The apprentice
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Chris Hanley, 18, works at Bay Shore Systems in Rathdrum as part of a pilot workforce training program that provides apprenticeship positions for students while they are still in high school. 


Program allows students to receive technical training while still in high school

COEUR d'ALENE -- Sparks fly from welding equipment as a forklift operator sits nearby waiting to move a massive piece of steel.

Chris Hanley, dressed in a Bay Shore Systems jumpsuit, looks like the rest of the employees he works alongside in the Rathdrum manufacturing company's machine shop.

But Hanley is a little different. He's a high school student apprentice participating in a pilot workforce training program that is a model for the rest of the state of Idaho.

"I kind of was leaning toward going to college. When I found out I could learn wire feed welding and get paid," Hanley said, "I jumped on it."

The program could also be the answer to the region's skilled worker shortage.

The School-to-Registered Apprenticeship Program, or STRAP, developed by the United States Department of Labor, offers high school students the opportunity to receive long-term career and occupational training both in the classroom and at an approved job site.

Shawn Martel, production manager for Bay Shore, said his company, a manufacturer of foundation drilling equipment, struggles to find welders and machinists with the skills needed to complete the company's orders.

"If we can bring an apprentice in, it teaches a trade and fills our position," Martel said.
Four other area employers are participating in the pilot program: Ground Force Manufacturing, Kimball Office, Stratford Homes and Empire Airlines.

"We have jobs here that pay very well that people can enter without a four-year degree," said Jonathan Coe, general manager of the Coeur d'Alene Area Chamber of Commerce. "We're bucking the trend in North Idaho and adding manufacturing jobs. We're trying to reinvigorate interest in these jobs."

Because they are registered in a federally recognized apprenticeship program, students are able to participate as early as age 16.

"Normally you can't get a 17-year-old into a manufacturing setting," Coe said.

Hanley learned about the pilot program from his welding instructor at Riverbend Academy, a professional-technical program located in Post Falls that serves students from Coeur d'Alene, Post Falls and Lakeland high schools.

He attends regular high school classes at Coeur d'Alene's Lake City High School each morning before heading over to Riverbend for welding lab. Then, he ends his day apprenticing at Bay Shore.

STRAP, started with a grant from the Idaho Department of Professional-Technical Education, is supported by the Coeur d'Alene, Post Falls, Hayden/Hayden Lake and Rathdrum chambers of commerce, Jobs Plus, the Department of Commerce and Labor, the North Idaho Manufacturers Consortium, North Idaho College, and the Coeur d'Alene, Post Falls and Lakeland school districts including Riverbend Academy.

Riverbend administrator Jason Green said the main idea of the program is to get kids like Hanley started in their careers earlier -- without wasting a lot of time after high school graduation.

"He'll have no student loans and he'll have a good wage," Green said.

After high school graduation, the program continues with students like Hanley progressing as apprentices while they continue to take classes through North Idaho College with college credits attached.

