns that are determined as much by culture as biology. Even allowing for subsequent criticisms of her work, she demonstrated that adolescent storm and stress are not inevitable. Urie Bronfenbrenner made a related point in Two Worlds of Childhood,2 contrasting the Soviet Union’s careful orchestration of social institutions to nurture exemplary citizens with the United States’ tendency to give families and schools responsibility for rearing children and then undermine their capacity to do so successfully. Both conveyed the message that the difficulties we face in this country of fostering competent and responsible youth are self-inflicted. They are the darker side of some of our most cherished beliefs.

Current interest in cross-national comparisons of school performance suggests that the message of these two classics may be getting through. When American youth learn less in school than their peers in other countries, and when they use more drugs, commit more crimes, and have more babies, then this behavior cannot be attributed simply to their youthfulness; it must have something to do with the conditions surrounding them. The message is hopeful because it implies that improvement is possible, but cautionary because it means that effective change will be deep-rooted and difficult to accomplish.

This book has a narrower theme, but it echoes the same message. It is about the transition from adolescence to adulthood of youth who do not enroll in higher education. Contrasting that transition in the United States and West Germany reveals how difficult it is in this country and how it could be eased. I went to West Germany because what I had read about apprenticeship there and in the other German-speaking countries suggested that it constituted the most highly developed system of experiential learning in the world.

Experiential learning is a way of harnessing learning outside of schools to make schools more effective. Although various forms of experiential learning gained prominence during the school reform movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s, nearly everywhere they failed to move beyond the marginal status of special programs. The publication of A Nation at Risk3 in 1983 marked a new era of school reform that turns inward toward the classroom as the only venue for learning, not only rejecting experiential learning but also denying the power of family, peer group, workplace, and neighborhood either to reinforce the school’s lessons to the advantage of some youth or to contradict them to the disadvantage of others.

Happily, a lively debate over the quality of secondary education has persisted far longer than expected and has fixed attention on some issues raised in that report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, notably employers’ fears for the quality of their workforce, particularly as the youth population is becoming less white and less middle-class. More questions have also been raised about whether the Commission’s recommendations for excellence are compatible with equality.

This continued ferment has altered the style as well as the content of this book. What began as an academic treatment of the socialization of noncollege youth for adulthood in the United States and West Germany became an argument in favor of establishing a system of apprenticeship in this country. I trust that the argument is well grounded, but it is frankly stated at the beginning rather than cautiously drawn as an implication at the close of a dispassionate investigation. My hope is that citing authorities and acknowledging scholarly debates in footnotes will lead other scholars to find this argument both persuasive and generative of further research without deterring the policymakers and practitioners in education, business, and government who have the power to make the proposed changes.
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The Future of Youth and Work


Inexorable demographic forces are rapidly changing the United States’ workforce, just as surely as economic and technical forces are changing the nature of the work to be done. The great challenge facing the nation is to prepare a changing population of young people to do new kinds of work. Failure imperils economic health, social progress, and democracy itself.

By the turn of the twenty-first century, the proportion of white male workers will be smaller than ever before; more workers will be women, blacks, and Hispanics. A larger proportion of workers will have grown up in poor families. As a result of new technology and the continuing shift from manufacturing to service industries, many jobs will demand high levels of technical knowledge and skill, and most will require well-developed social skills. At the same time, others will be simplified to the point where unskilled workers will replace well-paid skilled workers.

Current forms of education and training, which in the past have adequately prepared white males to fill available jobs, cannot survive unaltered the simultaneous transformation of work and the workforce. During the 1980s, a school reform movement was motivated by the premise that making all schools as effective as the best traditional schools would meet the challenge. Improving schools is a necessary but not a sufficient response to new demographic and economic realities. Along with better schools, a new institution is needed to connect schools to workplaces and to provide young people with clearer paths from school to work: apprenticeship. The ancient practice of teaching crafts by means of practical activity in a one-to-one relationship has traditionally prepared boys to do men’s work in many cultures, including our own. The most successful contemporary apprenticeship is the German dual system, which has been progressively modernized to prepare both boys and girls for twentieth-century business and industry. Although the United States can adapt some of the principles from that system, a truly viable American apprenticeship must be reinvented to suit a different economy and educational system, and a distinctive set of societal values.

Apprenticeship has always done more than teach a specific trade. Learning to work means learning to be an adult. When Freud was asked what a healthy person ought to be able to do well, he replied succinctly: “lieben und arbeiten” (to love and to work).1 Work is a central human function. The capacity to engage in paid employment is a hallmark of adulthood. Being a productive worker calls for many of the same qualities as being an active citizen and a nurturant family member. Fostering young people’s growth in one of these adult roles improves their ability to fill the others. Although the focus here is primarily on preparing youth for work, it is by extension about preparing youth for adulthood as well.

