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PUGET SOUND SKILLS CENTER
SEATTLE, WA

InstructIonal alIgnment: embedded

Program artIculatIon: oPtIonal-entry

Architecture and Construction

Background
Overview
The Construction Technology program at Puget Sound Skills Center (PSSC) in Seattle, Washington, 
prepares students for five district-defined pathways: work, military, two-year college, four-year 
university, and apprenticeships. To formalize the pathway to apprenticeships, PSSC leaders cultivated and leveraged 
extensive employer and labor partnerships to embed the necessary competencies within the CTE program to make 
it equivalent to a pre-apprenticeship experience. As a result, the program was awarded state recognition in 2016 
as an apprenticeship preparation program, meaning that students who complete both years of the CTE program at 
PSSC and the optional summer internship will receive preferred consideration and advance credit when applying to 
a Registered Apprenticeship. 

Although graduates from the class of 2017 will be the first to benefit from the formal state recognition, Construction 
Technology program’s students have become apprentices upon graduation for many years. In 2014-15, the program’s 
23 graduates had a 100 percent graduation rate, with more than 40 percent entering apprenticeships.

History 
The Puget Sound Skills Center (PSSC), a two-year area technical 
center in Seattle established in 1966, is the oldest Skills Center in 
Washington State, drawing students from 22 feeder high schools that 
enroll diverse populations representing 19 languages. Five school 
districts—Federal Way, Fife, Tahoma, Tukwila, and Highline Public 
Schools, which serves as the administrative and fiscal authority 
for PSSC—are members of the Skills Center Consortium. Students 
spend half the day at their home high school and then travel to PSSC 
where they spend the rest of the school day. In the 2014-15 school 
year, PSSC enrolled 662 students in grades 10 through 12. 

The PSSC construction program path to pre-apprenticeship began 
in the spring of 2007. A former PSSC instructor collaborated with 
the Seattle Pipe Trades, Local 32, as part of a national effort to 
identify the core competencies of construction pre-apprenticeships. This would later lead to the development of the 
national Multi-Craft Core Curriculum (MC3), released in 2009 by North America’s Building Trades Unions.34 Through 
this collaboration, the PSSC instructor began to embed these competencies in the Construction Technology program. 

34 See http://www.choiceworks.org/Members-and-Apprenticeship/Multi-Craft-Core-Curriculum-and-Pre-Apprenticeship.

Program Snapshot
• Participants (2014–15): 39

• Participants (2013–14): 43

• High school graduation rate (2014–15): 
100 percent

• Placement rate (2014–15):  
100 percent 

• Apprenticeship: 47 percent

• Postsecondary: 18 percent

• Workforce or military: 35 percent

http://www.choiceworks.org/Members-and-Apprenticeship/Multi-Craft-Core-Curriculum-and-Pre-Apprenticeship
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This shift to a pre-apprenticeship deepened the program’s  
relationship with employers and other regional industry 
associations. Thirty-five local employer partners in other 
construction trades serve on a program advisory committee. 
In 2015, local general contractors, the Construction Center 
of Excellence at Renton Technical College, the Washington 
Carpenters Institute, and the Pacific Northwest Regional Council 
of Carpenters, worked with instructors and PSSC leaders to add 
a summer internship, called a “Construction Camp,” to the two-
year CTE program. The partners also recommended the program 
apply for official pre-apprenticeship recognition through the 
Washington State Apprenticeship Council, which was awarded in 
the spring of 2016.

In 2015, district leadership created the Career Pathways and 
Partnerships Department to promote all pathways equally. This 
means that all programs must be designed to prepare students for five well-defined pathways: work, military, two-
year college, four-year university, and apprenticeships. Students receive personalized career advisement to help 
them decide which to pursue.

Program Structure
Students may enter the Construction Technology program as a junior or senior. Graduates may earn up 
to 20 articulated postsecondary credits, and are eligible to apply for an eight-week “Construction Camp” 
that takes place during the summer between their junior and senior years. 

Once accepted as an apprentice, they are also able to apply the hours from their Construction Technology classes and 
internship, meaning participants could achieve journey-level status in as little as two years, compared to the average 
four years. Though the Registered Apprenticeship does not include an embedded associate’s degree, the articulation 
agreements between PSSC’s CTE programs and three local colleges can position students to more quickly complete 
the remaining credits of an Associate of Applied Science degree. 

The Construction Technology program earned state recognition as a pre-apprenticeship program in April 2016. 
Starting with the class of 2017, students who have completed both years of the program and the summer internship 
will be eligible to receive preferred consideration when applying to a Registered Apprenticeship with the Pacific 
Northwest Regional Training Council of Carpenters. Though the program has had longstanding connections with 
apprenticeships, receiving the state recognition enables the Council to provide students with preferred consideration 
as well as advanced placement. Students may also receive similar benefits in other Registered Apprenticeships 
because of the state recognition.

