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Workforce development should be a priority for every community in the United States. With
the labor market currently at full or nearly full employment and hiring unable to keep pace with
the highest level of job openings since July 2016,1 labor market conditions are tightening.
The widely-discussed skills mismatch continues to grow, especially in certain industries.

Anticipated demographic changes in the United States suggest that many communities—
and their workforces—will be increasingly minority-based, with Hispanic population growth
outpacing other minority groups. Young minorities across the country will be seeking employ-
ment in a variety of fields, including in technical fields that require solid knowledge in science,
technology, engineering, and math (STEM). AICGS’ project on integrating young minorities
into the workforce has focused on the evaluation of education and training systems that exist
in the United States, especially regarding the challenges of expanding education and training
opportunities to a minority-based workforce. Drawing on comparisons with programs in
Germany, AICGS brought a group of workforce, migration, and education experts from the
United States and Germany to the Charlotte, North Carolina, region to evaluate the situation
on the ground. The project also looked at workforce development examples in the Washington,
DC, area, which is home to large international and minority communities.

Over the past twenty years, Charlotte has undergone sweeping demographic change, not
unlike many major cities in the United States. Not only has the population boomed (from
315,000 in 1980 to 809,000 in 2014), but the previously nonexistent demographics (Hispanic
and Asian) have grown and now comprise over 19 percent of the population. The City of
Charlotte has embraced its identity as a city of immigrants, joining Welcoming America’s
“Welcoming Cities and Counties” program and reaching out to the international business
community through its economic development committee.

Charlotte’s public sector is not the only group committed to this work, and collaboration
within and between sectors was a central theme of our site visits. The city government, educa-
tional entities, businesses, and nonprofits frequently work together to better understand the
needs and capabilities of immigrants and the wider community. Either officially or through
informal channels, Charlotteans have met success in endeavors through collaboration.



2

Still, Charlotte has a great deal to overcome. In the fall of 2016, the
city erupted in protests after the fatal police shooting of Keith
Lamont Scott, an African American man. Recent Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) raids in Charlotte have led to unease
in much of the city’s immigrant community. Both instances have
only added to tensions existing between residents and law enforce-
ment. The charged political climate and increased amount of misin-
formation surrounding issues such as immigration and refugee
resettlement have made perceptions of Charlotte’s immigrant
community different from the reality, and these differences are diffi-
cult to surmount. 

Nevertheless, despite the immigration issue being new to Charlotte,
officials and professionals have worked to integrate new
Charlotteans into the workforce and community in an innovative
and proactive way. Challenges, such as the 2016 protests, have
become learning opportunities to plan and communicate rather
than just react to complaints. Charlotte is home to a booming
economy that has a need for workers across the occupational spec-
trum. One-third of small businesses in the Charlotte metro area are
immigrant-owned, and 16 percent of all businesses are owned by
immigrants. All sectors, in workplaces immigrant-owned or not, are
in need of a skilled and educated workforce. Charlotte has been
working to ensure that its residents, no matter their backgrounds,
have the resources to become part of this workforce.

Many different agencies and institutions, often in collaboration with
each other, play a part in developing the workforce and in inte-
grating different communities into the workforce and society. This
Issue Brief highlights a sample of initiatives, by no means an exhaus-
tive list, that are in place in certain regions of the United States.
We hope to demonstrate that tremendous efforts exist, some of
which can serve as models to emulate. 

Public Partnerships: Welcoming Cities

Welcoming Cities and Counties, an initiative from Welcoming
America,2 seeks to use partnerships to create more welcoming
communities where immigrants can better integrate with the
community. The Welcoming America network spans the United
States and includes both nonprofits and city governments whose
goal is to create a network of cities who intentionally work to make
their communities safe, prosperous, and inclusive. Charlotte
became a member of the Welcoming Cities network in 2013.