Many of our noncollege youth now exist in a kind of no-man’s-land. The labor market presents serious barriers to these young people, who are typically denied entry into adult jobs until they are in their twenties, even if they have graduated from high school.

[image: Image]

Vivian Glenn is underemployed. An 18-year-old high school graduate with better-than-average grades, Vivian comes from a stable white working-class family and has demonstrated in a series of jobs, beginning with babysitting when she was 13, that she is dependable and willing to work hard. Yet after completing a two-year high school vocational program she has been unable to find a job as a medical office assistant. Six months after graduation she is still working as a part-time sales clerk in the drugstore where she worked after school and on weekends while a student.2
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Vivian’s case is far from unique. Regardless of their credentials, teenage workers are concentrated in low-skill jobs. Forty-four percent of 16-to 19-year-old workers are employed in retail trade, compared to less than 14 percent of workers over 25. Even after they have completed their schooling, teenagers are much more likely to be part-time workers than adults.3

New high school graduates are simply not a prime commodity in the labor market. Employers who can afford to be selective, those with career-entry positions to offer, prefer to hire young adults with no better educational credentials than teenagers. In two or three years Vivian will be a good candidate for such a job. For now she is considered too immature.

During the floundering period between high school completion and the early to mid-twenties, young people are frequently unemployed. Although many find short-term jobs, poor and minority youth, especially those in large cities and in depressed regions of the country suffer prolonged unemployment.4 Employment opportunities for recent high school graduates are largely limited to the “secondary labor market,” lowskill and low-paid jobs with little security and no prospects of advancement. Ironically, these are the same jobs open to high school dropouts and high school students working part-time. Dropouts are less likely to get a job than high school graduates; in fact, they are twice as likely to be unemployed. But when they are employed, dropouts’ jobs are indistinguishable from those of high school graduates. Only when young adults move into the “primary labor market” of career-entry jobs does a high school diploma begin to pay off in more attractive work opportunities.5

This striking pattern of teenage floundering has gained prominence over the past 25 years as a result of a growing youth population and the shift from a manufacturing to a service economy. By the mid-sixties, the postwar baby boom had substantially increased the supply of young people. The ratio of youth (aged 14-24) to adults increased by 39 percent in the 1960s.6 Meanwhile, the number of low-skill, highly paid factory jobs was declining, being replaced—and displaced from the cities to the suburbs—by low-paid service jobs, notably in retail sales and food service. Young workers’ real earnings have fallen precipitously as a result: by 25 percent for males aged 20-24 from 1973 to 1986.7

Although this pattern of constrained employment opportunities and lack of career direction has complex causes and far-reaching implications for our economy and our society, employers, career guidance specialists, and economists attribute it merely to youthful immaturity. Young people, we are told, are like that. They do not know what they want and are not ready to settle down and make commitments. This explanation improperly blames individuals for a systemic failure. In fact, changing jobs frequently is rational when available jobs offer no avenue of upward mobility. The best way a young person can improve earnings and upgrade the level of work is to find a new job.

At best, this floundering period is a very frustrating time for young people and their parents, who together assume they are responsible for the failure to find a real job. It is also a waste of “human capital.” Society has invested in young people’s education, but then limits them to jobs that do not require that education, and often fail to inculcate the work attitudes and behavior employers seek, leading to longer-term waste, especially among minority youth who remain longer in the youth labor market.

If it were true that teenagers are, by nature, too immature to hold responsible jobs, then we would see the same pattern of delayed career entry in other countries. However, the experience of West German young people is quite different. After completing three-year apprenticeships, youth in West Germany successfully assume “adult” jobs around age 18. They are inherently no more responsible than American youth; their advantages are training and opportunity.
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Anna Heberer is only a few months away from the completion of her apprenticeship in a large West German manufacturing firm. At age 17 Anna has worked in the firm’s accounting, purchasing, inventory, production, personnel, marketing, sales, and finance departments, and studied those functions in school. She is very enthusiastic about the recent news that the company will give her an additional 18 months of training in electronic data processing before hiring her as a regular employee. She is already skilled and reliable enough to have substituted for two weeks in cost accounting during her supervisor’s vacation.
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Apprenticeship enables ordinary German teenagers to begin careers at the same age that their U.S. counterparts are being turned out of school to sell candy, flip burgers, and pump gas.

West Germany’s system can aid our thinking about how to integrate high school graduates into the labor market. The system vividly demonstrates that the floundering period results from educational and labor market conditions, not from any inherent irresponsibility or instability of youth. Rather than eschewing young employees, West German employers prefer hiring 15- and 16-year-olds as apprentices in order to instill in them the kinds of attitudes, work habits, and skills they require. The success of the German system suggests that some kind of apprenticeship might improve the transition of U.S. youth from school to work.

