
The Importance of Vocational Training in the 
United States

 The United States has fallen from a 9.6% unemployment rate in 2010 

to a 3.9% unemployment rate in 2018.1 With such drastic changes in the un-

employment rate, the job market in the United States is finally looking hope-

ful again. As the unemployment rate has decreased, so has the crime rate. In 

2010 there were an estimated 403.6 violent crimes per 100,000 residents while 

in 2016 it decreased to 386.3 violent crimes per 100,000 residents.2 This sta-

tistic is projected to be around 1.8% lower for 2017 which, if it holds, will be 

the second-lowest crime rate since 1990.3 Because of the association be-

tween employment rates and crime rates, it is imperative that we con-

tinue to study and improve the employment rates in the United States.

 How can we help raise employment rates? Embrace Relief and GERA 

have created the GradPlus program to help. It is designed to improve 

student attendance, increase high school graduation rates, improve 

self-esteem and confidence, provide individualized support to students 
as they plan for graduation, and increase student awareness and ac-

cess to financial support for post-secondary training or education. 
GradPlus focuses on important areas to help students prepare for the future. 

First, tutoring and academic support, where twice a week, students 

will have access to certified teachers in Language Arts and Math that 
provide tutoring, instructional feedback and academic strategies. Sec-

ond, guidance is an important facet of personal and academic growth 

necessary for at-risk students. Representatives from local agencies and 

businesses will speak to the students about their own experiences, hardships, 

and triumphs. Embrace Relief and GERA are committed to keeping students in 

the classroom and out of trouble, which is possible and plausible through im-

plementation of the GradPlus Program.

 GradPlus is designed to help students graduate high school and 

seek higher education or a career following their graduation. The chanc-

es of unemployment for a person tends to decrease with the more education a 

person receives, and graduating high school is the first step to success. In April 
2018, the unemployment rate for a person with less than a high school diploma 

was 5.9%, for a person with only a high school degree it was 

4.3%, for a person with an associate’s degree it was 3.5% 

and for a person with a bachelor’s degree or higher it 

was 2.1%.4 Although there is a clear correlation between 

the amount of education a person receives and the 

likelihood that they will be employed, there is also the 

option of vocational training.

 Vocational training is training for a specific 
career or trade that focuses on the practical 

application of skills learned and is generally 

unconcerned with theory or traditional 
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academic skills. 5 Essentially, vocational training is hands-on training for a 

specific skill, such as carpentry and plumbing, and it raises the chances of 
being employed in that field. For example, prospective ironworkers are encour-
aged to become apprentices to the skilled ironworkers in order to study and 

hone the craft. An apprentice plumber’s duties are similar to their superiors, 

but their work comes with the nurturing safety of a learning environment. It 

is a lifelong process of discovering how to mold the practical abilities of one’s 

trade into a profitable career. This is the path for those interested in vocation-

al training. Instead of going to college and getting a four-year degree, 

vocational training can help students obtain a license, certification, or 
degree in a trade. It will not only help students gain experience in a 

specific field, but they will also graduate from vocational school quali-
fied to begin working immediately. Vocational training in the United States 

is of urgent importance.

 There is currently a void in the presence of vocational programs due to 

the majority of employers’ demanding a bachelor’s degree. Nationwide, this 

means there is an enormous list for the number of jobs that either require or 

prefer applicants with a diploma. In his post, “Wanted for any job: A bache-

lor’s degree…,” Jeffrey Selingo describes what economists refer to as “degree 
inflation,” a situation where different industries and jobs that never required a 
bachelor’s degree are now adding it to their requirements.6 A report presented 

by Harvard Business School, Accenture, and Grads of Life, found that 6 million 

jobs are “at risk of degree inflation” because employers equate a college diplo-

ma to suitable skills and competencies, regardless of the field of discipline.7 As 

a result, the stigma of vocational training has increased, leaving some students 

with a distaste for industrial field-related technical knowledge and “the nation’s 
factories with far fewer skilled workers than needed.”8 The state of California is 

spending $206 million on a campaign to revive and educate average citizens, 

not just college students, on the value of vocational education.9 Meanwhile, 

in other states, there’s a shortage of workers while the financial burden of a 
bachelor’s degree is quickly rising.10 Although vehemently encouraged to attend 

college/university, graduates are experiencing a veritable drought of jobs that 

provide an appropriate income for the expense made over their 4-6 years of 

schooling. On the other hand, a news report by the Washington State Auditor 

found that an abundance of good jobs in skilled trades are not filled because 
students are devotedly steered towards bachelor’s degrees and away from vo-

cations.11

 In Michigan, Governor Rick Snyder recently commented on the shortage 

of workers in the skilled trades and has announced a $100 million proposal that 

he likens to the Marshall Plan, also known as the European Recovery Program, 

which was a U.S. program meant to provide relief to Western Europe after 

World War II.12 California has devoted itself to change the stigma behind voca-

tional training by having its community colleges partner with local organizations 

to reestablish advocacy for trades. By demonstrating how productive this accu-

mulation of resources could be, they were able to diminish the stigma behind 

vocational training with their program: Doing What Matters.13
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 Doing What Matters was developed and spearheaded by the California 

Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office and the Division of Workforce and 
Economic Development to help bridge the gap between required skills and 

jobs by preparing California’s workforce for the ongoing creation of careers in 

the 21st century. By collaborating with employers, the local communities and 

their community colleges, the program was able to form support and funding 

for those who wished to study courses in vocational training.14 This program 

grants additional options for those who aren’t entirely certain whether they 

would like to attend college or enlist in a vocation. There are now ongoing 

discussions at the federal level regarding Pell Grants, only available for college 

tuition, to make such grants applicable to short-term job training courses. The 

Trump Administration has currently been supportive of this idea.15 

  It is evident that there are increasing options available for those 

who do not choose a college degree. The nation needs people who are 

capable of working specialized vocational jobs. Embrace Relief has no-

ticed this urgency and created GradPlus as an answer to the need for 

trades such as carpentry, electrical, plumbing, sheet-metal work, and 

pipe-fitting.16 Along with these jobs, construction, health-care, and person-

al-care jobs will account for one-third of the new careers being born into the 

nation by 2022, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.17

 Trades such as plumbing, sheet-metal work, carpentry, or pipe-fitting, 
can pay up to $60,000 yearly, or roughly $32.42 an hour, which is a noticeable 

difference compared to the salary of the recent influx of graduates. In 2018, 
the average salary of college graduates was approximately $50,390 annually.18 

It is clear that if someone has no intense interest in going to college, that indi-

vidual can still live a fulfilling and rewarding life. With tutors and guidance, the 
GradPlus program will provide ‘career readiness’ for those willing to choose the 

vocational route. By evaluating a student’s strengths and skills, the facil-

itators of GradPlus will be able to assist and guide the student with job 
applications as well as identify potential internship or apprenticeship 

opportunities. Through the GradPlus program, choosing a vocational 

school will be a legitimate and positive option for those who have the 

desire and willingness to chase their dreams.
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