The City of Charlotte established the Immigrant Integration Task
Force in tandem with joining the Welcoming Cities network. The
twenty-nine-member task force, wanting to bridge the disconnect
between the City and the immigrant community, embarked on the
process of listening to Charlotte immigrants. Their listening
sessions and surveys yielded 2,000 responses, from which the
task force compiled twenty-seven recommendations.3

Economic growth was a central guiding principle for the task force,
and six of the twenty-seven recommendations are related exclu-
sively to supporting immigrant entrepreneurship and economic

development. This included government grants for economic devel-
opment in neighborhoods with large immigrant populations, holding
workshops with information on how to start and run a business,
and connecting underserved populations with municipal resources
and professional networks. Adult education was a very small
component of the task force’s recommendations, despite only 46
percent of respondents (of the 70.3 percent who are employed)
saying that their job is in line with their training and education.

Since the task force published its recommendations, city officials
have moved into a new phase of implementation.4 They organized
the recommended strategies into three categories: city-led efforts,
which align with current programs; city-led intensive efforts, which
require broader discussions related to formal actions or policy deci-
sions; and partner-oriented efforts, which require collaboration with
outside organizations. The team evaluated current programs and
leveraged partnerships in order to follow through with recommen-
dations and create a more welcoming city and more prosperous
residents. What’s more, they made sure that their methods were
included in their publications so that other cities in the Welcoming
Cities network would have a replicable and scalable model with
which to evaluate their own community’s needs.

The task force report was not just a way for the city to reach out to
the immigrant community and inform them of programs that already
existed; it was also an opportunity to inform Charlotte’s citizens
about the diverse communities in their city. It promotes public
awareness of the availability of existing programs and services facil-
itating immigrant integration and seeks opportunities to better
educate the Charlotte community on how embracing immigrant
communities will help move the city forward.5 It found that
promoting cultural inclusivity across neighborhoods through busi-
nesses, houses of worship, parks, schools, and other resources
encourages cross-cultural interaction between newcomers and
longtime residents. 

While Charlotteans have an overall positive view of the task force
and its mandate to create a more welcoming city, these efforts do
not come without challenges. Immigration law, settlement patterns,
populations, and needs are always in flux, and government actors
lack a fluid way to react to changes. Politics, perceptions, and
misinformation complicate an already charged environment,
swaying public opinion or dissuading minorities from interacting
with government. However, by including representatives from local
businesses, schools, healthcare, and others in the task force, the
communities had a vested interest in the success of the group.
Interest became real investment, ensuring that the welcoming city
mandate is encouraged across Charlotte. 

Initiatives in the Education System

THE NORTH CAROLINA COMMUNITY COLLEGE SYSTEM:
CENTRAL PIEDMONT COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

Throughout the United States, public schools and community
colleges work with businesses, local and state governments, and
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communities to prepare students for their entry into work and
career. The North Carolina Community College System was
created in the early 1960s with the purpose of advancing economic
development in the region in close cooperation with local busi-
nesses. It has emerged as one of the largest community college
systems in the country. 

Founded in 1965, Central Piedmont Community College (CPCC)
in Charlotte is one of the state’s fifty-three community colleges.
The school has six campuses and currently serves 70,000 students.
Twenty percent of its students are in the College and Career
Readiness Program, which offers a variety of programs to prepare
a diverse community of learners for their working careers.6 Among
those seeking to enhance their employability are young adults
whose native language is not English and who require literacy
support. 

CPCC offers training and education in seven industries with a large
presence in the region. Among them are finance and healthcare,
two industries that are well-represented in Charlotte. With
Charlotte as an inland port, logistics and transportation and
advanced manufacturing have seen tremendous growth in the area,
as have hospitality and tourism, with CLT a major air hub.7 All of
these industries require qualified workers to fill a burgeoning job
market.

One approach to educating the workforce is CPCC’s philosophy
of building talent pipelines. Apprenticeship programs, which
combine academic learning with hands-on training and result in
certification and high skill levels for graduating apprentices, are an
essential element of CPCC’s mission. The school participates in
national apprenticeship initiatives, such as National Apprenticeship
Week, established by President Obama to help increase the
number of apprenticeships in the country in an effort fill the skills
gap, and Apprenticeship 2000, an employer consortium that begins
with high school students. A four-year program that guarantees a
job at the end, it is a rigid format that emulates the German voca-
tional education and training (VET) system and is primarily used by
German companies located in Charlotte.  

