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n the face of rapidly emerging new 
technologies, low unemployment rates, 

and a tight labor market, employers 
must find ways to update the skills of 
their current employees rather than 
rely on hiring new employees with 
specific skills. One approach employers 
can take is to offer opportunities for 
postsecondary education and training 
to the 49% of working adults, age 25 
and older, who are high school graduates 
but have not earned a postsecondary 
degree (Brundage, 2017). Employers 
already invest heavily in training for 
their employees—in fact, as of 2013, 
employers spent $590 billion annually 
on formal and informal training, 
representing more than half (54%) of 
the funds invested in postsecondary 
education and training in the U.S. 
(Carnevale et al., 2015). 
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A number of lessons on how to structure educational opportunities for 
current employees can be learned from examining existing investments 
in postsecondary education and training by employers. This brief 
describes recent developments in two ways employers can help increase 
postsecondary attainment for adults—tuition assistance programs and 
apprenticeships—both of which have received considerable media and 
public policy attention in recent years.

New Approaches to Tuition Assistance
Assistance with postsecondary tuition is 

a benefit that employers provide to enhance 
employees’ skills and improve retention. In 
the U.S, employers spend about 16% of the 
money they invest in formal training on such 
programs, for a total of $28.3 billion annually 
(Carnevale et al., 2015). A 2018 survey of 
human resource managers found that about 
half (51%) of companies offer tuition assistance 
for undergraduate education, suggesting that 
this approach to increasing higher education 
attainment has further room to grow (Society for 
Human Resource Management, 2018). 

Tuition assistance programs offer considerable 
value for both employers and employees. Studies 
of the tuition assistance programs at Cigna 
Corporation, Discover Financial Services, and 
Advocate Health Care found that participants 
were more likely to be retained and to receive 
promotions and transfers. For Cigna and 
Discover, these improvements in human resource 
management led to substantial returns on 
investment—129% for Cigna and 144% for 
Discover—linked to reduced hiring costs. At 
Advocate, however, the return on investment 
was 58% for administrative employees but -36% 
for nurses. The study’s authors concluded that 

this result reflects differences in how nursing 
careers proceed, with fewer promotions and 
transfers. The authors also noted that nurses who 
participated in the tuition assistance program had 
performance ratings 6% higher than those who 
did not, suggesting that the skills learned through 
additional educational opportunities helped 
improve patient outcomes (Accenture, 2016a, 
2016b, 2016c). 
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Employees report similar positive results 
for tuition assistance programs more generally. 
For example, a survey of 22,000 employees who 
participated in such programs found that: 

 » 93% of employees who participated in 
tuition assistance programs say that their 
educational program helped them build 
skills needed for growth within their 
organizations; 

 » 85% believe they are more effective 
employees as a result of the educational 
opportunity; 

 » 84% were offered a promotion or new 
opportunities at their company within  
two years of completing a credential;

 » 60% said that the availability of tuition 
assistance benefits was important to their 
decision to join the company; and 

 » 79% say the benefit makes them more 
likely to remain employed at their current 
company (EdAssist, 2017).

Several of these new programs offer up-
front tuition payments, rather than employee 
reimbursements for tuition costs. This approach 

means that employees are not subject to high 
out-of-pocket costs, which may prevent some 
prospective students from enrolling, even if 
the costs will be reimbursed. This sort of up-
front payment has not been the norm in tuition 
assistance programs. A 2012 review of tuition 
assistance programs found that only 40% offered 
a pre-payment option. Notably, the companies 
that did offer such an option had a higher 
percentage of employees taking advantage of the 
program: 7% versus 4% for companies that only 
reimbursed costs (EdAssist, 2012).

