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Registered Apprenticeship:
An Alternative Pathway To Teacher Credentialing

Abstract
While teacher preparation is wholly necessary and essential to high-quality teaching and positive 
student outcomes, traditional teacher preparation programs have seen decreasing recruitment and 
graduation rates, and a lack of diversity among candidates. New approaches are needed to attract and 
retain a larger teacher workforce that represents the diversity of the student population that it serves. 
This chapter explores registered apprenticeship (RA) as an alternative pathway to teacher credentialing 
and suggests that it has potential to address those needs. RA programs offer comprehensive training, 
paid work experience and professional credentials to teacher candidates without the high cost and 
equity challenges often encountered in traditional teacher training programs. By reducing financial and 
institutional barriers to teacher credentialing, RAs attract and retain a wider pool of potential teacher 
candidates. The chapter outlines widespread challenges in the existing teacher credentialing system. 
It then summarizes data on the outcomes of alternative pathways to credentialing, and describes 
how the structure and design of apprenticeships can mitigate challenges that impede the success of 
teacher candidates, particularly non-traditional students. A framework is proposed for how to develop 
apprenticeships that can succeed in recruiting and retaining a more representative teacher workforce. 
Finally, it discusses transformations of thought and practice that will be needed to expand and deliver 
on the promise of teacher apprenticeships.
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Introduction
High-quality teacher preparation is an essential 
contributing factor to improving student outcomes 
and teacher retention. Research suggests that 
teachers who receive thorough preparation are 
more likely to have a positive impact on their 
students’ learning and engagement across a range 
of subject areas (Ingersoll et al., 2014). Furthermore, 
teachers who complete comprehensive training 
are two to three times less likely to leave the field 
than teachers who receive minimal preparation 
(Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).

Yet it is widely recognized that traditional teacher 
preparation programs (TPPs) are failing to attract 
a diverse and sufficient number of candidates to 
meet the demand for teachers across the country. 
According to the Department of Education 
(2023), enrollment in traditional TPPs declined 
by a third from 2010-2021, falling from 880,000 
teacher candidates in the 2010-11 academic year 
to 591,000 in 2020-21. During the same period, the 
number of candidates who completed traditional 
TPPs fell by more than 25%, from 214,000 in 2010-
11 to 160,000 in 2020-21. Traditional TPPs also 
have not been able to maintain a level of diversity 
amongst its candidates to keep up with the 
growing diversity in U.S. public schools. In 2018-
19, 27% of graduates from traditional TPPs were 
people of color, while 54% of students in public 
elementary and secondary schools were students 
of color (King & Yin, 2022).

The reduction in size and lack of diversity among 
traditional TPP graduates has resulted in serious 
consequences for the early childhood education 

and K-12 public school systems. First, it is 
contributing to the growing nationwide teacher 
shortage, which disproportionately affects low-
income areas. In 2023-2024, there were 55,000 
teacher vacancies across the country, affecting 
approximately six million children (Franco & 
Patrick, 2023). But the impact of those vacancies 
was not evenly distributed. In a 2023 national 
survey, 37% of schools reported having at least one 
teacher vacancy, but in high-poverty communities 
52% of schools reported such vacancies (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2024). In addition, 
roughly 10% of teachers (i.e., 270,000 individuals) 
were unlicensed, held emergency certification, 
or teachers placed in positions outside of their 
subject expertise (Will, 2023).

Second, the inability of traditional TPPs to 
recruit and retain a diverse population of 
teacher candidates is contributing to a lack of 
representation in the teacher workforce. According 
to the National Council on Teacher Quality, 
teachers of color make up 20% of the teacher 
workforce while students of color make up more 
than 50% of the student population (Swisher, 
2023). This disparity is particularly problematic 
given that all demographic trends indicate 
that the diversity of the student population will 
continue to grow in future years. Students will be 
increasingly multilingual, with English language 
learners representing the nation’s fastest-growing 
demographic in the student population (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2023). In contrast, 
the share of non-Hispanic white students is 
expected to decrease in the future, falling from 
52% in 2010 and 45% in 2020 to 42% by 2031 
(Irwin et al., 2023).
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Without a teacher workforce that reflects the racial, 
cultural, socioeconomic and linguistic diversity of 
the student population it serves, student outcomes 
will suffer. Research has confirmed that students 
of color benefit from having teachers who look 
like them, with indicators such as improved test 
scores, college attendance rates and disciplinary 
outcomes (Muñiz, 2020). Moreover, recent studies 
suggest that teachers of color have positive 
impacts on the social-emotional, academic and 
behavioral outcomes of their students, regardless 
of their race or ethnicity (Blazar, 2021).