The best kind of apprenticeship system would bridge school and career, adolescence and adulthood. In the United States, college functions as such a bridge for more privileged youth. About half begin the passage to adulthood by enrolling in college, but less than half of college entrants graduate.8 The education of the quarter who succeed in earning a four-year degree is very costly to society. Although college students and their parents pay for their education, they also enjoy a subsidy from federal and state governments and from private sources averaging $5,000 per student each year. In contrast, even when tax support for postsecondary vocational education is included, the subsidy available for the education and training of young people not enrolled in postsecondary education amounts to less than one-seventh the per capita amount allocated to college students.9 Noncollege youth have been consistently overlooked and undertrained. Although some enter military service, which can provide job training, experience, and time to mature, enlistees are predominantly male and constitute only a minority of 16- to 24-year-olds. In 1985, only 4.9 percent of white males and 6.8 percent of blacks in that age-group were in uniform.10 Thus, a large number of late adolescents are receiving no public support during their transition to adulthood.

Since the 1960s, employers have managed to meet their workforce needs by this haphazard system. But now that period has passed. As the youth population declines, employers will be forced to consider younger applicants for career-entry positions. What will happen to make young people readier to assume them? Some young people are already reasonably stable and responsible. They should have little difficulty handling a career-entry position if they can find one. However, changes in the nature of the youth population that will accompany its declining size make this a troubling question for a growing proportion of youth. We face the specter of high unemployment coexisting with a labor shortage because too many potential workers are deemed unemployable.

White males have traditionally been the most “employable” segment of the population; they enjoy higher levels of education and earnings than any other segment. But they are becoming scarce. Now 47 percent of the workforce, they will account for only 15 percent of new entrants by the year 2000.11 Who will take the demanding and rewarding jobs formerly reserved for white males?

As the baby boom generation matures and faces retirement supported by a far smaller cohort of workers, pressure will mount for older workers to remain active. Two-thirds of today’s workers will remain in the work-force until the year 2000 or longer. By then, the average age of workers will rise from 36 to 39. Longer life expectancies combined with the smaller number of workers mean that more workers will remain employed beyond the traditional retirement age. They will be joined by 600,000 immigrants, who are expected to make their way to the United States by the end of this century. Women will be a major source of workers, accounting for two-thirds of new entrants to the workforce from now to the year 2000.

Nevertheless, assuming that severe economic problems do not slow the demand for workers, employers will also have to turn increasingly to young people. One would expect the floundering period to diminish as the total number of youth shrinks, reducing competition in the labor market. Between 1980 and 1996 the number of youth aged 15-24 will decline by 21 percent, from 43 million to 34 million.12 After 1995, the youth population will begin to increase again, but by the end of the century it will only return to the level of the early 1980s.

The happiest result of a smaller youth cohort would be reduced youth unemployment rates. Youth unemployment generally mirrors overall unemployment, but at a higher rate—in recent years 2.4 times as high as the rate for workers over 25. Surprisingly, improvement in the youth unemployment rate continues to lag behind improvement in the overall unemployment rate, suggesting that a declining youth population will not, in fact, ease the transition from school to work by itself.

One factor that accounts for persistent youth unemployment is the number of young workers who come from minority families. Although the majority of poor youth are white Anglos, black and Hispanic youth face a greater probability of living in poverty than white Anglo youth. Racial and linguistic bias continues to stifle their opportunities for education and employment. Our schools have not fully developed, nor have our workplaces fully utilized, the talents of black and Hispanic people.

The black youth population is declining less rapidly than the white. Thus, as a proportion of the youth population, blacks will increase from 13.7 in 1980 to 15.2 by 1996. Hispanic population growth is harder to predict because it is heavily influenced by immigration, but Hispanics are expected to constitute 11 to 13 percent of all youth by 1996, up from 7.5 percent in 1980. As the white labor force grows by 15 percent by the year 2000, the black labor force will grow by 29 percent (3.7 million), almost 17 percent of the total labor force increase. The Hispanic labor force is projected to grow even more rapidly, by 74 percent (6 million), accounting for 29 percent of the total increase. The challenge will be to find productive employment for these growing numbers.

One-fourth of all minors, white as well as black and Hispanic, live in poverty. Poverty interferes with the ability to acquire educational credentials and the work attitudes and behavior employers reward. Continued high divorce rates and out-of-wedlock births mean that a quarter of all children grow up with only one parent, almost always the mother. Families headed by single mothers seldom escape poverty. Because families move in and out of poverty, more than a quarter of all youth entering or hoping to enter the labor force will have spent some or all of their childhood economically disadvantaged. In general, youth from such families perform less well in school and in the workforce than youth from middle-class, two-parent families. Two-fifths of our youth will have faced the double disadvantage of minority status and poverty.

