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apprentice retention

At the Trustees Institute for Jointly Managed Training and Education Funds in January 
in Las Vegas, Nevada, three organizations were honored with a 2012 International 
Foundation Excellence in Apprenticeship Training Award. The award for overall excellence 
was presented to Don R. Davis, executive director of the Electrical Training Institute,  
Los Angeles County Electrical JATC in Los Angeles, California. The Best Practices in 
Instructor Training and Education Program Award was given to Robert W. Swegle, training 
director of the Mid-Central Illinois Regional Council of Carpenters JATC in Pekin, Illinois. 
This article describes the St. Louis Carpenters Joint Apprenticeship Program in St. Louis, 
Missouri, which was honored for Best Practices in Apprentice Retention. The award was 
presented to Mark E. Fuchs, coordinator.

by | Chris Vogel, CEBS

W
hen home build-
ing and commer-
cial construction 
were going strong, 
so were many ap-

prenticeship programs in the building 
trades. In 2007, the St. Louis Carpenters 
Joint Apprenticeship Program (CJAP) 
in St. Louis, Missouri had about 2,600 
apprentices, with no trouble retaining 
them—especially once they got past 
their first six to 12 months.

Then residential construction—
which represented 60% of St. Louis ap-
prentices’ work—crashed in 2008. At 
the same time, commercial construction 
slowed dramatically. Employers couldn’t 
provide enough work in carpentry and 
other trades. Hundreds of apprentices in 
their second, third and even fourth year 
of a four-year program dropped out, 
each of them representing a lost invest-
ment of $7,000 to $10,000 or more.

“Today, the St. Louis CJAP has 
about 700 apprentices and has taken 
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significant steps to keep them in the program—as well as 
bring back a number of the young people it has lost,” said 
Mark E. Fuchs, the program’s coordinator.

Retention
In nominating the program for the 2012 Excellence in 

Apprenticeship Training Award for retention, St. Louis 
Community College manager Jim Duane pointed to the 
CJAP’s state-of-the-art technical training that reaches out 
to the community to offer preapprenticeship programs to 
women, minorities and youth, as well as offering advanced 
skills-building opportunities for journeyworkers. Duane 
also cited the work of seven standing joint labor/manage-
ment industry advisory committees that continually review 
and update curriculum in the areas of residential construc-
tion, concrete, interior systems, millwright, scaffolding and 
green construction.

“We could foresee the demand for welding coming 
down the pipeline, so three years ago we made a $100,000 
to $120,000 investment to upgrade our welding program,” 
Fuchs said. Industrial contractors needed workers with more 
advanced welding skills, so the St. Louis CJAP increased its 
one-week requirement for all apprentices to take basic weld-
ing to an optional two-week program that meets American 
Welding Society (AWS) standards. The program also has 

four certified welding instructor/educators on staff.  In addi-
tion, CJAP is one of 85 certified AWS testing facilities in the 
United States.

 “We’re fortunate to have a progressive Apprenticeship 
Committee to attract employers and serve the industry,” 
Fuchs said. That foresight meant the program had 200 weld-
ers ready when the largest cement plant in North America 
was built in 2009-2010.

“The investment has paid for itself ten times over,” he 
added.

If contractors or large area employers—such as the state of 
Missouri Department of Transportation, Anheuser-Busch or 
Siemens—need welders for specialized procedures, St. Louis 
CJAP’s training center can teach them.

Millwright training also has been expanded as the pro-
gram has seen growing demand in the area of industrial 
maintenance, industrial conveyors, and work in power plants 
and lock and dams.

“We’ve been able to retain a lot of individuals because of 
that,” Fuchs said. “We’re trying to develop more well-rounded 
individuals.”

The St. Louis CJAP also has invested in preparing work-
ers to work with sustainable building materials and green 
construction—installation of solar panels, work on wind en-
ergy projects and modern home building. The program has 

The 2012 International 
Foundation Excellence in 
Apprenticeship Training 
Award was presented to 
Robert W. Swegle, Don R. 
Davis and Mark E. Fuchs.
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its own Leadership in Energy and En-
vironmental Design (LEED)-certified 
instructor.

Recruitment
The St. Louis CJAP has a number of 

initiatives to try to attract minorities 

and women to the building trades and 
then retain them as apprentices. The 
program secured a $1.1 million federal 
grant to sponsor a YouthBuild program 
housed within CJAP’s apprenctice-
ship program. Targeting high-school 
dropouts, YouthBuild uses construc-

tion work on low-income housing and 
weatherization of Habitat for Human-
ity homes as a vehicle to help young 
people finish a general education di-
ploma (GED) and learn soft skills, e.g., 
showing up for work, dressing appro-
priately and the right attitudes about 
work. “Those are the skills the area’s 
big employers are especially looking for 
before they’ll hire people who can then 
become apprentices,” Fuchs noted.

CJAP has a preapprenticeship pro-
gram that teaches students to under-
stand school and union policies, the 
proper and safe use of tools, and other 
basic skills. It also partners with a num-
ber of high schools and technical schools 
where students can earn two to four 
credits so that they enter the apprentice-
ship program with advanced standing.

Fuchs asserts CJAP has been espe-
cially concerned about the loss of so 
many apprentices in its middle years 
since 2007—those with more than a 
year and even over three years in the 
four-year program. “There will be a 
hole in the program after this year, with 
60% of our apprentices in third year or 
above,” he said.

“We’ve tried to go back and pick 
up apprentices who have left,” Fuchs 
said. “We make calls, try to track 
them down and get contractors to hire 
these more seasoned employees. Any 
time I have returns, I roll out the red 
carpet. They’re diamonds—an invest-
ment you’re bringing back into the 
program.”  
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