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U.S. and German youths: unemployment
and the transition from school o work

In Germany, a social consensus on the value

of apprenticeship training results

in low youth unemployment and a relatively easy

transition from school to work;
can the German model be adapted
to the United States?

nemployment among young people is a

' | serious problem facing the United States
today. The labor market difficulties of

youths cause the members of this cohort economic

hardship now, as well as hinder their future eco- -

nomic success. Moreover, the difficulties youths
face impinge on the Nation as a whole: a well-
trained work force is vital to the U.S ability to com-
pete in the international market as a high-produc-
tivity, high-wage country. Youths who gain work
experience and receive on-the-job training will
reduce both the chances of future labor bottlenecks
and the burden that might be imposed on others
to pay for their support.

It can be argued that U.S. youth unemployment
results from inadequate labor market preparation
in schools, as well as an especially difficult school-
to-work transition for young Americans. The com-
prehensive German apprenticeship system is often
seen as a model for an improved school-to-work
transition. As James J. Heckman, Rebecca L.
Roselius, and Jeffrey A. Smith state:!

A new consensus has emerged in influential

policy circles that the American labor market and

educational system are unable to equip workers
with sufficient skills. American youth are said to
experience a disorderly transition from school to
work characterized by too much job turnover and
too little training on the job. In contrast, the Ger-
man apprenticeship system has been held up as

a model of order that produces smooth school to

work transitions and provides workers with hu-

man capital directly related to their career inter-
ests in a format especially helpful for workers
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poorly served by formal schooling.

This article explores the school-to-work transi-
tion and youth unemployment in the two nations?
and the lessons the United States might learn from
Germany, but with an important cautionary note
about the limited potential for transferring the Ger-
man model. We begin with a discussion of some of
the differences in the unemployment rates of vari-
ous demographic and educational groups within
the youth population of both countries. We then
explore the reasons behind the lower German
youth unemployment rates in terms of the voca-
tional preparation of the two school systems and
discuss the potential for transferring parts of the
German model to the United States. We show that
the key to Germany’s success is the country’s so-
cial consensus on the importance of work force
training for youths. Whether Germany’s meth-
ods could be successfully transferred is a direct
function of another nation’s likelihood of adopt-
ing such a social consensus.

Youth unemployment

We define the youth unemployment rate as the un-
employment rate for youths 16 to 24 years of age
in the United States and 15 to 24 years in Ger-
many; we define the overall unemployment rate
as the rate for all individuals 16 years of age and
older in the United States and 15 years and older
in Germany. Substantial differences exist in the
youth unemployment rates of Germany and the



IR Youth unempioyment in the Unlted Siates
and Germany, 1993
[In percent]
Age, sex, and race United States | Germany
Unempioyment rale
Total, 15 or 16 years and older' ................... 6.8 7.7
Total, 15/16—24" 134 7.7
Men 14.3 7.7
15/16-19' 20.4 5.4
20~24 113 8.6
Women 12.2 7.7
15/16-19" 17.4 53
20-24 9.6 85
White 11.2 _
Black 27.3 —
Other 13.3 —
15~ or 16~ fo 24- !
Proportion unemployed:
Men 10.0 3.3
Women 7.6 37
Proportion unemployed long term:
Men 11 1.1
Women 5 1.4
Proportion of total unemployment:
Men 31.1 14.4
Women 31.1 15.2
Proportion in population 15/16-64:
Men 193 14.4
Women 18.7 13.8
' Lower limit of 15 years for Germany and 16 years for the United States.
Note: Dash indicates data not differentiated by race because Germany
has almost no races other than white.
Source: U.S. data, Employment and Earnings (Department of Labor,
January 1994); German data, EUROSTAT.

the United States. Table 1 presents a detailed comparison of
youth unemployment in the two nations. The figures are for
1993, a year in which the overall U.S. unemployment rate
was less than that of Germany.