As their new tuition assistance programs have 
developed, these corporations have also made 
changes to reach a greater number of employees. 
McDonald’s, for example, expanded program 
eligibility to employees who have been employed 
at least 90 days (versus nine months) and who 
work as little as 15 hour per week. The company 
also raised the amount of aid available from 
$700 to $2,500 per year for front-line employees 
(McDonald’s, 2018). Similarly, Starbucks 
initially limited eligibility to employees who had 
already earned 60 hours of college credit but now 
offers tuition assistance to any benefits-eligible 
employee (Blumenstyk, 2015).
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FIGURE 1: Employee reported benefits

93%

85%

60%

84%

79%

Built skills for growth at current employer

Now more effective in current role

Promoted or has new opportunities at current employer

Important reason for joining current employer

More likely to stay at current employer 

Source: EdAssist’s Annual Review of Employer Tuition Assistance Programs (2012)
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While tuition assistance programs allow 
employees to pursue a postsecondary credential, 
those credentials are not necessarily linked 
to the specific skills an employer needs, 
particularly for tuition assistance programs 
that allow employees to pursue any degree 
they choose. Another credible approach to 
expanding postsecondary education attainment 
for working adults involves the return to 
an older model—apprenticeships. In an 
apprenticeship, an individual is employed by 
a company and receives on-the-job training, 
while simultaneously engaging in a formal 
educational program that leads to an industry-
recognized credential (Helper, et al., 2016; Craig 
& Bewick, 2018). This model closely connects 
classroom learning with on-the-job experience 
and benefits the student by providing pay for 
the work done while learning. Moreover, while 
apprenticeships are often seen as pathways to 
a career for traditional-age students, they can 
also be valuable for expanding the skills of 
adult workers. In Philadelphia, for example, 
an apprenticeship program run through the 
community college enabled child-care workers 
to receive credit for on-the-job learning and  
take academic courses towards an associate 
degree in early childhood education  
(McCarthy et al., 2017).

From an employer’s perspective, 
apprenticeships carry benefits such as:

 » Increasing the supply of skilled workers  
in an industry; 

 » Providing workers with both theoretical 
knowledge and necessary technical  
and soft skills;

Revisiting 
Apprenticeships
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 » Allowing companies to recruit from specific 
populations of workers, such as women or 
minority groups;

 » Reducing recruitment costs and costs 
associated with unfilled positions; and

 » Ensuring that employees are a good fit for a 
particular company (Helper, et al., 2016).

Employers also find that apprentices feel 
a sense of loyalty to the company that funded 
their training and are likely to be retained at the 
company after completing the apprenticeship. 
This helps to reduce concerns that employers 
will make an investment in an employee only to 
have that person leave the company (Colborn & 
Jenkins, 2015). 

The costs of starting an apprenticeship 
program are undoubtedly high, and all 
such programs require employers to pay for 
time their employees spend learning rather 
than producing (Colborn & Jenkins, 2015). 
However, research shows that the return on 
investment for many apprenticeship programs 
easily outweighs their costs. For example, 
researchers have found that employers who 
participate in the North America’s Building 
Trades Unions apprenticeship programs “earn 
an ROI of between $1.30 and $3.00 for every 
$1.00 invested in craft training due to improved 
safety, increased worker productivity, and 
reduction of rework, absenteeism, and turnover” 
(Helper, et al., 2016). Even apprenticeship 
programs with very high start-up costs can 
ultimately save employers money. Hypotherm, 
a manufacturer of plasma, laser, and waterjet 
cutting systems, invested $2 million in building 
an on-site training facility and has realized 
annual savings of $1.6 million from reduced 
training time as well as reduced machine 
downtime and repair costs achieved because 
better-trained employees are more effective in 
resolving these technical problems. Similarly, 
when Dartmouth-Hitchcock, a nonprofit 
health care system, developed an apprenticeship 

program to train medical assistants, they found 
themselves spending nearly $10,000 more per 
apprentice than they would have paid to hire a 
trained medical assistant. However, because the 
pool of trained medical assistants in their region 
was very limited, they were able to recoup this 
investment through reduced overtime costs, 
lower physician turnover, and a substantial 
increase in the number of appointments booked 
once they had sufficient medical assistants to 
meet their needs (Helper, et al., 2016).

