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The Diesel Mechanic Shortage Will Get
Much Worse. Here’s How We Solve It.
Tim Spurlock
CEO & Co-Founder of ADTC

It doesn’t have to be like this. The Titanic can miss the iceberg.
I first became interested in the diesel mechanic shortage in my previous life, 2009-2017.
I worked for a small educational company that produced and distributed courseware for
automotive and truck educational programs. Even though we were small by almost
every measurable metric, we had an incredible global reach. We had clients in Australia,
England, Ireland, Morocco, Malaysia and South Africa. Customers in more than 50
different companies used our product.
Our customers in the United States ranged from the largest technical post-secondary
schools, with more than a dozen locations, to tiny high schools. One high school was so
poorly funded that the instructor had to sell scrap metal and could only come up with
$500. We gave him the product for $500, (sorry to my former CFO.) It was not
uncommon for an entire automotive or diesel department to have a budget of less than
$5,000 to buy tools AND curriculum.
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One thing I learned early,
was that the skilled labor shortage, which obviously
includes diesel mechanics, is a global phenomenon. I
was fortunate enough to work with some brilliant
people as we spent the better part of three years
working on a fantastic project in South Africa to
completely redesign curriculum used to guide and
assess automotive and diesel apprentices. In 2013, I
sat in an Imperial Motors Training Academy in Cape
Town, South Africa and listened to the CEO of
Imperial Motors, the largest importer and distributor
of cars and trucks in Africa, describe how dire the
mechanic shortage was for his country.
As I worked with schools around the United States, it became so painfully obvious. The
programs were empty. Not only empty, but terribly resourced. Take a look at the
earnings of publicly traded technical schools that have automotive and truck programs.
A quick examination on Yahoo Finance (2020) shows that their stock price is between
$2.00-5.00 per share. Digging a bit deeper, you’ll see says that eight years ago, at their
height, those same shares were worth $25.00 (Yahoo Finance 2018). Moreover, the
current share price for these schools has remained virtually the same since 2016
(Yahoo Finance 2018). Take a look at earnings reports or listen to analyst calls.
Students are simply not enrolling.
The same problem exists for public secondary and post-secondary education. This is
where it really gets ugly. The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for
Education Statistics (2018) says that there are 193 total post-secondary programs in
diesel technology. This includes both public schools, private “not for profit” and
private “for profit” schools. This is an average of four schools per state. My extensive
experience in the field, tells me that an average program size for diesel mechanics at a
community college is 20. And most of them don’t graduate. But we’ll get back to that
later.
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The National Centers for Education Statistics (2018) goes on to say that two thirds of 1
million associates degrees awards were in liberal arts, health and business. Think about
that. More than 650,000 graduates in those three disciplines.

Enrollment is down 1.6 million
students since 2011
According to the National Center for Education
Statistics (2018) community college enrollment is
down 1.6 million students since 2011. In 2019, U.S.
Government Title IV Program Volume (2018) statistics
said that it disbursed Title IV funding, which are Pell
Grants, SEOG Grants, Perkins Loans and student
loans to 8,500 diesel technology students. This placed the vocation 209th overall, just
before Biblical Studies and Public Policy majors. Unlike Biblical Studies and Public
Policy, my experience says that roughly half of diesel students will drop out before
completing. Why? Because they go to work. I sat with the largest automotive program
in the state of Nevada. The coordinator told me that three people a year graduate. They
enroll dozens of students every year, but most drop out and go straight to work.
More concerning is in 2020, the same U.S. Government Title IV Program disbursed
funding to 7,400 diesel technology students. This is a 13% decline in one year. A really
bad problem is getting worse.
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55,000 History Majors?
Stunningly, The U.S. Government Title IV Program
Volume (2018) says that it provides assistance to
55,000 history majors. (Full disclaimer, I majored in
history and my kids give me grief about it every time
they can). I argue back that in the mid 1980's Ohio
State was $2,700 a year. You majored in whatever
you wanted and didn't care if you figured it out
later. Want to take a guess at how many working
historians there are in the U.S? 3,300 according to
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018)
Think about it. For every diesel mechanic student who receives government assistance,
seven history majors receive assistance. Something is wrong. A simple math equation is all
you need to sum up the output:

7,400 * .5 = 3,700
7,400 students qualify for Title IV funding in the field of diesel. In my experience,
most students in this field require some type of financial assistance. Less than 1/2
actually finish their program.
Tweed (2016) quoting an executive from the National Institute of Automotive
Excellence, says that the United States educational system graduates 3,500 diesel
mechanics per year. This number is perfectly in line with our research.
There's your output.
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Let’s talk demand.
The U.S. Bureau of Labor (2020) says that 142,000 new technicians will be needed by
2022. A Penske Report (2016) says that that the transportation industry will grow at
12% through 2024. That same report (2016) goes on to say that 75,000 new mechanics
are needed by 2022 to JUST meet demand and that 67,000 mechanics are needed to
replace retiring baby boomers. Being a mechanic is a physical job. As a good friend of
mine, who is 55 years old told me, "I just got tired of being on a creeper every day."
If you graph this out. It presents a picture that should be keeping people up at night.
Strangely, I'm not sure that it does. I have some theories but that's for another article.
If current industry growth holds, and input stays the same, which it will, and the same
amount of people retire, by the year 2025, there will be close to more mechanic
openings than working mechanics.
On March 8, 2020 If you looked at diesel mechanic job posting across the United
States on Indeed.com, the number said 20,999. Obviously not every company posts its
job opening on Indeed. Our experience tells us that Indeed is really closer to 1/3 of
what the actual number is. If this is the case, the actual number is @ 60,000 openings
today.
A year over year comparison shows that posted positions on Indeed.com increased
60% January, 2019 versus January 2020, (12,914 to 19,1976).
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And Finally, Attrition...
The baby boom retirement is not going away any time soon. The Baby Boom is defined
as lasting from 1946 to 1964. It peaked in 1957, when there were 4.3 mm new babies
born into a population of 157 million. Those mechanics born at the peak of the baby
boom are now 61 years old. The industry has seven more years of dealing with record
retirements. To give additional context, in 1998, the U.S. population was 275 million and
there were 3.9 million babies born. So as a percentage of overall population, the
birthrate in 1957 was essentially double compared to what it is today.
What do we do as an industry? Here's my advice.
Truly acknowledge the problem.
This should be a call to arms. Yes, yes. I know that some people will say "but we talk
about it all the time at meetings and conferences." Well, yes and no. Not long ago, I
dragged myself out of bed at a large conference for an 8:00 AM meeting to hear a
panel discussion around this topic. In 90 minutes, there were zero actual solutions
presented. I heard ideas like “alternate channels” and attracting “non-traditional”
workers, but no one actually bothered to say how to attract these people. There
should be entire meetings with the best and brightest from companies all over the
United States to get this figured out. I can’t take hearing “we’ve just got to find more
farm kids” one more time.
About a year ago, we tried to gather executives from five, non-competitive national
companies for a substantive discussion about how to solve this problem. We even
presented a couple of real solutions. We got zero response. These same companies
each have between 300 and 1200 technician openings per year.
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While this is well-intentioned and creates
some good PR, it's ineffective and a poor
use of resources. Did any of us know what
we wanted to do with our lives when we
were 12 years old? Or even 20 years old?