This chapter will propose that registered 
apprenticeship (RA), as an alternative pathway 
to teacher credentialing, has the potential to 
address many of the limitations of TTPs. It 
will first summarize data on the outcomes of 
alternative pathways to teacher credentialing, 
then outline how the structure and design of RAs 
can mitigate challenges that impede the success 
of teacher candidates, particularly non-traditional 
students (e.g., full-time workers, single parents, 
older students), and present a framework for 
how to develop RAs that can successfully recruit 
and retain a diverse and representative teacher 
workforce. In the discussion, the authors propose 
systemic transformations of thought and practice 
necessary to expand and deliver on the promise 
of utilizing registered apprenticeship as an 
alternative pathway to teacher credentialing.

Seeking Solutions: Alternative 
Pathways and Registered 
Apprenticeship
It is clear that traditional TPPs are failing in 
significant respects. New approaches are 
needed to effectively reach and prepare the 
educator workforce of the future. Data on the 
enrollment and completion rates of alternative 
pathways (e.g., teacher residency, internship, 
alternative certification) suggests more promising 
outcomes. Between 2012 and 2022, traditional 
TPPs saw an enrollment decrease of 45%, while 
enrollment in college-based alternative pathways 
was relatively steady and enrollment in non-
college-based alternative pathways more than 
doubled. Furthermore, while completion rates in 
traditional TPPs increased by 5% from academic 
years 2018-19 to 2020-21, aggregate completion 
rates in alternative pathways increased by 16% 
(Department of Education, 2023).

Alternative pathways have also shown promise 
in recruiting a more diverse teacher workforce. In 
2020, participants of color made up 30% of those 
enrolled in traditional TPPs and 53% of those 
enrolled in alternative certification programs 
(TNTP, 2020). This disparity is likely due to access, 
as many alternative pathways require less time 
and financial investment than traditional programs 
offered through and situated in institutions of 
higher education (Will, 2023).

RA is an industry-driven career pathway through 
which employers can prepare their future 
workforce, and individuals can obtain paid, 
supervised work experience, wage increases, 
related instruction and industry-recognized 
credentials. The RA system was launched in 1937
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when the National Apprenticeship Act was signed 
into law. The Act permitted the U.S. Department of 
Labor (DOL) to regulate apprenticeships, thereby 
protecting the health, safety and welfare of 
apprentices and preventing racial, ethnic, religious, 
age and gender discrimination in apprenticeship 
programs (Office of Apprenticeship, n.d.).1  
Apprenticeships that are registered are part of 
a federally regulated and monitored system and 
have been vetted and approved by the DOL 
Employment and Training Administration or a 
State Apprenticeship Agency. Apprenticeships 
that are not registered have not been vetted, are not 
part of the national system, and do not necessarily 
reflect an established standard of quality.

For most of the 20th century, the apprenticeship 
system focused primarily on supporting workers 
in construction and other skilled trades. In 2008, 
the DOL published new regulations intended to 
modernize the system, meet changing needs of 
employers, and support creation of registered 
apprenticeships in new industries, including 
technology, healthcare, hospitality, advanced 
manufacturing and education (Department of 
Labor, n.d.).

Today, early care and education (ECE) is one of the 
fastest growing industries in the RA system and 
the pace of growth has increased exponentially. In 
2001, there were four states offering RAs for entry-
level ECE positions (e.g., childcare development 
specialist, teacher aide). By 2019, the number of 
states increased to 12 and the RAs included a 
wider range of occupations (e.g., early childhood 
educator, home visitor) (Smith et al., 2023). 
Currently, ECE apprenticeships are available in 
39 states and three territories, engaging nearly 

5,000 apprentices in 385 registered programs that 
focus on a vastly expanded set of occupations, 
including master teachers, preschool and  
pre-kindergarten teachers, family child care 
providers, ECE program administrators and more 
(RAPIDS, 2024).