A range of problem behavior is generally associated with poverty and racial discrimination, although it is also found among white middle-class youth. Unless the association between problem behavior and disadvantaged youth is attenuated, a growing population of disadvantaged youth will mean that more would-be workers will be hampered, if not disqualified, by such problems as school failure, premature parenthood, drug and alcohol abuse, and delinquency.

At present one-fourth of all youth fail to graduate with their high school class. However, some succeed in graduating late and others earn their high school equivalency (GED) certificate by passing an examination. About 15 percent of 20-year-olds have not completed high school or acquired a GED. Sadly, some youth with high school diplomas are unable to read, write, and calculate well enough to follow instructions, fill out forms, or make change. They too are victims of school failure despite having graduated. Having a diploma helps an applicant get a job, but having the skills the diploma is supposed to represent determines earnings.13 Youth without basic academic skills are seriously handicapped in the labor market.

Premature motherhood is a major impediment to high school graduation and employment for young women. An astounding 40 percent of all young women become pregnant before the age of 20; 20 percent bear children while in their teens. The total fertility rate for white teenagers (14-19) in the United States is 221 per 1,000 females; for blacks it is 515.14 Most of these pregnancies and births are out of wedlock. Less than one-third of live births to teenagers are legitimated by marriage and those marriages are highly unstable.15

Although declining drug use among U.S. youth has been one of the few positive social indicators in recent years—annual surveys of a national sample of high school seniors show a steady decline in the use of marijuana and hashish since 1978 and a recent decline in the use of cocaine, but not crack—drug use continues to hamper the school and job performance of frightening numbers of young people. Fully 57 percent of 1985 seniors said they had used an illicit drug at least once, 42 percent within the past year. Moreover, 92 percent had used alcohol, illegal at their age in most states, and 66 percent had used it within 30 days of the survey, suggesting regular use by about two-thirds of all seniors. These usage rates are particularly distressing because they exclude youth who have dropped out or are truant on the day of the survey, a group that can be assumed to use alcohol and other drugs at an even higher rate because drug abuse is often associated with truancy and dropping out.16

Even more distressing, young people who become involved in crime seriously jeopardize their educational and employment opportunities. The peak age for property crime arrests in the United States is 16, for violent crimes, 18. Juveniles (under 18) are responsible for almost a quarter of all crimes; youth (under 25) constitute two-thirds of all those arrested for property crimes and half of those arrested for violent crimes. In 1984, 625,000 U.S. juveniles were incarcerated in detention centers and correctional facilities.17

The number of youth recognized as having serious problems indicates the presence of much larger numbers who demonstrate the same behaviors, but at a less serious level, where they still manage to cope with them. The figures on drug and alcohol abuse are the best testimony to this tip-of-the-iceberg phenomenon. While only a small proportion of youth can be considered addicted, a much larger proportion use dangerous substances, exposing them to the risk of addiction and other complications. Similarly, the incidence of pregnancy reflects widespread sexual activity among unmarried youth, much of it without protection against either pregnancy or sexually transmitted disease.

School failure, premature parenthood, drug and alcohol abuse, and criminal behavior interfere with young people’s preparation for work by diverting them from more constructive activities and signaling to potential employers that they are poor prospects as workers. Such serious problem behavior constitutes a major barrier to educational attainment and to employment for many youth. As they move toward adulthood all youth must learn to cope with sexuality, with the availability of drugs and alcohol, and with temptations to break the law. Unless we can give more youth the will and the means to resist self-destructive behavior, it will continue to harm far too many, to the detriment of our economy and society as well as the young people themselves.

Poor and minority youth are, as always, the most frequently and severely afflicted; advantaged youth have more resources to draw upon in resisting and recovering from self-destructive behavior. The number of “disconnected youth” who, because of poverty, discrimination, or alienation are neither in school nor at work has been estimated at 1,250,000 white, 750,000 black, and 375,000 Hispanic 16- to 19-year-olds. This group accounts for the greatest share of high school dropouts, teen pregnancies, delinquency, and drug abuse. Their lack of involvement in either school or work is a vicious circle that condemns them to a life of marginality. While these problems have been identified before,18 they have only recently been tied specifically to the projected needs of the labor force.19

Simply put, the declining youth population will, if economic conditions do not worsen drastically, require that employers dip into this pool of currently “disconnected youth” to find their entry-level workers or suffer from a serious labor shortage because there will not be enough high school graduates who have avoided these problems to meet employers’ needs. For their own self-interest, employers must help schools and communities find ways of “reconnecting” these youth so they will be ready to assume constructive roles in the labor force when places open up for them.