On-the-Job Training & Classroom Instruction
The Construction Camp is a summer internship sponsored by the Pacific Northwest Regional Council of Carpenters, the 
Washington Carpenters Institute, local general contractors, and other employers. The Construction Center for Excellence, 
which is part of the state’s sector strategy initiative, and helps lead statewide education curriculum and training efforts, 
served as an intermediary for PSSC and their industry partners to support and facilitate this collaboration.35 

35 See http://www.sbctc.edu/for-employers/centers-of-excellence.aspx.

“One of the things we say at Highline is 
we're working toward a minimum of 95 
percent graduation rate, but that number 
means nothing if those diplomas are not 
a meaningful ticket to a promising future 
for every student. . . . We're working very 
hard to place equal value on the multiple 
pathways that kids can take after high 
school, knowing that whatever pathway 
they choose, they have to be highly 
skilled and well prepared in content.”
 
Dr. Susan Enfield, Superintendent, Highline 
Public School District

http://www.sbctc.edu/for-employers/centers-of-excellence.aspx
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Matriculation into the full apprenticeship is one of the goals of the Construction Camp, because connecting students 
to an employer and exposing them to the Carpenters apprenticeship training hall can help make apprenticeships a 
more attractive, easy, and comfortable next step for students.

To participate, students are interviewed by the employers, who hire the students, and wages vary by employer. 
Students spend their first week of the Construction Camp at the Carpenters Apprenticeship Hall for orientation and 
training by the apprenticeship instructors. During the rest of the camp, students take classes once a week at the 
training center and spend the rest of the week in a supervised work experience. Participants complete 106 hours of 
training and 214 hours of supervised job site employment by the end of the internship. Currently, the Construction 
Camp is limited to a small number of placements each summer because interns may only work on private building 
sites. In the 2014-15 school year, nine Construction Technology students participated in summer internships, six of 
whom participated in the Construction Camp. 

Summer work-based learning experiences like the Construction Camp are strongly encouraged by PSSC. To create a 
supportive work-based learning culture, PSSC leaders track a number of student success measures, including work-
based learning participation, and use these measures to drive program improvement. Though work-based learning 
is not a required component to complete the Construction Technology program, it is required for students seeking 
advanced placement into a Registered Apprenticeship. 

Classroom Instruction
The Construction Technology program integrates both academic and technical coursework. The technical courses 
are two sequenced, year-long, 540-hour courses in construction, both of which are taken at PSSC. Students complete 
their academic coursework at their home high school, with their course-taking guided by recommendations from 
PSSC’s Dean of College and Career Success and counselors. Specifically, PSSC counselors work with the home high 
school counselors to tailor the students’ academic work for their career pathway, for example, taking into account 
any course equivalencies that may be available.

The state Office of Public Instruction’s course equivalency policy, through which approved CTE courses can count as 
academic credit that applies toward graduation requirements, has been critical to help PSSC students maximize their 
CTE learning while also meeting the state’s 24-credit graduation requirements. The Highline Public School District, 
which includes PSSC, has adopted the state’s course equivalency option, which allows PSSC students enrolled 
in a CTE program for a minimum of two semesters to earn course equivalency credit for English, Algebra I, and 
Geometry or Algebra II. This allows for extra time in students’ schedules for additional CTE coursework and work-
based learning. Additionally, students may also earn up to 20 articulated college credits with the Seattle Colleges 
system that include Business Math and Spreadsheets, Integrated Communications, Professional Development, and 
Business Communications.

Curriculum & Assessment
The program uses a blend of the nonunion curriculum from the National Center for Construction Education and 
Research (NCCER) and project-based learning units from the MC3 curriculum from the North America’s Building 
Trades Union. This blended curriculum gives completers the option to work for union and nonunion contractors. 
Further, the use of an industry-based curriculum helps ensure ongoing communication between employers and the 
PSSC instructional staff and helps sustain these long-term relationships.

PSSC monitors and tracks student technical skill attainment in a variety of ways. For national industry certifications, 
the program uses the National Center for Construction Education and Research (NCCER) assessment system, through 
which students can earn multiple entry-level NCCER certifications. During the 2014-15 school year, 100 percent 
of students earned at least one industry certification. In addition, students also earn a number of local, state, and 
national certificates such as CPR, first aid, and automated external defibrillator. 
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Program Funding
The PSSC Construction Technology program is primarily operated through the state education funding that is set 
aside for the Skills Centers. The program also has access to federal Perkins funding for program improvement and 
professional development as defined in the consortium’s local plan.

Key Partners
The program’s success can be attributed to a strong instructor with gifted relationship-building skills, 
clear school leadership support, and a critical mass of diverse business interest in building a combined 
CTE and pre-apprenticeship pipeline to full apprenticeship model. 