In 1993, the youth unemployment rate in the United States
was roughly double the overall unemployment rate, in direct
contrast to Germany, where the youth unemployment rate
was equal to the overall rate. The unemployment rate for
U.S. youths 16 to 19 years of age was substantially higher
than the comparable German rate, but there was a much
smaller difference for 20- to 24-year-olds.? Thus, unemploy-
ment has a much younger face in the United States, with
almost 1 in 3 unemployed Americans being between the ages
of 16 and 24. The figure is only 1 in 7 for German youths
between 15 and 24.*

Youth unemployment is most severe among minorities in
the United States, where racial composition is more hetero-
geneous than in Germany. Black American youths had an
unemployment rate of more than 27 percent in 1993, com-
pared with 11.2 percent for white youths. Further, the group
with the most labor market difficulty, 16- to 19-year-old black
men, has an unemployment rate of 38.9 percent. Hence, to
the extent that those youths who experience unemployment
have less labor market success as adults, minority youths will

experience disproportionately more labor market problems
in the future.

Education and unemployment

The difference in unemployment rates between the two coun-
tries suggests that the initial entry of young workers into the
labor force is more difficult in the United States than in Ger-
many. To what extent this is related to the educational sys-
tems and levels of educational attainment of youths in the
two nations may be gleaned from the following tabulation,
which presents unemployment rates for youths 20 to 24 years
of age, by educational attainment, in both countries in 1991:3

Education level United States ~ Germany
Total ...coeeeereerceeeeneeraenes 12.2 6.6
Less than secondary ... 21.8 10.1
Upper secondary 13.2 55
Postsecondary .....c..ccccceveereneen. 59 59

Two important conclusions emerge from the data. First, in
both nations, youths with less than a secondary education
fare worse in the labor market than those who have com-
pleted their secondary schooling. Second, with the exception
of those with a postsecondary education, the unemployment
rates in the United States are more than double those in Ger-
many for groups with a comparable level of education.

Not only do American youths with lower levels of educa-
tion fare worse than their German counterparts, but also,
they constitute a greater share of the youth cohort. The oEcD
study cited in footnote 4 showed that 16.6 percent of U.S.
youths aged 20 to 24 had not completed a secondary educa-
tion, much larger than the figure for the same group in Ger-
many. Furthermore, only 36 percent of 20- to 24-year-olds
in the United States were currently employed in the year
they left school.® In short, U.S. youths without a secondary
school diploma fare worse in the labor market than their
German counterparts, and there are relatively more of them
in the youth population.

U.S. and German educational systems

In light of the greater degree of difficulty in integrating youths
into the labor force in the United States, an examination of
the educational systems of the two countries might shed some
light on the causes of this unemployment disparity. The cur-
riculum of U.S. high schools can be divided into three broad
categories: college preparatory, vocational, and general (de-
fined by the U.S. Department of Education as a “program of
studies designed to prepare students for the common activi-
ties of a citizen, family member, and worker”).” For the most
part, these categories can be found in high schools through-
out the Nation. The following tabulation of the percentage of
17-year-olds in each of the three programs in 1982 and in
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1990 reveals an increase in students electing the college pre-
paratory curriculum, with a decline in the other two areas:?

Program 1982 1990
College preparatory (academic)........... 43.8 54.4
Vocational..........cccccceevevrccnnccrnnnnnnn. 12.2 8.7
General 44.0 36.9

Although the share of high school students undertaking a
general curriculum has declined in recent years, more than
one-third of American youths still pursue this course of stud-
ies. From a labor market perspective, the problem is that the
general curriculum is designed to provide students neither
with vocational preparation nor with the ideal background
for college. Students can, of course, pursue employment or
further education with this background, but their preparation
will not be focused on the skills that are required for labor
market success either upon graduation from high school or
after college.

Table 2 shows that slightly more than half of U.S. youths
enroll in college, and approximately one-quarter of U.S. youths
will receive at least a 4-year (bachelor’s) degree. From an
international perspective, this is a relatively large share of
youths with a college degree. But for the 20 percent of Ameri-
cans who leave college without even an associate’s degree,
two-thirds of them (13 percent of all youths) do not receive
any vocational training in a program that leads to some type
of certification.

