CHARLOTTE WEEKLY, SEPTEMBER 19-25, 2008

arlotte
VEEKIL

ABOUT THE COMMUNITY, FOR THE COMMUNITY

DOWN-THE-ROAD DIVIDEND

Apprenticeship program invests in future

Apprenticeship 2000 student-apprentice Chris Lawing sharpens his mechanical engineering skilk while werking behind the
Blum companys injection molding machine. Mot only is Lawing honing his expertise at the company, he alo attends Central
Piedmont Community College classes, which Blum subsidizes, Phote courtesy of Blum

by Anna Dykema
anna@ithecharlotteweekly.com

Some would call it a risk; others,
good business. But Blum USA, a global
manulacturer  of  [urniture  Gitings
and kitchen design components, savs
Apprenticeship 2000, a program that
invests in a future skilled-labor work-
force, is simply & smart investment.
Fellow program  participants  Amer-
itech, Max Dacrwyler Corp., Sarstetdr
Ine. and Timbken agree,

If the program, which covers partici-
pants’ collepe tuition and guarantees
them postgraduate jobs, is an invest-
ment, consider 20-vear-old Joc Grigg

an assel = one that Blum is wapgering
will pay dividenads,

For Blum, whose national headguiar-
ters is a short distance outside Meck-
lenburg County in Stanley, the program
helps Gill a growing need for skilled
workers amid a secondary education
system that often points high school
graduates in a different direction and
an economy increasingly forced 1o out-
source such labor.

But make no mistake: This isn't o
onc-wiry streel, Grigg is on track 1o
profit as much as his investors. For
apprent wes, the ”Pp‘]ﬁ“““) LLLLEH LR
tuition-free education at Central Pied-
mont Community College and a full-

time, salaried job — at least 534,000 a
year and benelits — at one of the par-

ticipating companics,

Worth the risk

Gripg spoke frankly about his pre-
Blum thoughts on file afier high
schoal. “1 wasn't really planning on
going to college,” the Catawha County
native said.

S0 what sparked his about-face?
Opportunity knocked, and Grigg, who
knows a good opporunity when he
sees one, answercid, As o high school
senion, he attended an Apprenticeship
2000 presentation during one of the
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program’s recruiting visits. After learn-
ing a business would pay for him to earn
an associate's degree in manufacturing,
he knew he'd struck gold. “It sounded
pretty cool,” he said.

Today, Grigg is two semesters shy
of receiving his degree, and he isn't
alone. The program recruits [rom 27
high schools in surrounding counties,
including  Mecklenburg, Cabarrus,
Catawba, Gaston, Iredell and Lincoln,
offering students career training as tool
and die makers, electronics technicians,
CNC — or computer numerical control
— machinists, mold and plastics techni-
cians and welding fabricators.

But “pretty cool” comes with a cost
— $160,000 per student to be exact, all
of which is absorbed by Blum and other
participating companies.

It's a worthwhile investment, said
Blum Vice President of Engineering
Ralf, Atzor. “For us, it's part of a long-
term strategy.” he said. “As you plan for
investments, you plan for people.

“We teach highly skilled, hands-on
mechanics, as well as provide them with
a college education. It's a dual-training
system,” he commented, noting that
by the time students graduate, they've
spent 1,800 hours in class and 6,200
hours learning their trade under the
guidance of a company mentor.

Nonetheless, there are no guarantees
for the companies footing the bills, said
Andres Thurner, Blum's apprenticeship

manager. Students can walk away at any
time and aren't obligated to commit to
or reimburse their apprentice partners
after graduation. “For them, it's a win-
win situation,” he said.

Still, those who walk away tread the
road less traveled, he added. Few leave
the program. Blum has a 90 percent
retention rate more than five years after
the students’ graduation, and all 10
of Blum's 2008 apprentices elected to
stay with the company. Additionally, if
apprentices want to continue their edu-
cations, Blum and the other companies
are financially supportive.

Stocking up on support

That's part of what attracted 21-year-
old Wes Shelby, a second-year appren-
tice at Timken, an Ohio-based company
with offices in Charlotte that manufac-
tures steel parts. “Right now, (Timken)
pays for everything. If 1 continue this,
they will reimburse me for my grades, so
I can go on to get my master’s degree in
engineering,” said Shelby, noting Tim-
ken will foot the bill for his continued
education il he maintains a good grade
point average.

Shelby heard about the apprentice pro-
gram [rom his father, a Timken employee.
He said he was relieved to be accepted. 1
got lucky. It’s hard to work full time and
2o to school, so this really helps.”

Fortunate, he was: With parental sup-
port, Shelby didn't have to explain why




he wasn't seeking a more traditional post-
high school path. Some potential appren-
tices have a hard time gaining their
school's and parents’ support because
skilled labor is plagued with misconcep-
tions — “big ones,” Thurner said.

“(Parents) envision blue-collar work;
that’s just not true anymore. These are
technically-skilled people working on
million-dollar equipment. ... (People)
need to rethink what this industry is
now,” he continued, noting that mod-
ern, law-abiding manufacturing facili-
ties are neither polluted nor dangerous.

Scanning Blum’s 450,000-square-
foot, light, airy and ultracontemporary
complex, it appears Thurner has hit the
nail on the head. Clearly, yesterday’s cli-
chés about the manufacturing business
have been left in the dust by an indus-
try reinvigorated by a technological and
architectural overhaul.

"We don't need 500 people behind a
machine screwing tops on anymore,”
Thurner said. “There are million-dollar
machines for that. ... Everyone who
produces (in the United States) at the
moment is doing good. But you cannot
invest cheaply on the people side.”

To make the wisest investments, par-
ticipating companies visit high schools
to recruit candidates.

“There are a lot of companies that
still believe in (producing in the United
States), but the school system did not
support them in the last 10 vears,”

explained Tim Ballard, one of Blum's

four [full-time apprentice trainers.
Thirty other Blum staffers mentor the
apprentices.

Support also has come from Charlotte-
Mecklenburg Schools over the past
several years, Thurnér said. It's an
about-face that followed years of resis-
tance over Apprenticeship 2000 being
presented in CMS high schools.

“Things really changed, I think, when
(Superintendent) Peter Gorman came
on board,” he said. “They really got
the message, (and they're) generating
awareness that we have this program
and it is available.”

With new recruits every year — the
average class size is 15 to 20 apprentices
— Blum's four apprentice trainers are well
versed in being supportive. “We have to
be there for them every moment,” Bal-
lard said. “We have to show them every-
thing in the beginning. As they progress,
that control is still there in many ways,
but they have the ability.

“We help them with their classwork. If
they come to ask us, we either stop what
we are doing or get that help for them,
or we arrange a time we can work with
them on a closer basis. CPCC teachers
do the same thing.”

The ‘other four-year degree’
CMS and other school districts aren't
the program’s only advocates. North

{more on page 5)