The development of RAs for K-12 teachers began 
decades after the launch of ECE apprenticeships, 
but then grew at a similar pace. In 2022, Tennessee 
became the first state to establish a federally 
registered apprenticeship in teaching. By 2023, 
there were more than 7,450 teacher apprentices, 
and by 2024, K-12 teacher apprenticeships had 
been registered in 34 states and Puerto Rico 
(Garcia, 2023). The expansion of K-12 teacher 
apprenticeships was significantly spurred by 
an infusion of federal funding between 2022-
2024. In 2022, the DOL granted $100 million to 
support states in starting and expanding teacher 
apprenticeships (The White House, 2022). In 2024, 
the DOL allocated $200 million to support RAs in 
general, and highlighted K-12 teachers as a priority 
occupation (Department of Education, 2024).

1The codified Federal laws and requirements that define and govern the apprenticeship system are detailed in the Code of Federal Regulations Title 29, 
Parts 29 and 30. https://blog.dol.gov/2021/11/19/apprenticeships-and-the-labor-movement.
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Components of Registered 
Apprenticeship
Registered apprenticeships are built around five 
components, regardless of the industry (e.g., 
education) or occupation (e.g., early educators, 
high school teachers) on which they are focused 
(see Figure 1).

• Business Involvement
• Structured On-the-Job Training 
• Related Instruction 
• Rewards for Skill Gains
• National Occupational 

(Industry-Recognized) Credential

BUSINESS INVOLVEMENT

Employers are foundational to the construction 
and implementation of RAs. They are involved in all 
aspects of program design and decision making, 
including determining the target occupation 
of the apprenticeship, defining the content of 
the on-the-job training and related instruction, 
establishing wage scales, and identifying the skills 
and competencies to be learned. In clarifying how 
RA programs differ from traditional approaches 
to teacher preparation, a major distinction is the 
primacy of employers in executing the On-the-Job 
Training (OJT) component, including outreach, 
recruitment, hiring and supervision of apprentices. 

Figure 1
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Historically, students in teacher preparation 
programs have field-based “cooperating 
teachers” who play a role in their student teaching 
or practicum experiences, but college faculty 
generally provide the formal supervision, award 
grades, evaluate field-based assignments, and 
conduct required competency assessments. In 
assigning primary responsibility to employers 
for the delivery of OJT and the supervision of 
apprentices’ work-based learning, the pivotal role 
of business (i.e., employers) is underscored and 
differentiated from the role typically assumed by 
institutions of higher education.

STRUCTURED ON-THE-JOB TRAINING

Apprentices must complete a minimum of 2,000 
hours of OJT. As such, the hours of field-based 
learning in an apprenticeship far exceeds those 
completed in traditional programs. Furthermore, 
apprentices are required to be paid as W-2 
employees from day one, while field-based 
placements in traditional TPPs generally provide 
little or no compensation.  

Throughout their OJT, apprentices must receive 
structured supervision (i.e., mentorship) under the
guidance of appropriately trained and experienced
ECE professionals. Generally, employers choose 
the supervisors and make certain they are 
active in the field, familiar with the culture, 
philosophy and expectations of the organization, 
and representative of the children and families 
being served. 

This approach to supervision offers advantages 
over college faculty serving as field supervisors. 
First, faculty may not have worked in the field 
for some time nor have worked with populations 

served by the employers. Second, if faculty 
supervisors are unfamiliar with the culture, 
philosophy and expectations of the employer 
sites, they may be unable to encourage the “grow 
your own” employment strategy that is at the 
heart of the apprenticeship model.

RELATED INSTRUCTION

Apprentices are required to complete a minimum 
of 144 hours of Related Instruction (RI) per year. 
RI must be aligned with the technical, workforce 
and academic competencies required in the 
occupation for which apprentices are training. RI 
can be provided in-house or by outside entities, 
such as colleges, technical schools and online 
learning platforms (Piekutowski, 2020).  

Entry-level ECE apprenticeships generally require 
at least three college courses or the equivalent 
in non-credit bearing training (e.g., Child 
Development Associate certification). Higher-
level ECE apprenticeships and K-12 teacher 
apprenticeships require far more coursework, to 
the extent that they are focused on earning college 
degrees. Either way, the amount of RI hours far 
exceeds the 144 hour minimum.
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REWARDS FOR SKILL GAINS

In addition to being a paid employee, apprentices 
are required to receive an increase in wages as 
they attain higher-level skills. This is another 
distinguishing characteristic of apprenticeships 
as an alternative pathway to earning teaching 
credentials. Traditional teacher preparation 
programs are generally unpaid or provide minimal 
stipends, as opposed to full compensation. As 
such, teacher candidates do not begin to receive 
wages or wage increases until they complete their 
teacher training, find and secure a job, and begin 
to receive benefits and compensation provided by 
their new employer.