Turning to the 48 percent of high school leavers who did
not enroll in college, we find that roughly one-third of them
(15 percent of all youths) obtained vocational training that

Postsecondary education and training in the

United States, 1985
Percent of those
Level of education or fraining who left school
as of 1985 in 1972, 1973,
or 1974
COlOgB ..ottt 52
Attained college degree ...........coccocerecivnnnerennnn. 32
Attained master's degree ..........c....coceeecrnrnnnnen. 7
Attained bachelor's degree ...... . 17
Attained associate’s degree ...............cccocovvuvennn... 8
Dropped out of college ..........cccovrerrerirernnnnnnn. 20
Received certificated vocational training ................ 7
Did not receive certificated vocational training ........ 13
Did not enroll in college e 48
Received certificated vocational training ................. 15
Did not receive certificated vocational training ........ 33
Received some postsecondary education
or training, but no certificate or degree ................ 2
Received no postsecondary education
ortraining atall ............cccoeeverevieeenvrrrineen s 31
Note: Percentages are from Christoph F. Buechtemann, Juergen
Schupp, and Dana Soloff, “Roads to Work: School-to-Work Transition Pat-
terns in Germany and the United States,” Industrial Relations Journal, vol.
24, no. 2, 1993, pp. 97-111, based on data from United States Panel Sur-
vey of Income Dynamics.

18 Monthly Labor Review March 1997

led to a certificate, but two-thirds (31 percent of all youths)
did not. Hence, the higher youth unemployment rates of the
United States should not be surprising in light of the fact that
31 percent of U.S. youths received no postsecondary educa-
tion or vocational training whatsoever, and another 13 per-
cent attended college but failed to obtain even an associate’s
degree and also received no vocational training.’

The situation in Germany is quite different. (See table 3.)
There, 84 percent of youths pursued a postsecondary voca-
tional or educational certificate. Currently, two-thirds of Ger-
man youths have passed through an apprenticeship program.'®
By contrast, in the United States, the figure is approximately
3 to 5 percent.!

Apprenticeship training in Germany combines classroom
instruction with employment, a so-called dual system. For
each of the more than 300 occupations that have apprentice-
ships, there is a nationally standardized curriculum. Students
must pass an examination administered by external bodies
(chambers of crafts and chambers of industry and commerce)
in order to be awarded a journeyman certificate.

The employment portion of the apprenticeship typically
lasts between 22 and 32 years. Apprentices are trained on
the actual machines and equipment they will later use. The
apprenticeship will teach the apprentice not only the skills
needed for the profession, but also broader work skills, as
well as an appreciation for what is needed in general to suc-
ceed in the world of work. Although the German Govern-
ment builds vocational schools and provides some public sec-
tor apprenticeships, the overall success of the dual system
depends on ensuring that private firms employ a sufficient
number of apprentices.

Although unemployment is worse for youths with lower
levels of education and training, there are relatively fewer of
these people in the population of German youths. In 1990,
among German students who left high school in 1978 or 1979,
80 percent either completed vocational education (through
an apprenticeship or in some other form) or graduated col-
lege.'? By contrast, among U.S. youths who left high school
in the 1972-74 period, only 54 percent received either a col-
lege degree or a certificate for vocational training.

The German social consensus

The so-called German dual system tries to combine practical
training in an economic enterprise with an education in vo-
cational schools. Generally speaking, the aim of vocational
training in Germany is twofold: to enable the individual to
acquire the skills and knowledge judged to be necessary for
employment; and to ease the person’s entry into the labor
market. German apprenticeship cannot be fully understood,
or its potential transferability to the United States examined,
without keeping in mind the fact that German society has a
long historical tradition of a social consensus on providing



Woﬂs@condory education and fraining in Germany,

1990
Percent of those
Level of education or training who left school
as of 1990 In 1978 or 1979

Postsecondary vocational education

or apprenticeship training ............cccooeernccinnns 84
Received apprenticeship certifcate ................... 46
Received full-time vocational

education certificate .............ccvveiiinnviiiiniinnns 23
Did not receive vocational certificate ................. 15
Higher education’ . 16
Attained college degree ........ 11

Attained master’s degree .. .
Attained technical degree .............cccceeeenees

2
Dropped out of college .............ccormrenrencinnnreenns 3
Still enrolled in college 2

9

1 Two percent of sample was enrolled in postsecondary vocational edu-
cation or apprenticeship training, as well as in higher education.