To help offset high start-up costs, federal 
funds are available to support the development 
of apprenticeship programs, and many states 
also support apprenticeships by subsidizing 
start-up costs and by offering tuition assistance 
for apprentices and/or tax credits for their 
employers (Hanks & Gurwitz, 2016).  If the 
academic portion of the apprenticeship is offered 
through an accredited postsecondary institution, 
the apprentice may also be eligible for federal 
and/or state student financial aid (McCarthy et 
al., 2017). 
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Apprenticeships are often thought of as 
primarily relevant in industries like construction 
and manufacturing. Only a few thousand of 
the half million apprenticeships in the United 
States are in fast-growing fields like health care 
and information technology, which makes them 
less accessible for the many adult learners who 
would like to pursue degrees in these fields 
(McCarthy et al., 2017; Craig & Bewick, 2018). 
This education model, nonetheless, has great 
potential for many industries, particularly 
when employers partner with postsecondary 
institutions so that apprentices can earn a 

degree through the program. At Harper 
College in Illinois, for instance, students can 
train for fields such as insurance underwriting, 
cybersecurity, retail management, and supply 
chain management, while receiving both wages 
and tuition assistance from an employer (Beer, 
2019). Research has shown that apprenticeships 
in fields as diverse as tax preparation, graphic 
design, database administration, and medical 
transcription could help employers fill open 
positions (of which there were more than 
3.3 million in relevant fields in 2016), while 
offering employees a living wage (Fuller & 
Sigelman, 2017). 

Recent actions around apprenticeships 
at the federal level have led to increased 
opportunities for employers and postsecondary 
institutions. Following a 2017 Executive Order 
mandating the expansion of apprenticeship 
programs, a task force was assembled to 
study federal apprenticeships, and in 2018, 
the task force issued a call for the federal 
government to simplify the process of 
registering apprenticeships (Spiker, 2018). In 
response, the Department of Labor (DOL) has 
begun developing the Industry-Recognized 
Apprenticeship Program, through which 
industry associations or other intermediaries can 
be authorized to certify apprenticeship programs 
without additional government involvement. To 
receive this authorization, the intermediary must 
have expertise in the industry sector, a clear set 
of rules for certifying apprenticeships, and the 
ability to provide public information about the 
apprenticeships it certifies. The apprenticeships 
themselves must include paid employment, 
on-the-job training, and related classroom 
instruction leading to an industry-recognized 
credential (Spiker, 2018). While the DOL has 
not yet released an application for organizations 
to become authorized to certify industry-
recognized apprenticeship programs, the process 
of developing such an application is underway.
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Given the rapid pace of change in business 
practices, more developments are likely in the 
arena of employer-based strategies for increasing 
postsecondary attainment. For example, 
companies are turning to a range of providers 
to manage online and in-person employee 
training. These providers include postsecondary 
institutions as well as for-profit and non-profit 
training providers that may be able to offer micro-
credentials or other ways of connecting work-
based learning with postsecondary credit. 

In addition, new companies like Guild 
Education and Education at Work are providing 
links among postsecondary institutions, 
employers, and employees who are taking 
advantage of employer-funded educational 
opportunities. Another group of emerging 
intermediary organizations have begun to offer 
career training and placement services—along 
with mentoring, case management, and referrals 
to social services—to low-income adults. These 
services are aimed at helping adults prepare 
for well-paying, high-demand jobs in their 
local communities. Partnerships between these 
providers and employers have led to new models 
such as “outsourced apprenticeships,” in which 
trainees work on employer projects at their 
training site and under the supervision of their 
instructors (Weise et al., n.d.). 

New and emerging partnerships between 
employers and postsecondary institutions 
have also led to innovative programs within 
higher education, including internships where 
college students both work at the business 
location and take for-credit courses taught by 
industry practitioners (Francis & Rush, 2017). 
Similarly, the development of sector or industry 
partnerships, as mandated by the Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act, is encouraging 
closer relationships among industry, workforce 
development, labor, and higher education 
representatives at the local level (Spiker, 2019).

Because many of the employer-based strategies 
for degree completion are relatively recent, and 
other new strategies are still emerging, little 
evidence is currently available demonstrating 
the effectiveness of these programs in increasing 
postsecondary attainment for adults or the 
return on investment employers can expect from 
investing in such programs. Further research in 
this area is warranted if employers are to have the 
data they need to make effective decisions about 
how best to offer educational opportunities for 
their employees and expand the pool of employees 
who have the skills they need.

The Future of Employer-Based 
Strategies
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