School leaders also meet regularly with businesses to determine
their specific workforce needs. The school then creates unique
programs tailored to the companies’ needs, both locally and inter-
nationally. 

Two examples: 

— CPCC and Cummins Inc., a global manufacturer, distributor,
and service provider of diesel and natural gas engines and related
technologies, have partnered to train students in the company’s
Technician Apprentice Program (TAP). Fifteen Cummins appren-
tices take classes at CPCC in five-week blocks over the course of
a four-year program. While spending two of the four years at
CPCC, the apprentices learn how to build and maintain Cummins
diesel engines. They also earn an Associate’s degree in Diesel and
Heavy Equipment Technology and become certified in engine

and/or power generation. The apprentices are full-time Cummins
employees and on the path to well-paying jobs and potential for
career advancement within the company. The program is registered
with NCWorks Apprenticeship and certified by the U.S. Department
of Commerce.8

— In 2011, the German company Siemens USA, together with
CPCC, developed a mechatronics apprenticeship program to
operate a new gas turbine factory in Charlotte. Initial job applicants
lacked the skills in math, reading, and applied technology to fill the
jobs at the plant. By introducing the German apprenticeship model
to the U.S., Siemens has been able to train its Charlotte workforce
successfully. The three-and-a-half-year program pays its students
while they are working and going to school part-time. The company
has demonstrated a commitment to a systematic approach of devel-
oping the workforce and, at the same time, filling the skills gap in
STEM professions in the United States. It has taken the approach
to other regions in the country, with programs in Alabama, Atlanta,
and Sacramento. Siemens believes that the investment it makes in
building a manufacturing talent pipeline benefits the long-term
success of the company and the country.9

As these examples show, CPCC has been at the forefront of
promoting apprenticeships in the region. In 2012, CPCC launched
Apprenticeship Charlotte, an effort to advocate for apprenticeship
programs in the Charlotte area with companies who have not tradi-
tionally taken apprentices. The three-year program is more flexible
and customizable to a company’s needs than Apprenticeship 2000,
and it considers other populations, such as high school students,
veterans, and the under and unemployed.  

Today, Advanced Manufacturing is the main industry that offers
apprenticeships in the United States. A staff exchange within
Advanced Technology has been in place with the Chamber of
Industry and Commerce in Karlsruhe, Germany, and reinforces the
value of and emphasis on apprenticeship programs. CPCC’s
Advanced Manufacturing unit has labs where students receive
hands-on training on machinery used by CPCC’s manufacturing
partners.  CPCC’s Mechatronics Engineering Technology
programs are business-driven and aim to fill the need for skilled
labor in advanced manufacturing. Each program graduate is guar-
anteed employment.10 In addition, efforts are underway at CPCC
to expand apprenticeship offerings to other industries, like
Information Technology and Insurance.  Overall, CPCC has grad-
uated 150 apprentices who are employed at companies such as
Ameritech, Blum, Chiron, Daetwyler, Pfaff, and Siemens.11

The student body in these high-tech programs does not yet mirror
the city’s or county’s diverse population. CPCC is working to
correct this by partnering with local high schools and offering dual
enrollment programs that provide training and career opportunities
to Mecklenburg County’s high school students.  It is especially
relevant today, with one in four children in schools in Charlotte, a
designated refugee city, speaking a language other than English.

Indeed, Charlotte has become a new immigrant destination in the
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twenty-first century: The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that starting
in 2013, 14 percent of its population will be foreign-born.12 CPCC,
in recognition of this increasing diversity, has created programs
that meet the needs of new immigrants and English language
learners. One example is the federally-funded “Working in America”
program, which provides English language instruction and occu-
pational training. The career-infused sixteen-week program provides
soft-skill training for immigrant adults, English for the work environ-
ment, digital literacy training, internships or job shadowing, and an
eight-week training segment in a variety of occupations, like
plumbing, hospitality, or culinary. Classes are small and each
student is mentored by both the teacher and the program coordi-
nator during the duration of the program.  Several of the students
we spoke to during our visit expressed the desire to become entre-
preneurs and open their own businesses, combining their unique
talents with their home countries’ traditions and cultures. Others,
who had careers in their home countries, are trying to determine
what their options are in a new system and a new language.13

However, not many students go from ESL Working in America to
STEM courses. Most of the Working in America students were
drawn to service industries such as hospitality and childcare
because there is demand for workers—especially bilingual ones.
CPCC is working to link these programs and getting Working in
America students interested in STEM fields and apprenticeship
programs. 