Employers & Labor 
The 35-member advisory committee is diverse, ranging from general contractors to industry and trade associations. 
While the committee officially meets at least four times per year, it also convenes as dictated by the program’s needs.
 
One of the key partners is the Pacific Northwest Regional Council of Carpenters’ Training Center, which encouraged 
PSSC to pursue state recognition. Partnering with the PSSC program was a clear value for the Training Council: 
consistent with national trends, too many pre-apprentices who attend the Council’s tuition-free training do not 
complete the program, and staff have estimated the center’s cost of each lost apprentice at $10,000. Since PSSC 
Construction Technology students have already expressed interest in the building trades, been exposed to the career 
field, and begun their foundational training, Council leaders believe they are more likely to persist and that the 
partnership is a good investment. 

The Council also encouraged PSSC to pursue the approved pre-apprenticeship status because it provided a credible 
way to move graduates from the PSSC construction program to the top of the full apprenticeship program trainee 
list. Historically, when the trainee list was long, it was difficult to justify advancing recent high school graduates 
over adult applicants on the waiting list. The pre-apprenticeship designation by the Washington Apprenticeship and 
Training Council confirmed the program and competency alignment with the full apprenticeship and formalized the 
conduit for completers to appropriately receive direct entry into the program.

Postsecondary Institutions
The program has strong ties to the construction programs at South Seattle College, Green River College and Seattle 
Central College. Each institution offers articulated college credit—up to 20 credits—for students who successfully 
complete the PSSC Construction Technology program.

Students continuing on at South Seattle College and Seattle Central College are also eligible to complete the appropriate 
general education courses to continue their path beyond an associate’s degree to a construction-related Bachelor of 
Applied Science.

Student Recruitment and Supports 
Recruitment and Retention
District leaders have targeted significant resources to support student retention and guidance. For 
example, the Highline Public School District created a districtwide Career Access Department in 2015. 
This department includes a dedicated staff of three career and guidance counselors who are responsible for educating 
counselors about CTE program offerings at each of the 22 sending high schools. Highline High School, where the 
PSSC campus is located, is the primary feeder school. They work with each school to identify interested students, 
post flyers, coordinate program tours, and market the program. In addition to sourcing and coordinating work-
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based learning for PSSC and Highline District students, this department provides these services for the construction 
program and the Construction Camp.

To recruit future students, PSSC hosts a Career Camp each spring for all interested eighth-grade students from the 
five school districts. This hands-on evening activity allows students to explore three of the programs offered and 
introduces the skills and education required for careers in construction. Students also get a chance to complete a 
simple construction project.

To assist with retention, PSSC staff annually evaluate transcripts to help students update their “High School and 
Beyond Plan,” which includes a full portfolio of artifacts and certifications from their high school studies. This plan 
is tailored to the student’s post-high school aspirations. During this review, academic course equivalencies also are 
taken into account to guide students in building their home high school schedule for upcoming semesters.

The school also supports students through the Vocational Instruction through Applied Learning (VITAL) program, 
which is a credit recovery program for students who may not have earned the credits needed in their first few years 
of high school. PSSC counselors work with each student to design a graduation plan and offer the academic classes 
needed to graduate. Every year, about four students in the construction program earn their high school diploma with 
support from the VITAL program.

Entrance Requirements
The PSSC Construction Technology program has the same requirements 
for entry as all programs at the Skills Center. To ensure that all students 
have access to CTE, prospective PSSC students must have at least a 1.0 
GPA and be within four credits of what their home high school defines as 
a junior or senior. 

To qualify for the Construction Camp, students enrolled in the program 
must meet additional specific requirements (see text box). Applicants first 
go through an initial screening by the instructor, school administrator, 
and guidance counselor. Then, they interview with local construction 
companies or general contractors. Each employer establishes their own 
wages and is responsible for hiring decisions.

Recruitment Challenges
As a program that recruits students from five school districts and 22 high schools, raising and maintaining awareness 
about apprenticeship as a career pathway has been difficult, given the range of options available to students at PSSC. 
Most counselors and parents have never experienced the value of apprenticeship training and may not see it on the 
same level as a two- or four-year degree. To enhance awareness among the counselors in the home high schools, PSSC 
invites counselors in for breakfast early in the year. This provides a setting where PSSC staff are able to talk about 
their CTE programs and opportunities, like apprenticeship. These counselors are then equipped to carry the message 
about CTE and apprenticeships to parents.

An additional challenge for the Construction Technology program is that many junior and senior students do not have 
their driver’s license and need transportation to the workplace. A license is also a common employment requirement 
for construction employers. While not applicable to all students, the district has been able to provide some qualified 
students with transportation through the federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act.36 Additionally, other 
students may qualify for Metro bus tickets through the Highline Schools Foundation.

