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Increasing Debt-Free Postsecondary Options 

(November 16, 2016, Oklahoma City, OK) – For many Oklahomans, the threat of debt from 

continuing education prevents them from pursuing and obtaining a post-secondary degree. 

According to a study from the Oklahoma Office of Workforce Development to be released in the 

next few months, for many Oklahomans, the perceived risk of not obtaining better employment 

after going into debt for a postsecondary degree prevents them from ever enrolling in a 

postsecondary institution, even though national research consistently demonstrates that more 

education leads to better job opportunities, better health, and other positive outcomes. 

 

Registered Apprenticeship programs offer opportunities to avoid student debt by earning a salary 

while obtaining the specialized skills necessary to succeed in a high-demand, high-paying career. 

This “earn as you learn” model connects job seekers looking to learn new skills with employers 

looking for qualified, specifically-trained workers to grow their businesses. It’s a win-win. 

 

The time is right to expand such opportunities for Oklahomans. The state is facing a critical gap 

between the skills of the current workforce and the skills that are needed to fill vital jobs. By 

2025, data from the Oklahoma Office of Workforce Development shows 70 percent of the state’s 

jobs will require some sort of degree, certificate or credential. In 2016, only 46 percent of 

Oklahoma’s workforce had such education and training. That means in less than 10 years our 

state could face a 23-point gap between the educational attainment of Oklahoma’s workforce and 

what will be needed to grow Oklahoma’s economy by meeting the demand for more highly 

skilled workers. 

 

Apprenticeship programs offer a great opportunity to help close this skills gap. In the U.S. each 

year, nearly 200,000 people enroll in apprenticeship programs in more than 1,000 different 

occupations with over 150,000 employers. These apprenticeships are offered in high-demand 

ecosystems that are vital to Oklahoma’s economy, including health care, energy, information 

technology, transportation, and skilled trades like carpentry and plumbing. They also provide an 

opportunity for veterans to re-enter the civilian workforce after leaving the military. 

 

Not only do apprenticeships help meet the state’s needs for a more highly skilled workforce, they 

can springboard Oklahomans into the middle class. According to the U.S. Dept. of Labor, 

Apprentices earn an average starting salary of $50,000 a year while gaining a credential that is 

equivalent in income-earning power to a 2- or 4-year college degree. That is nearly twice the 

median per capita income of the average Oklahoman. And the pay-off doesn’t end there. 
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Workers who complete apprenticeship programs earn $300,000 more over a lifetime than their 

peers who don’t, according the U.S. Dept. of Labor. 

 

Not only are apprenticeships good for career seekers, they are good for business and the 

economy. Apprenticeships help recruit and develop a highly skilled workforce; improve 

productivity and the bottom line; reduce turnover costs and increase employee retention; and 

create industry-driven and flexible training solutions to meet state and regional needs. For every 

dollar spent on apprenticeship, employers get an average of $1.47 back in increased productivity.  

 

Now is the time to challenge our state leaders to embrace and expand apprenticeship programs. 

Let’s look to our state and community-based agencies to collaborate with business and industry 

to expand a proven model for up-skilling our workforce.  

 

November 14-20 marks National Apprenticeship Week. To learn more about how to start a 

Registered Apprenticeship program in Oklahoma, visit the Oklahoma Office of Workforce 

Development’s website at: http://oklahomaworks.gov/apprenticeships. 

 

Cutline: Natalie Shirley is president of Oklahoma State University-Oklahoma City and is the 

state’s secretary of education and workforce development. 

 

-###- 

http://oklahomaworks.gov/apprenticeships