The key to CPCC’s success creating career opportunity for the
county’s workforce is its commitment to serving the demand of
local businesses and providing customized training, its outreach
efforts to the different communities, and its recognition of and
appreciation for an increasingly diverse population and student
body.

THE ROLE OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS), the area’s public school
system, plays an important role in educating and integrating a
diverse student population. It is designated a Welcoming School
(an initiative connected to Welcoming America14) and enrollment
of non-white students for 2016/2017 stands at about 70 percent
(6.3% Asian, 23% Hispanic, 39% black).15

Beyond the regular academic curriculum, CMS provides Career
and Technical Education (CTE) to its middle and high school
students by engaging them in career-relevant learning. It gives
students the opportunity to look beyond high school by combining
traditional academic subjects with career and technical skills, by
offering hands-on training in a variety of programs, and by offering
internships and job shadowing. Its goal is to develop workplace
competencies as well as college preparedness skills. CTE classes
are offered in a variety of fields, including construction, welding,
firefighting, nursing, cooking, mechanical engineering, and business
and marketing. The goal is to provide the skills necessary for high-
wage, high-skilled, and high-demand careers.16

In line with these goals, CMS participates in Apprenticeship 2000

and offers select students the opportunity to earn college credit
while still in high school. A tuition-free opportunity is provided in
cooperation with CPCC for students to receive a jump-start on a
two- or four-year degree.17

Career and Technical Education programs are in place at public
high schools across the country. The District of Columbia CTE
programs are considered high-quality curricula that combine core
academics with Career Academies that prepare Washington’s
largely minority student body18 for the area’s high-wage, high-
demand careers. The program includes industry-recognized certi-
fication exams and participation in work-based opportunities, like
internships and job shadowing. Skill-based career offerings include
Architecture and Design, Biomedical Sciences, Carpentry, Culinary
Arts, Electro-mechanical Engineering, Entrepreneurship, Plumbing,
Welding, and Finance.19

CARLOS ROSARIO INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC CHARTER
SCHOOL: ADULT EDUCATION

A rather unique example of how schools help minorities enter the
workforce is the Carlos Rosario International Public Charter School
in Washington, DC. It is a nationally recognized accredited public
charter school for immigrant adults that has served the needs of
Washington’s immigrant community for over forty years. Its
curriculum focuses on the holistic needs of immigrants, providing
ESL instruction in combination with life and technology skills, health
education, parenting skills, and workforce training. Carlos Rosario
helps immigrants obtain high school diplomas and become U.S.
citizens, and it offers them a career path that includes workforce
certifications and college degrees. The school’s motto is “excel-
lence in teaching” and learning is achieved in close partnership
with the community. Classes include ESL, Computer Literacy, and
Citizenship, and students can earn their GED in Spanish. In addi-
tion, career training courses are offered in three academies: Health,
Culinary Arts, and Technology. All courses are geared toward
English language learners.20

The school serves 2,500 students that come from over ninety coun-
tries and speak forty-five languages. Carlos Rosario recognizes
that immigrants face a variety of challenges that go beyond learning
in the classroom and that need to be addressed for them to become
self-sufficient and contributing members of their communities. The
school employs a multi-lingual team that offers a variety of services
in support of the students’ academic or training achievement goals.
Those include personal counseling, job counseling and placement,
life skills workshops, and job readiness, as well as college and
vocational counseling or workshops. It even includes basics such
as childcare and health referrals. It is this holistic approach that
can make the integration of immigrants into society and the work-
force so successful.21