Aside from the financial benefit to apprentices, 
providing wages and wage increases reinforces 
employers’ commitment to the apprentices and 
ensuring their success. Ideally, as they invest 
time, money and resources (e.g., mentorship) into 
training apprentices, employers are training their 
future workforce.

NATIONAL OCCUPATIONAL 
(INDUSTRY-RECOGNIZED) 
CREDENTIAL

The intent in requiring that RA programs result 
in national occupational credentials is to provide 
employers with a guarantee that apprentices are 
fully qualified and job ready. However, in early 
childhood education and K-12 systems, licensure 
and accreditation are awarded at the state level 
and may encompass specific areas of focus (e.g., 
early childhood education, primary grades) or 
expertise (e.g., STEM, special education). For 
that reason, teacher apprenticeships result in 

industry-recognized credentials, aligned and in 
accordance with state systems and requirements 
established for the occupation that is the focus  
of the apprenticeship. 

Some consider RAs to be less credible than 
traditional TPPs because they assume an 
apprenticeship experience cannot equate to a 
comparable level of professional accomplishment. 
But the requirement that an RA be linked to an 
industry-recognized credential assures that 
apprentices earn the very same qualifications as 
those who traverse more traditional approaches.

Designing Equitable,
Accessible Registered 
Apprenticeship Programs
To increase the size and diversity of the teacher 
workforce, RAs for teachers must demonstrate 
competency in recruiting and retaining non-
traditional students and groups who have faced 
historic and socioeconomic inequities that have 
made success in job training and higher education 
challenging or inaccessible (e.g., first-generation 
college students, people who speak English as a 
second language, communities of color). 

One of the strengths of the RA model is the 
flexibility it allows in developing programs to 
meet the needs and goals of specific populations. 
To build a larger and more diverse teacher 
workforce, such flexibility is essential in designing 
the program parameters and the OJT and RI 
elements in terms of structure, content, delivery 
and bearing on participants’ success.
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DESIGNING RA PROGRAM PARAMETERS

Before constructing the substance of an 
apprenticeship program, there are many decisions 
to be made about its administration, focus, and 
approach to the required components. What 
follows is an analysis of the primary program 
parameters to be defined, establishing the 
foundation upon which the RA program content 
will be built.

Registered Apprenticeship Partnership

A registered apprenticeship is managed by a 
sponsor and a group designated by the sponsor 
to administer the program (i.e., partnership) (Code 
of Federal Regulations, 2024). Beginning with the 
initial planning process and continuing throughout 
program development and implementation, the 
RA partnership makes decisions that will influence 

the operation and success of the program. As 
such, defining its membership is an important 
initial decision. 

According to the regulations, the only mandated 
members of the partnership are employers and, 
if applicable, “employees represented by a bona 
fide collective bargaining agent” (i.e., labor union) 
(Code of Federal Regulations, 2024). But given 
the collaborative nature of RAs focused on the 
education industry, the partnership needs to be 
more inclusive. Core partners include the sponsor, 
OJT providers (i.e., employers) and RI providers 
(i.e., colleges). Additional partners might include 
industry leaders, workforce development entities,
community-based stakeholders, funders, and
representative program staff (see Figure 2).
In determining the composition of the RA 
partnership, questions to consider include:
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• Who will serve as the RA sponsor? Does the
proposed sponsor understand and support the 
partnership’s commitment to diversity 
and accessibility?

• Which entity will lead the partnership (e.g.,
coordinate partnership meetings, ensure that 
deliverables are met, oversee data collection)? 
Is it necessary that the lead agency represent 
the communities and children being served? If 
so, how will that be assured?

• Are there additional stakeholders to be included
because of their unique perspective, industry 
knowledge, relevant skills or experience (e.g., 
familiarity with the community, ability to support 
program sustainability, expertise in professional 
development content)?

Target Population

The next challenge is to analyze the labor market 
landscape to ensure that the apprenticeship 
is focused on recruiting and retaining those 
workers in greatest demand. In defining the target 
population of workers, issues to consider include:

• Based on labor market analysis, should the RA
focus on training newcomers for entry level 
positions or training incumbent workers for higher 
level positions? (Eventually, the partnership may 
elect to expand the program to train workers for 
multiple positions, but it is advisable to select an 
initial focus until more experience in operating 
RAs has been gained.)