This spring, we had 20 automotive students from a local vocational high school visit our Columbus
Center of Excellence on a field trip. We put together a really engaging presentation that required
participation and feedback. We gave out prizes. I guess we should have served coffee as half the
kids struggled to stay awake.
We asked them "How many of you are planning on doing something post-high school to further
your training and education in the field? " The answer....zero. Because when you are 16-17 years
old, you have no idea what you really want to do with your life. Nor should you.
If you are reading this and actually have data that proves that introducing this vocation to 6th
graders results in increased people entering the industry, please send it to me.
We cannot sit around and wait for government to solve this.
It won't. At least at the secondary or post-secondary level. I don't care if community college is free.
A couple years ago, I sat in a conference workshop comprised mostly of educators. I was seated
next to a conference attendee and we struck up a conversation. She asked me what I did and I told
her that I'd co-founded a company that trained entry level diesel mechanics in 300 hours. That our
placement rate was 100% and that our grads worked for more than 100 of the top companies in the
United States. "Where do you get your accreditation?" she said. "Well,” I said, “we are approved by
the Ohio Board of Career Colleges, but we view industry and our employers as our accreditors."
After all, they hire our product." She looked at me like I was from Mars and said incredulously. "But
how do you get your funding if you aren’t accredited?" Conversation over.
I've called on Congress and I'm not kidding when I say not one member of Congress with whom we
spoke had any clue about the mechanic shortage. And we talked to some heavy hitters.
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How about we focus more down-stream?
Stop looking at 6th graders and look at 25-year olds. This is your answer to the skilled
labor shortage. There are millions of people in this country who are working in high
effort, low-skill/low-wage jobs. It could be a factory, where they make $12.00 an hour
and have no chance at anything more than a 3% yearly raise. It may be a warehouse.
And we all know warehouse workers rarely make careers out of working in a
warehouse. Amazon even has a "career choice" program that pays for vocational
training for their workers, because they know they will burn out and need real world
skills. It may be fast food. We've taken people working fast food and after 12 weeks of
our training, they've been hired by truck dealerships. The best of the best. Think about
that from Arby's to a dealership in 12 weeks!
One of my favorite stories, and when I say it motivates us every day, it really does, is
the first meeting we ever had with an employer. At the time, American Diesel Training
Centers was an empty building. We showed up with our three-ring binders that
contained our pitch. We met with the VP or HR and the VP of Maintenance. After
hearing our story and our plans to recruit people to come to our 12-week program,
during which, we would train them to become diesel mechanics, the VP of Maintenance
said "we love what you are trying to do, but good luck. You are going to need it. You'll
never be able to recruit people for your program."
Chris Ellis, my business partner and I looked at each other and said "game on." Since
that meeting in April of 2017, we’ve become one of the largest producers of diesel
technicians in the United States. We’ve produced over 400 grads and they work for
more than 125 companies. We’ve done this in nine different states and 15 different
cities. I can't tell you how many times we sit across from people interested in
attending our program and say "where have you been hiding?" They are hiding in plain
sight. And we've figured out how to find them.
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Industry HAS to step up to the plate.
The cost drag to an organization saddled with technician openings is significantly more
than just investing in a solid program and executing that program. An Association of
Equipment Dealers Foundation study (2017) by William and Mary determined that it
costs a company $1,000 a day for every day a technician isn't working.
Simple math says multiply $1,000 times the number of working days a position is open.
The average opening is 42 days, it costs more than $4,000 to recruit for an open
position and another $4,000 to onboard a new hire (SHRM 2016).
$42,000+$4,000+$4,000=$53,000 to have an open technician position for 42 days.
That's more than a full-year first year salary. We’ve had companies call us who have
had openings for more than a year. I’ve personally spoken to people who have been
looking for mechanics for five years.
There are companies who have more than 500 openings nationwide at any given time.
These openings cost that company a minimum of $25,000 a year in lost revenue. This
does not include recruiting and hiring costs. We ask companies if $1,000 a day is an
accurate number and every-one has told us that it is significantly more than $1,000 a
day.
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Industry must grow its own mechanics.
There simply is no other choice. Go back and take a look at the graph earlier in this article. It is
a mathematical certainty that by 2025, there will be nearly as many mechanic openings as
working mechanics. Chris Ellis is fond of saying this and it is perfect. "Companies have to stop
looking for that diamond, and instead need to look for the carbon that can be turned into that
diamond."
This obviously is a huge shift in thinking. Because it’s the way the system works. For years,
especially since the introduction of the GI Bill, industry has pushed down entry level training
and education to the educational system. This sounds like a great plan, and it mostly
worked...until it didn't. Why?
According to Fleming (2016) back when I was in high school in the mid 80's. Roughly 18% of high
school graduates went to some type of a post-secondary program. That number today is 66%.
Out of those 66%, only one out of four actually complete their degrees. The rest? They go into
what Fleming (2016) calls the "gray collar world." The gray collar world are your low-skill low
wage jobs. And those people, now saddled with student loan debt, have no practical training
They now have to work so hard to just pay the bills and rent, that they don't have time or
financial resources to get the skills they need.
On the public education side, I sort of get the lack of investment. A facility to properly provide
basic training to diesel students is expensive and requires lots of space. And enrollments will
always be small. Why? Because community colleges are horrible at recruiting for specific
majors. And like any business, they go where the numbers are. Next time you are driving and
see a billboard for a community college, I guarantee it will say something like "discover your
future at abc community college." What does that even mean? It is way easier for a community
college to jam 20 students in a classroom than it is to invest in expensive facilities that require
lots of space and equipment, for a small number of students.
Have you ever tried to navigate a community college website? Give it a shot sometime. Your
typical community college will offer dozens, if not hundreds of courses and programs. This
same community college probably has one or two people who manage their website and who do
marketing for the school. A Dean at a very solid community college in California told me one
time "we do 1990's marketing." I always thought that was funny. Don't students go to that
community college to learn skills like business and marketing?