Adult education and literacy programs are recognized as vital for
the U.S. workforce. They exist across the country and many are
federally funded. Designed for adults sixteen years and older,
programs include adult basic education, adult secondary education,
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and English as a second language. The goal is to prepare mostly,
but not only, new Americans for the transition to postsecondary
education and work. The U.S. Department of Education publishes
information on adult programs in all fifty states and the District of
Columbia.22

Private Sector

Daimler Trucks North America, Distribution and Marking Services,
Inc., and the Latin American Chamber of Commerce Charlotte are
three private sector enterprises in North and South Carolina, each
in a different industry with different needs for their workforce. The
companies exhibited diverse hiring practices, some open to young
migrants and others not. However, all three successfully used
community outreach and collaboration to either recruit their work-
force or provide resources to those who want to succeed in a
chosen industry.

Daimler Trucks AG, based in Cleveland, NC, is home to a state-
of-the-art training center and moves employees through a four-
step qualification program: get trained, work alone, improve, and
become leader or trainer. The training center hosts events for the
community, including those that target local high schools to get
students interested in manufacturing careers. Daimler also does
on-site training; it does not have apprenticeships targeting a
diverse labor force from which it later hires. However, due to the
skill set needed of its employees, the volatile market that informs
hiring practices, and the demographics (predominately white) and
location (fifty miles from Charlotte) of Cleveland, Daimler Trucks
AG is primarily a black and white workforce and does not actively
prioritize diversity in its hiring practices. Logistically, migrants in
the more densely populated Charlotte area are unlikely to drive to
another county for work, and Daimler already has a local population
ready to work for it. Daimler’s demand for workers fluctuates with
demand for trucks, and it lays off newer workers when demand is
low. When demand for trucks increases, Daimler frequently re-
hires those same people, requiring very little re-training before
going back to the assembly floor. In the end, Daimler’s first concern
is experience that can increase productivity, and this can usually
be found within the Cleveland community.

Distribution and Marking Services, Inc. (DMSI) is a third-party
logistics company that manages hiring for Ross Dress for Less
distribution warehouses in Fort Mill, SC, and Rock Hill, SC. Work
in the distribution center is low-wage, low-skill, and requires one
day of on the job training. Workers can be hired quickly once they
submit all required documentation. Ten years ago, DMSI partnered
with HIAS, a refugee advocacy organization, and Catholic Charities
in the Charlotte area, knowing that resettled refugees needed jobs
quickly and to maintain employment to receive benefits. DMSI and
Ross needed reliable, hardworking employees. Ross first hired
refugees who could speak English, and those then trained other
refugees in their own language and translated for the English-
speaking staff. DMSI has maintained its partnership with these
agencies who help refugees fill out required forms, submit appro-
priate documentation, and work out logistics such as how to get

transportation to and from work. Now, 80 percent of second shift
workers at the Ross Fort Mill distribution center are of Bhutanese
or Nepali descent. Of the three shifts at the distribution plant, the
second is most popular for migrants because they have flexibility
to attend language classes or community college during the day.

The Latin American Chamber of Commerce Charlotte (LACCC)
began as a Latin American Business Council, part of the Charlotte
Chamber of Commerce. After the 2000 census showed a huge
growth in the Hispanic population, the LACCC became a separate
chamber in 2001 and began connecting and engaging with the
Latino and non-Latino business community in Charlotte. In 2014,
LACCC had 450 members.

LACCC’s first aim is to provide support for the Latin American
business community in Charlotte, hosting classes and networking
events for business owners. However, the Chamber understood
that to set up members for success, it needed to connect with
Charlotte as a whole. It began programming that would help Latino
business owners not only succeed, but also acculturate and
become part of the community. It also saw an opportunity to
connect with other local businesses and help them connect to
Latino consumers and draw employees from the Latino talent pool.
It hosts events with the Black Chamber of Commerce, the LGBT
Chamber of Commerce, the Asian-American Chamber of
Commerce, and many others. 