36 See http://www.k12.wa.us/HomelessEd/AssistanceAct.aspx.

Construction Camp  
Entrance Requirements

• Successful completion of junior 
year of program

• Minimum 2.0 GPA

• Successful completion of two 
years of math

• Physically fit

• Good school attendance

http://www.k12.wa.us/HomelessEd/AssistanceAct.aspx
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Program Benefits
Students who complete the two-year Construction Technology program receive up to 20 articulated 
credits to nearby colleges and the technical preparation for Registered Apprenticeship entry gained 
from the blended curriculum from unions and nonunion contractors. Students may also earn up to 
eight industry-recognized credentials from NCCER and three as part of the MC3 curriculum, which are recognized by 
nonunion and union contractors, respectively, across the region. There are added benefits for those students who also 
complete the internship and pursue an apprenticeship with the Pacific Northwest Regional Council of Carpenters. 
Other apprenticeships in the area may also award credit earned, but these agreements are not formalized. While the 
value of each credential depends on which path the student chooses, the summative value of these credentials is that 
the student has options upon graduation.
 

State Support
State agencies in Washington have created a set of policies and an infrastructure that can help expand 
these types of programs. 

Administrative
Over the past decade, the state has worked through legislation and existing structures and systems to expand awareness 
and opportunity for secondary students to seamlessly move from high school CTE programs into apprenticeships.

In 2006, state legislation directed the Washington State Apprenticeship and Training Council to develop an approval 
system for “direct-entry” programs for high school graduates into building and construction-related apprenticeships 
and to oversee these programs by providing guidance and helping school districts to use and leverage existing 
resources.37,38 In 2012, WSATC approved the policy and procedures necessary for an education-based preparatory 
program to seek and obtain formal recognition as a “pre-apprenticeship” program.39 As of August 2016, 14 programs, 
including the PSSC construction program, have received the pre-apprenticeship recognition. The clear student path 
from the PSSC program to a Registered Apprenticeship is what led the PSSC leaders to seek the state recognition.
 
In addition to documenting quality criteria—such as safety training and policies, training plans for instructional 
content, and a communication plan—each applicant must also provide evidence of a formal agreement detailing 
how student completers “will be prepared to meet/exceed minimum qualifications and compete for or receive direct 
entry into the registered apprenticeship program.”40 

As already discussed, the state’s course equivalency policy has proven critical for enabling students to take a full load 
of CTE courses while also meeting the state’s graduation requirements.

In 2009, the Washington State Legislature also directed the State Board for Community and Technical Colleges to 
partner with business, industry, and labor across the state to establish Centers of Excellence. Each center is industry-
led and serves as an economic development driver for industries critical to Washington’s economy. The Center for 
Construction Excellence housed at Renton Technical College has been a key partner and convener for the PSSC 
construction program as it has evolved toward a stronger apprenticeship alignment.

37 See http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=49.04.160.
38 See http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=49.04.190.
39 See WSATC Administrative Policy 49.04.160 RCW, April 19, 2012:  
    http://www.lni.wa.gov/TradesLicensing/Rules/files/apprenticeship/policy/201203PrepProgRecog.pdf 
40 Ibid.

http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=49.04.160
http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=49.04.190
http://www.lni.wa.gov/TradesLicensing/Rules/files/apprenticeship/policy/201203PrepProgRecog.pdf
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Outcomes 
In 2014-15, 39 students were enrolled in the Construction Technologies program and 100 percent of 
students graduated. Given the multiple post-graduation pathways promoted by PSSC, the placement 
rate for apprenticeships is quite high, with 47 percent of students pursuing apprenticeships after 
graduation. Additionally, 18 percent pursued postsecondary education, and 35 percent went into the workforce 
or military. 

Beyond what is required for state and federal reporting, PSSC 
measures student success across a variety of indicators, such 
as industry credentials and course equivalencies earned, work-
based learning participation, and placement in the five defined 
pathways including apprenticeship (see text box). School leaders 
use these metrics to evaluate programs and drive program 
improvement and sustainability. For example, in 2014-15, 
Construction Technology students earned a total of 358 local, 
state, and national certificates, and nine students worked 1,369 
hours in work-based learning placements.

Lessons Learned 
Program staff and partners identified some lessons learned, which include the following:

• Create a districtwide culture of valuing and championing all pathways equally.
• Craft a program with a clear value proposition for everyone—the students, employer, school, and community.
• Ensure that the program benefits provided to students are portable.
• Develop a critical mass of employer and union partners offering apprenticeships and similar connections.
• Establish articulated partnerships that are designed to sustain leadership changes.

PSSC Success Metrics

• Number of industry credentials earned

• Rate of participation in work-based 
learning

• Number of course equivalencies earned

• Number of positive placements in the 
five defined pathways: work, military, 
two-year college, four-year college,  
and apprenticeship


