
“The community colleges have a 
strategic opportunity to develop 
training programs (both credit 
and not-for-credit) that can help 
workers move up a four step skill 
ladder towards higher incomes 
and responsibility in the Home 
Construction industry.” 
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California’s construction industry sector is expected to grow by more than 
160,000 jobs (24%) by the year 2010 – Source: California State Employment Development Department 

 

E x ec u t i ve  S um mar y  

Home Construction is a blue-collar sector that offers workers with marginal education 
the opportunity to start work at reasonably good pay and move up a variety of skill 
ladders to much higher incomes.  Completely untrained workers can enter this field in 
“helper” positions averaging $9.29 an hour (Beginning Construction Worker), well above 
the $6.75 minimum wage.  With training and experience, these workers can begin 
learning the various skills found on a job site and move up to average pay of $16.48 an 
hour (Entry Level: Skilled Worker).  Those workers that use experience and training to 
become fully qualified craftsmen can specialize in 21 different trades averaging $23.60 
an hour (Specific Craft Skilled Worker).  Those transitioning to management can make 
an average of $31.85 an hour (Front Line Supervisor). 1 

From 1993-2004, the Inland Empire construction industry has added an annual average 
of 6,518 jobs (9.9% compounded) including 11,800 in 2004 (11.9%). 

2 Home 
Construction workers can feel confident that 
their sector will continue offering employment 
for years to come.  This is the case because 
rapid population growth in Southern California 
and the Inland Empire has meant that the 
Home Construction industry has had trouble 
building houses at the rate they are 
demanded.  Thus, there is enough work to 
employ workers for decades.  

For the community colleges, the sector offers 
an opportunity to make an important 
contribution to assisting the 46.8% of Southern California’s workforce that has never 
had a college class to start the process of moving toward the middle class (Inland 

 
 
1   CA Employment Development Department, LMI Division, Occupational Employment Statistics, 2004                                   
2   Calculations by Economics & Politics, Inc. from OES data weighted by employment for relevant occupations 
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Empire: 50.3%).  Industry employers indicate that they find a need for several types of 
training, in both credit and not-for-credit settings.  Entry-level workers need to 
understand the culture of work and appropriate behavior within it.  Workers wishing to 
stay in the sector need the basic educational foundation required to master a skill.  
Workers wanting to become proficient at one of the 21 skill specialties must be taught 
the theory and practice of their trade and learn to use the specialized tools to handle job 
sites challenges.  First line supervisors need to learn how to transition from doing work 
to directing it.  

There are, however, some difficulties.  Large home builders do not have a history with 
the community colleges so relationships must be built from scratch. Meanwhile, most 
projects involve large numbers of small sub-contractors performing specialized tasks for 
a master developer.  Complaints about worker quality or job site behavior by master 
developers are often a commentary on the employees of their sub-contractors.  These 
smaller firms often expand by hiring relatives or friends of existing workers so it may be 
difficult to gain their acceptance of certified students or a hiring preference for them. In 
addition, many sub-contractors are craftsmen themselves and not business owners in 
the traditional managerial sense.  Many will be Spanish-speaking.  College program 
staff must thus become an integral part of a very specialized working community if they 
are to understand it and gain acceptance for their training programs. 

Another issue is that of unions.  Historically, the movement first succeeded when the 
construction trades organized all those with specific skills and limited the supply of 
workers by controlling training.  Today, though many skilled workers are non-union and 
having learned their trades on-the-job, organized labor still controls many formal training 
programs. Also, though master home developers and their sub-contractors tend to be 
non-union, they must pay union scale due to “prevailing wage” laws applicable to 
projects with any from of public funding.  For these reasons, the entrance of the 
community colleges into this arena may prove to be a challenge. 

Meanwhile, students entering this sector will have families, relatively low incomes, no 
college experience and an appetite for a quick return on their education investment.  
Many courses will thus have to be in short increments and offered at non-traditional 
hours and off-campus.  The educational fundamentals needed by many of the workers 
will be very basic.  That said, in overcoming these difficulties, the community colleges 
will be fulfilling an important part of their mission. 
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