American Diesel Training Centers

www.americandieseltraining.com

Which brings me to the key to the skilled labor shortage.
If you remove or significantly reduce the time and cost to train people on basic tasks, it
opens up a massive pipeline people who want to work and who can be successful. All
it takes is a short, intensive program. We've proven it at American Diesel Training
Centers. And we've proven it in multiple places around the country. It’s really that
simple. They just need basic training. Companies are waiting to hire them. BUT you
have to find them before you can train them.
Companies must truly invest in the recruiting and training of people who possess the
right attributes and intangibles. I know it sounds crazy, but things like attendance,
attitude, effort, working well with others, a desire to progress. Those are what matter.
Mechanical superstar? I guarantee that its 5th or 6th on the list for what really matters
to employers. Based on our experience, a company will take a "grinder" every time.
Hire first, then train and retain.
And guess what? You don't need to hire that kid who wants to rebuild engines or do
extensive transmission work. Because whether he or she went to a traditional technical
school or community college or not, no one is going to trust a 21-year old with a
$35,000 Cummins engine. You're either going to send that engine back to the factory,
or to a dealer who has an extensively trained expert to service that engine. There are
basic fundamental tasks that entry level mechanics must know and should be trained
on. And I can guarantee you that it doesn't take two years. And can we please stop
taking people who did not like school and hated the classroom....and forcing them to sit
in a classroom for two years?
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We firmly believe that this problem is entirely fixable. But it will require outside of the
box thinking, financial resources, collaboration and a change in the culture of virtually
every transportation company out there.

In Closing
U.S. public education is too slow, fragmented and
controlled by academia and its “standards” to solve
this problem. And despite all the reports we see in the
media about the skills gap, unless there is true
innovation, labor shortages in blue collar fields, like
mechanics will continue to grow. Funding for
healthcare education, and 21st century skills
education like robotics, or cybersecurity will always
win out. Because those disciplines are sexy and don’t cost much to launch and operate.
But that diesel mechanic pipeline is there. If you really look you can see it and feel it. It’s no
different than a huge oil well right under your feet. Digging with a pick won’t touch it. But
companies who are truly willing to think differently and invest in the technology, systems and
equipment will reap rich rewards. That gusher is closer than you think.
Tim Spurlock and Chris Ellis founded American Diesel Training Centers (ADTC) in the spring of
2017. Since then, ADTC has become one of the largest producers of diesel mechanics in the
United States. Its graduates work for more than 125 companies and it has implemented
operations in 15 cities in 9 states.
You can contact them at tspurlock@americandieselcbus.com and cellis@americandieselcbus.com
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