While our haphazard system of preparing youth for work sufficed in a period when youth and women were entering the workforce in record numbers, it is no longer capable of meeting employers’ needs or the needs of young people. Steadily increasing numbers of young people are diverging from the white middle-class pattern. Opportunities for education and training must adapt to changes in the youth population. Forms of education that are reasonably effective with advantaged youth will not automatically enable disadvantaged youth to achieve the same goals. To overcome the many barriers they face, poor and minority youth need more support than even good conventional schools can offer. A carefully planned apprenticeship program can provide that support.

Even if few changes were anticipated in the youth population, employment training would have to be adapted to workplace realities that are constantly being altered by economic and technological forces. Semiskilled manufacturing jobs that pay enough to support a middle-class life-style are no longer available.20 Most of the growth projected for the U.S. labor force to the year 2000 will occur in the service sector,21 which is large and diverse, including occupations ranging from physician to custodian. Although many service jobs are unskilled and low-paid, many jobs in medical care, finance, and communications pay more than semiskilled blue-collar jobs. Nevertheless, those young people who were formerly able to find high-paying, blue-collar jobs that required little formal education now need at least a high school diploma to get a good job in the service sector. Unless more young people can succeed in earning one, they will fail to achieve their aspirations and impede the nation’s prosperity.

Service-providing firms tend to be smaller, offering fewer opportunities for advancement and steadily increasing earnings. Hence employee turn-over in service firms is usually high, implying a need for employees who are flexible and capable of continued learning.22

These same qualities will also be important in the manufacturing sector, which will continue to employ substantial numbers of workers despite its contraction. The types of jobs available in manufacturing to workers without college degrees, however, will change. Mass production, which has characterized such basic industries as steel and automobiles, will become less and less prevalent. Based on single-purpose equipment and semiskilled operatives, this form of manufacturing has been relegated increasingly to developing nations with cheap labor. Ironically, those countries have gained their advantage in mass production with the aid of large firms based in the United States, West Germany, and Japan—the very nations they are displacing—which have designed and built their efficient, state-of-the-art plants. The future of manufacturing in the developed nations appears to be in “flexible specialization,” that is, workers with highly developed craftlike skills who use multi-purpose equipment to turn out a wide variety of products in short production runs.23 Steel making illustrates this phenomenon best. Large-scale steel plants producing general-purpose sheets, bars, and rods have essentially disappeared from the United States. Korea and Brazil are now among the world’s leading steel makers. But the steel industry lives on in the United States in small mini-mills that produce high-priced specialty steel in smaller quantities. Workers in such industries must be capable of adapting readily to new production processes and varied tasks.

Flexible specialization in manufacturing generally entails greater participation by workers in decision making. When production processes are altered frequently and tasks redistributed among highly skilled workers, experienced workers’ knowledge is critical.24 They are increasingly asked to participate in quality control and group decision making that were previously reserved for specialists. A productive worker under these circumstances needs social skills and good judgment in addition to technical skills.

Many early advocates of such worker participation argued that efficiency and productivity would follow workers’ involvement in decision making, but they were generally dismissed as impractical visionaries.25 Hardheaded managers with their eyes on the bottom line were not interested—until they recognized that Japan had displaced the United States in manufacturing a wide range of products for domestic and international markets. Only when investigators searching for the secrets of Japan’s success returned with accounts of quality circles and other procedures for tapping workers’ knowledge and creativity did workplace democracy begin to sound like smart business. Although some investigators concluded that the value placed on group consensus in Japanese culture rendered these practices unworkable in the United States, others pointed out that quality circles were invented in the United States, and, like the videocassette recorder and so many other inventions, fully exploited only in Japan.

The relationship between these changes in the workplace and the need for higher academic achievement is debatable. Some experts claim that credential inflation has accompanied the expanding supply of educated applicants: employers now demand a college degree from applicants for jobs that previously required only a high school diploma, while the actual educational requirements of the position have remained unchanged.26 Second, the argument goes, even though the highest rates of growth will occur in jobs requiring relatively high levels of education, the categories of jobs that will continue to employ the greatest number of people will demand no more than a high school education, and often less.27

These two points do not invalidate the goal of assuring that all youth earn a high school diploma; they do, however, warn that improving the educational level of the populace does not by itself alter the occupational hierarchy, either in terms of relative prestige or in terms of the academic demands associated with lower-level jobs. Even if everyone earned a high school diploma, there would be no guarantee that everyone would be able to find a job that required a high school diploma.

Moreover, education has purposes beyond preparation for work. Because education has civic and humanitarian value as well as economic worth, a better-educated citizenry must remain a societal goal, independent of the needs of the labor market. Workers with high school diplomas can be labeled “overeducated” only for the kinds of jobs that now exist and are anticipated if no changes are made in the way workplaces are organized. It is plausible, however, that if workers obtain higher levels of education, workplaces will be transformed to take advantage of more thoughtful and more skilled performance by workers. If jobs now require less than a high school education of workers, then the jobs should be changed to make them more satisfying to high school graduates.