Each of these three enterprises use the networks they have avail-
able to meet their needs and goals. For Daimler, this means
recruiting locally from an experienced talent pool and training at its
facility. For DMSI, this means hiring diversely because it knows
that the refugee populations can be hired and trained quickly while
the refugees already employed there provide a support system and
training for new employees. For LACCC, this means leveraging its
network both among the Latino business community and in the
larger Charlotte area to promote businesses, future Latino
employees, and the buying power of Latino consumers.

Non-Governmental Organizations

Communities thrive and prosper when different groups and indi-
viduals work together. Just as it “takes a village” to raise a child, it
takes the support of many organizations and entities to create a
functioning workforce. One example is the Galilee Center in
Charlotte, a refugee support center that operates on a collaborative
model. It is a meeting place for the area’s refugees and immigrants
(as well as other residents) and offers a variety of classes that
serve to ease the path of integration into society and the workforce.
There are seven organizations that are part of the Galilee Center,
giving clients access to a full range of services in one location:
Loaves and Fishes, a food pantry; CPCC, which provides adult
education; Catholic Charities; Refugee Support Services;
Charlotte Community Kitchen; and Cross Cultural Counseling. 

In 2016, 795 refugees arrived in Charlotte from countries including
Syria, Myanmar, Bhutan, and Congo. Charlotte is also the destina-
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tion for secondary migrants, who come from other areas of the U.S.
where they were originally settled. Refugee Support Services (RSS)
at the Galilee Center provides essential support to these new immi-
grants by connecting them with American families and individuals
to begin their integration process in the United States. In addition
to connecting refugees to members of the community and life in
America, RSS provides self-sufficiency skills so that they can navi-
gate through American society and receive the education needed
to achieve gainful employment. RSS also educates Americans
about what it means to be a refugee, as businesses and potential
employers are often unaware that refugees are eligible to work. 

Catholic Charities Refugee Resettlement assists refugees with
social services, including medical, safety, and housing issues, and
guides them through the bureaucratic process of obtaining a Social
Security number and work authorization. An employment compe-
tency assessment helps determine what type of classes refugees
might need to be hired for a job. Several area employers, including
Embassy Suites, allow their employees to receive education classes
at their place of work to minimize the burden of traveling to other
locations throughout the day.23

Faith-based organizations throughout the United States perform
the vital task of welcoming new refugees and immigrants and intro-
ducing them to a bureaucratic legal system that seems complex to
any newcomer. Life lessons and language instructions form impor-
tant elements for new immigrants on their path to integrating into
society and the workforce. With funding from the U.S. Department
of Health & Human Services’ Office of Refugee Resettlement
(ORR),24 private agencies and NGOs make up the other side of
these public-private partnerships and are essential for the
successful integration of immigrants into the workforce as they
contribute a significant amount of their own resources to the effort.
The goal of the refugee resettlement program is social and
economic self-sufficiency. The majority of refugees in fact gain
employment quickly and within five to ten years of their arrival
achieve economic parity compared to the U.S.-born population.25

Conclusion

Across the United States, numerous programs and initiatives are in
place that support the education and training of the next generation
of working adults outside of the four-year college system. Programs
receive federal and local funding and, as we saw in North Carolina,
substantial support from the business community. Closing the
widely discussed “skills gap” that permeates technical professions
in the United States presents a priority for schools, educators,
industries, and federal and local governments alike. The goal of
filling the skills gap in industries that require knowledge in the fields
of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) is evident
at middle and high schools across the nation. The U.S. Department
of Education’s Committee on STEM Education has done its part to
advance the quality of STEM educators and education.26

In addition to emphasizing STEM education, the examples show-
cased in this Issue Brief indicate that schools should actively

promote alternatives to a four-year college degree and emphasize
job training or shadowing, dual college and high school enrollment,
and in some instances apprenticeships. Since many inner city
public high schools have a diverse student body, these programs
will also help build diversity in the workforce.

Schools that serve the country’s immigrants, like the Carlos Rosario
Public Charter School, uniquely and exclusively focus their efforts
on integrating this segment of the population into society and the
workforce by providing relevant instruction and training in specific
industries. 