Note: Percentages are from Christoph F. Buechtemann, Juergen
Schupp, and Dana Soloff, “Roads to Work: School-to-Work Transition Pat-
terns in Germany and the United States,” Industrial Relations Journal, vol.
24, no. 2, 1993, pp. 97-111, based on data from German Socio-Economic
Panel.

young people with good initial vocational training.

This social consensus can be summarized by the slogan,
“First of all, vocational training for everybody.”"® In other
words, vocational training in any field is said to be better
than no training at all. The Germans believe this to be the
case even if the apprenticeship will not result in employment
in the field for the young, qualified worker now or anytime in
the foreseeable future. Germans consider vocational qualifi-
cations as having value in themselves, as the training will
result in skills that can transfer to other occupations.' Not
only does apprenticeship confer broadly transferable skills
on the individual, but also, it socializes the person into the
work force—that is, it results in an understanding of the rules
and values of the workplace, such as punctuality, discipline,
and the acceptance of hierarchies. In addition, there is a per-
ceived value in the feeling of belonging to a group of cowork-
ers and sharing their common language and values. The Ger-
man social consensus is that vocational training is important
and should be provided to all youths.

A recent incident illustrates that this social consensus re-
garding vocational education is shared by employers, work-
ers, and the German Government. A restructuring in the
German economy had resulted in a shortage of apprentice-
ship placements in both the private and public sector. The
shortage was made even more severe by a recession. The num-
ber of apprenticeships dropped from 500,000 in 1992 to
450,000 in 1994." There was a consensus that the latter num-
ber was insufficient. The German chancellor, Helmut Kohi,
invited the leaders of employers’ associations and major trade
unions, as well as the ministers of labor, the economy, train-
ing and science, and finance, to his office. A communiqué

was issued stating that all parties agreed that both vocational
training and further training appropriate to the qualifications
of the person or to the current labor market situation would
attract investors and be of the highest importance to the eco-
nomic and social future of Germany.'®* An agreement was
reached whereby the employers’ associations promised that
their members, together with the public employers, would
create enough apprenticeships to raise the total to 600,000 by
1996. The Government pledged to aid in the implementation
of the plan by increasing training subsidies if needed. Based
on earlier, similar situations, it is extremely likely that the
increase in promised apprenticeships will occur."”

The German dual system of apprenticeship training is a
key factor in the more successful school-to-work transition in
Germany than in the United States and helps explain the low
level of German youth unemployment. The system is depend-
ent, however, on a sufficient number of apprenticeship em-
ployment opportunities, particularly in the private sector. If
the number of apprenticeships is too low, the Government
can summon forth an increase with some financial incen-
tives (for example, by awarding more procurement contracts
or by allowing business leaders to accompany the chancellor
on State visits abroad), but primarily through moral suasion.
The Government’s ability and even obligation to get firms to
increase the number of apprenticeships is deeply rooted in
the idea of a social consensus on training, namely, that train-
ing will be made available to all qualified youths and that
private enterprises regard it as a social obligation to ensure
that enough employment openings exist. Without this social
consensus, Germany would not be able to create enough ap-
prenticeship opportunities for the system to function well.'®

Applicability to the United States

There is a substantially higher youth unemployment rate and
more difficult school-to-work transition in the United States
than in Germany. The rate is especially high for U.S. youths
who lack a secondary school diploma, vocational training,
or both. A greater share of U.S. youths fall into this category
than do German youths. Germany’s heavy reliance on an
apprenticeship system both trains youths and eases their tran-
sition into the labor market. The German system is based on
a social consensus that results in private firms providing an
adequate number of apprenticeship placements at any given
time.

The United States could copy some aspects of the German
system with relatively little difficulty—for example, increased
occupational certification, more vocational schools, and the
use of common national curricula and external examinations.
However, the success of any U.S. effort to use apprenticeship
as a primary vehicle for reducing youth unemployment and
easing the school-to-work transition is more problematic. The

Monthly Labor Review  March 1997 19



School to Work

German system is heavily dependent on an adequate number
of apprenticeship employment opportunities in the private
sector. In Germany, the social consensus on the value of ap-
prenticeships will result in firms providing training slots."

Footnotes

To the extent that there is a weaker consensus in the United
States, the success of increased apprenticeship training would
be limited, and without such a consensus, the prospects for a
transfer of the German model are questionable at best. [
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