What do youth need to know and be able to do in order to assume productive adult roles as workers, citizens, and family members? What is the proper balance between education and socialization which are equally appropriate for all future adult roles and specific training preparing youth for particular roles? Employers, who have been among the most vocal critics of secondary schooling in recent years, might have been expected to call for improved vocational education, to provide them with workers trained to do specific jobs. Surprisingly, they have advocated more rigorous academic education instead. The entire thrust of the reform movement associated with A Nation at Risk28 has been to increase requirements for academic courses, to make those courses longer and tougher, and to test frequently what students have learned from them.

Surveys of employers, notably one done by the Committee for Economic Development,29 consistently find that they are more interested in applicants’ mastery of basic academic knowledge and skills than in their possession of job-specific training. The fundamental demand is for workers who can read, calculate, and write. Most employers can find applicants with acceptable reading and math skills, but would like them to be even better. Acceptable writing skills are rare. Beyond the level of basic academic skills, employers seek competence in problem solving, a skill made more critical by changes in the nature of work. Employees who assume responsibility for a wider range of activities must be able to do more than routine tasks. Manufacturing workers, for example, increasingly do their own quality control inspections and jointly reorganize their production processes. Service workers handle a larger variety of customers’ concerns in order to avoid frustrating customers by passing them along an endless chain of people, each of whom can deal with only one part of their situation.

Chief executive officers of large corporations have become leading proponents of improved academic education, complaining of job applicants’ meager academic competence and testifying that they must invest heavily in remedial education before beginning to train new workers for specific jobs. Even more ominously, they have warned that poor academic skills limit their firms’ responsiveness to new competitive demands and new technology. Without trainable employees who are also flexible and capable of contributing to group decisions and quality control, those employers must either relocate or consolidate; they cannot expand.30

Vocational education, which aims to prepare youth for specific jobs, has, in contrast, been either ignored or explicitly rejected in many recent reform recommendations. When former Secretary of Education William Bennett outlined his ideal high school curriculum by describing a mythical “James Madison High School,” vocational courses were listed only as electives.

The recommendation of A Nation at Risk, repeated in many other reports, is that all youth, including the noncollege-bound, must acquire knowledge and skills in language, mathematics, science, and citizenship in high school at levels now attained only by those entering better colleges. Amid the debates that accompanied this recommendation, its underlying assumption was insufficiently appreciated, namely, that all youth are capable of acquiring education at a level that was reserved for a small elite only a few decades ago. The belief that a first-rate high school education is fundamental to full participation in contemporary society is a welcome expansion of what it means to be a citizen in a democracy and what a democracy owes its citizens.

By asserting that high school graduation is universally attainable, educators and policymakers have shaken off the feelings of helplessness that afflicted many of them for nearly two decades, when they became convinced that schools were impotent to overcome the disadvantages of racial discrimination and poverty in students’ families and neighborhoods.31 When nonschool influences are accepted as decisive, then one is faced with a choice between radicalism and resignation: society, not only schools, must be radically restructured;32 if that is not possible, then we must resign ourselves to the negative consequences of inequality.33 Affirming that schools can effectively educate all youth is a far more optimistic stance, but it is merely whistling in the dark if we ignore all that we have learned about the influence of factors beyond the schools’ control.

The most hopeful message of the new school reform movement is that schools can be improved and that those improvements matter. Its blind spot, however, has been the assumption that students will respond uniformly to newly toughened schools and school programs. When school and nonschool influences on youth are perceived ecologically, as factors that interact in complex patterns without one necessarily determining the other, then two more constructive possibilities emerge. First, schools can be structured to accommodate the differences among students that result from differences in their families and communities and to compensate for the disadvantages of inequality.34 Second, education can continue within the family and the community, and especially the workplace, rather than stopping at the schoolhouse door.35

In its enthusiasm to reject the assumptions and practices of school reformers in the 1960s and 1970s, which were intended to make education more accessible to young people from a wider range of family and community backgrounds, the school reform movement of the 1980s ignored the effects of nonschool influences on student performance, boldly asserting that all youth should be taught the same material in the same way. A rash of requirements issuing from state departments of education spell out in minute detail what teachers and students should do, not just what students should learn. Apprenticeship is based on a different assumption: that youth can be effectively prepared for adult roles only when schools recognize the educational implications of the different contexts in which students live their lives and when the task of educating them is shared with other institutions, especially workplaces. This argument accepts the validity of the current emphasis on academic learning but takes into account as well what we have learned about the influences of race and class on schooling, using this knowledge to inform action rather than to justify inertia.