Despite a plethora of opportunities, programs, and initiatives, the
skills gap in the United States persists. During our site visits and in
many conversations with experts and practitioners throughout this
project, we have learned that many are convinced that a college
education is necessary to succeed in life, professionally and
socially. The biggest hurdle to overcome appears to be the percep-
tion many parents and students have of an alternative to the four-
year college degree, be it in form of an apprenticeship program or
an Associate’s degree from a community college. This is striking
especially because job-specific training combined with a commu-
nity college education yields a quality outcome at a fraction of the
cost and, in many cases, results in an immediate job offer with a
salary that most college graduates can only dream of. 

Germany, where trades and craftsmanship are well regarded, does
not have a similar perception problem. Many young adults pursue
an apprenticeship program after high school first, knowing that
they can always add a university degree later, either in the same
field or in a different one. Many former apprentices work part-time
in their learned professions while attending university, earning
money to support themselves while pursuing a degree.  During the
2016 fiscal year, Germany recorded 520,331 new training and
apprenticeship contracts27 and 505,900 new university students
matriculated.28 Many high school students are required to
complete a four-week “Praktikum” in a profession before graduation
in order to give students a brief exposure to working in a trade.
And while more and more high school graduates in Germany
decide to pursue a university degree, taking the Vocational
Education and Training (VET) route remains an attractive option.

How can the perception in the United States be changed that an
engineer or a graphic designer does not meet the right social and
professional standards without having completed a four-year
college degree? We believe that early exposure to alternatives is
key: 

— Graduates of apprenticeships and training programs as well as
professionals from various fields with a community college educa-
tion should be invited to speak to high school students and their
parents about their experience and careers. 

— Just as colleges and universities hold information sessions for
juniors and seniors, companies and community colleges should do
the same. This can happen in connection with the career academies



7

and CTE classes offered. It should happen consistently. A training
fair should become as ubiquitous at high schools as a college fair. 

— When U.S. companies shy away from the investment required
for apprenticeship and training programs in cooperation with
community colleges, the German side can offer advice. Companies
like Siemens, Daimler, and Schaeffler AG,29 which have plants and
factories in the U.S., and offer apprenticeship programs in Germany
and some in the U.S., can become part of a nationwide effort to
inform other companies, especially in the manufacturing industry,
about training and educating their workforce. 

— Public high schools could incorporate two to four-week intern-
ships in a recognized profession into the curriculum to provide
students with the opportunity to familiarize themselves with different
career options. Professional internships could be combined with
the community service hours required of most high school students
in order to graduate. In Germany, student internships have been
part of the education system for many years. Close cooperation
with local companies is essential. 

Exposure to opportunities is even more necessary among minority
and immigrant populations. According to the U.S. Census Bureau,
70.8 percent of the STEM workforce is white, with only 6.4 percent
black and 6.5 percent Hispanic or Latino, disproportionate to their
makeup in the total workforce, which is 10.8 percent and 14.9
percent, respectively.30 There are an estimated 300,000 manufac-
turing jobs open in the United States,31and apprenticeships are
an effective tool to recruit a diverse labor force for these posi-
tions.32

For foreign-born populations, barriers to skilled manufacturing jobs
are even higher than native-born minorities. Immigrants often first
need language training, and tend to gravitate toward low-skill indus-
tries where they can immediately begin employment. In Charlotte,
foreign-born populations tend to gravitate toward industries where
their dual language skills, especially Spanish, are more leveragable,
such as service and management. Even with increased availability
of apprenticeship programs, accessibility to high-skill manufac-
turing professions for immigrants remains a challenge. 

Former and current U.S. administrations have emphasized the need
to fill the skills gap. Apprenticeship 2000 and other initiatives should
be expanded and marketed more broadly. President Trump in his
meeting with Chancellor Merkel in March 2017 was joined by
company representatives from the U.S. and Germany and several
young apprentices. This clearly shows that there is common ground
and a common purpose to advance the alternative training options
that exist to fill the skills gap and that offer a real opportunity for
young people, with and without a migration background, to embark
on a successful career path that will allow them to realize their
potential and fulfill the American dream, which, after all, is very
similar to the German one. 
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