In addition to having academic knowledge and skills, young people need to be punctual, diligent, responsible, and receptive to supervision. Employers emphasize these qualities most in selecting new employees from applicants without college degrees. The German word Arbeitstugende, meaning the virtues of work, nicely captures this domain. Worker virtues are a special concern with respect to disadvantaged youth, who are often judged deficient for not having learned how to cope effectively with workplace demands in their families, schools, and neighborhoods.36 In the 1960s, some radical school reformers argued that trying to inculcate worker virtues amounted to an imposition of “middle-class values.” When worker virtues are yoked to passivity and subordination, they deserve to be stigmatized, but when viewed as elements of personal competence, they are as important to athletes and musicians, union organizers and political activists as they are to managers, engineers, accountants, and assembly line workers.

The school reform reports may have neglected this form of learning to avoid seeming to stereotype disadvantaged youth as undisciplined. Such stereotypes are certainly to be avoided, but there is just as certainly a need to recognize that worker virtues are essential to all workers. Middle-class youth who have coasted through school, spending most of their time watching TV, listening to music, and having fun with their friends also need suffer challenges if they are to develop worker virtues.37 The best chance of motivating young people to internalize worker virtues and other forms of responsible behavior is to convince them that by doing so they can improve their own future prospects. Too many youth, especially disadvantaged youth, have sound reasons to doubt that responsible behavior will yield substantial future benefits.

Changes in the workplace require two new worker virtues: skills in social interaction and the ability to continue learning. Neither is unprecedented, but both will be in greater demand because of the workplace changes identified above; just showing up for work on time, working hard, and doing what the boss says will no longer suffice. Even relatively unskilled workers in both service and manufacturing jobs must have sufficient social skills to deal with co-workers and customers.

Technological change and the increasing premium on flexibility require workers to be ready for a lifetime of learning. Knowing fundamental facts and academic skills is a necessary basis for continued learning, but it is not sufficient. Youth also need to acquire habits of thought and conceptual frameworks that foster further learning, not just the ability to memorize isolated facts for an examination. Curiosity, problem-solving skills, and thoughtfulness—“higher-order skills”—are also required.38

This prescription for what youth need in order to face the future was derived from analyses of labor market needs and proffered by business leaders and an archconservative presidential administration. Yet it sounds remarkably like the liberal vision of universal education for broad humanistic purposes. Some of the same people who excoriate John Dewey and blame all the weaknesses of American education on him and his followers are now staunchly opposed to narrowly utilitarian job training for the same reason he opposed it. Perhaps this ideological convergence is part of the reason the momentum of school reform has persisted far longer than anyone had reason to predict in 1983. At any rate, it creates an opportunity to restructure the educational system to accommodate both individual growth and economic needs simultaneously.

But serious differences remain among those who would improve education. However, they are differences about means more than differences about purpose. Alongside widespread agreement that more young people should be achieving levels of academic competence heretofore achieved only by the most talented and most privileged, controversy remains over how best to achieve this worthy end.39

The “first wave” school reform reports agreed that the way to improve academic learning is to make secondary schools more rigorous by requiring that all youth take more demanding academic courses and more of them. Unfortunately, this prescription rests on an inadequate diagnosis of the problem. Schools cannot effectively teach academic material to all youth in the same manner. Nor will increasing schools’ academic demands necessarily make them more effective at teaching worker virtues. Too many youth simply do not take school seriously. Some who feel this way drop out physically; many more drop out mentally—they attend classes steadily enough to avoid expulsion and pass most of their courses, but they neither put in nor take away much of value. Mental dropouts include college-bound students who go through the motions of learning and get good enough grades without expecting or gaining much from the exercise.

Reform efforts focused only on improving schools academically ignore other powerful influences on the preparation of youth for work, especially family, community, and work experience. We need better schools, but if we stop with that we will still fail to improve the academic learning and the employ ability of all youth.

Too many youth fail to learn even in undemanding classes, not because they are incapable but because they lack motivation to perform well in school.40 Convincing youth that academic learning will make a difference in their future is the most powerful motivation; it is best accomplished by relating learning to work. Ironically, by correctly emphasizing academic learning as the best preparation for work, the current movement to improve schools for the sake of increasing the country’s international competitiveness has slighted the potential educative power of work experience. Exploiting the workplace as a learning environment contributes to the democratic and humanitarian aims of education that are easily overlooked when education is seen primarily as an engine of economic development.

A comprehensive apprenticeship program can simultaneously supplement schooling as an alternative environment for learning and motivate youth to learn more in school by relating learning to work. The traditional image of a boy learning a craft at the feet of a master fails to capture the vitality and variety of the contemporary practice of apprenticeship in West Germany, where the institution has been successfully transformed to meet contemporary needs, serving white-collar as well as blue-collar occupations and girls as well as boys. German apprenticeship, however, cannot simply be transplanted intact to the United States. It must be more flexible and reflective of American values and traditions. An effective contemporary apprenticeship system should contain the following essential features:


	
exploit workplaces and other community settings as learning environments;



	
link work experience to academic learning;



	
give youth constructively ambiguous roles as, simultaneously, workers with real responsibilities and learners; and



	
foster close relationships between youth and adult mentors.





In this form, apprenticeship can motivate youth to perform well and behave responsibly by giving them a clear vision of adult opportunities and the paths leading to them, and by interacting harmoniously with constructive influences from the family, community, and peer group.

Because the contemporary labor market demands sound academic learning rather than specific job training, the new apprenticeship must be released from its bonds to narrow vocational training. While they are in junior high school or middle school, youth should be able to enter into apprenticeships for exploratory purposes, for example, in mentoring programs, career exploration, and community service projects.

By the time they reach high school, some youth will be ready for apprenticeships designed to prepare them for work, but that preparation should be broad, leading to a wide range of future occupations. Apprenticeships designed to train youth for specific jobs may be appropriate too, but even so their primary purpose and effect must be to teach academic subjects and worker virtues, in addition to a single job. Apprenticeship, by this definition, will be a means of preparing youth for work that uses people and activities outside the school to motivate youth to learn in school and to teach them lessons they fail to learn there. When specific job training is included, it is as a means to broad educational ends.

Distinguishing ends from means is often useful, but it is dangerous to treat the two as literally separable; they are in fact closely intertwined. Work here is treated as simultaneously an end and a means of youth development. Work experience contributes to young people’s learning and maturation, which, in turn, enable them to be more productive workers.

When apprenticeship is defined in terms of the four essential features listed above, then the term becomes somewhat metaphorical, referring not only to a formal on-the-job training program but also to a range of less intense and broadly focused educational experiences outside of school classrooms. The final chapter distinguishes between exploratory apprentice-like opportunities for youth and arrangements that could be recognized by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Apprenticeship and Training as true apprenticeships. But, for the most part, the term “apprenticeship” is used broadly here to designate a coherent approach to a number of issues that have previously been considered separately: namely, the reform of secondary schools, the reform of vocational schooling, corporate investments in human resources, the prevention of youth problem behavior, experiential education, and youth community service.

The system of apprenticeship proposed here can integrate these issues, show their relationships to one another, and solve a multitude of problems that have previously been considered independent and incommensurable. We need an apprenticeship system to enhance the ability of schools, families, and communities to help all young people make a safe passage to adulthood.
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The Perilous Transition from School to Career


American youth who do not graduate from college move gradually over a period of years from being full-time students who are not in the labor force to being full-time workers not enrolled in school. They enter career-level jobs even later. In previous decades, sufficient numbers of youth successfully made the transition and eventually assumed responsible work roles. That time has passed. To assure that the smaller, more diverse, and more disadvantaged youth cohorts of the 1990s are prepared to do the work of the new decade and the new century, their transition must be made smoother and more efficient.

Vivian Glenn’s inability to find a better job after high school graduation than the one she held as a student demonstrates that the typical transition from school to career of noncollege youth begins during, not after, high school. High school students’ part-time jobs are the first stage of the transition. Far more than in West Germany or any other developed country, American secondary school students work part-time, after school, on weekends, and over school vacations. Working is now literally the norm for high school students: more than half do so at any given time.1 With the addition of another quarter of students who say they are looking for work, three-quarters of U.S. high school students may be said to be in the labor force.

Even allowing for some exaggeration resulting from students’ rather casual labor force participation, employment is undeniably widespread among high school students. Because youth move in and out of the labor market easily, a much higher proportion is involved in employment at some time over the course of the school year than during a given week, which is how most surveys record labor force status. Adding summer work, reported by 90 percent of white male seniors,2 only a small proportion of high school students have never been employed before graduation.

This has not always been true. Employment of high school students has grown steadily since the mid-1960s, unexpectedly coinciding with rising prosperity among American families. Labor force participation by 16- to 19-year-old males enrolled in school increased by one-third between 1960 and 1977, while remaining stable for males of the same age who were out of school. The participation rate for female students increased over the same period even more than it increased for out-of-school females. These increases reversed the trend of the first half of the century toward reduced labor force participation by youth as more of them enrolled in school. Sixteen-year-old male high school students are 5 times more likely to be employed today than in 1940; female students of the same age are 16 times more likely to work.3

During the first half of the century, high school students worked when they had to. As a result, employment was more prevalent among poor youth. This has also reversed. Students from low-income families are less likely to be employed than those from middle-income families. Young people who live in suburbs are more likely to work than those living in either urban or rural locations, even after other factors such as race and family income are controlled.4

Black youth from low-income families living in cities are least likely to be employed while in high school. Although black males have increased their school enrollment substantially, they have been unable to combine enrollment with employment as whites have.5 Wage rates and hours worked are also lower for poor and minority youth. Sadly, those young people who most need to contribute to family income by working are least able to find jobs.
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