• Will the RA incorporate a “grow your own”
approach to build a workforce more representative 
of the families and communities being served? If 
so, how will that impact the selection of employers 
and other groups invited to join the partnership?

• Are there particular geographic areas facing
the greatest workforce shortages? Are there 
sub-populations or communities that should be 
prioritized because they are disproportionally 
underrepresented or underserved?

Professional Credential

Once the target population has been defined, the 
next issue is determining the industry-recognized 
credential that will be the goal of the program. 
Questions for consideration include: 

• Based on the labor market analysis, will the
RA program lead to an initial credential or an 
advanced credential?

• Will the target credential require college
credit? College degrees? Non-credit training?

• Will there be an expectation that all apprentices
move at the same pace in attaining the 
credential (e.g., taking a prescribed number of 
courses each semester)? If not, what options 
will be offered and how will the program design 
accommodate those options?
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On-the-Job Training Providers

Given the fundamental role of employers in 
administering apprentices’ OJT, there are many 
design aspects to be deliberated by the partnership. 
These include:

• Will employers be required to host a minimum
number of apprentices, thereby possibly 
excluding employers with more limited capacity 
or resources?

• How will interested employers confirm their
staff and fiscal capacity to host apprentices, 
including providing supervision, wages and wage 
increases and appropriate job placements?

• What level of academic and professional
experience will be required of those who 
will supervise and mentor apprentices? Will 
employers choose supervisors from among 
existing staff, or contract with external agencies 
to provide mentors? If external agencies are 
selected, how will they be oriented to the 
structure and expectations of the RA program?

Related Instruction Providers

Before designing and determining the delivery of 
the RI component, the partnership will need to 
choose the RI provider(s) and reach agreement 
about their roles and responsibilities. Questions 
to consider include: 

• Are there multiple, equally qualified entities
that could provide RI leading to the credential? 
If so, what will be the selection process and 
eligibility requirements?

• Will the RI provider be able to accommodate
design elements that may not align with their 
institution’s typical methods and policies 
(e.g., offering evening and weekend classes, 

limiting class sizes, covering the costs of 
textbooks, providing language supports)? 

• Does the RI provider have a history of successfully
working with non-traditional students and 
historically marginalized communities in ways 
that align with the RA program design?

DESIGNING ON-THE-JOB TRAINING AND 
RELATED INSTRUCTION 

Once the partnership and program parameters 
have been agreed upon, the next set of decisions 
focus on the structure, content and delivery of the 
OJT and RI components. The collaborative process 
that facilitates those decisions is a central and 
ongoing activity of the partnership. The process 
can be quite lengthy and intensive, but it affords 
an important opportunity to build relationships, 
mutual trust and respect among the partners 
– all of which will enhance the efficacy of the 
partnership and ensure the intended outcomes of 
the apprenticeship.
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On-the-Job Training Elements

The following summary highlights key 
issues related to the OJT component of the 
apprenticeship. Although administering OJT is 
primarily the responsibility of the employers, input 
from RI providers and other partners contributes 
to building a true collaboration and developing a 
robust work-based learning experience. Questions 
and considerations include:

• OJT Schedule. How will the 2,000 hours of OJT
be designed? Will apprentices all work the same 
schedule? Will some work full-time and some 
work part-time? Will they work in the same 
setting for the entire time or split their hours 
across multiple classrooms or work sites?

• Wages and Wage Increases. If there are
multiple employers, will all apprentices receive 
the same starting wage or will it be up to each 
employer to set their wages? When will wage 
increases be given? At the time of annual 
performance review? After periodic competency-
based assessments? Upon completion of a 
certain number of OJT hours or college credits?

• Competency-based Assessment. What
assessment tool will be used? Will all employers 
use the same assessment rubric or create 
their own? How often will competencies be 
assessed? Who will conduct the assessment?
How will assessment results be shared 
with apprentices?

• OJT Training. Is there employer-related training
that will be provided in addition to the RI? Are 
there staff trainings related to compliance with 
licensing requirements (e.g., CPR)?

Related Instruction Elements
RI will be delivered by designated providers, but 

all members of the partnership contribute to 
its design to ensure the inclusion of divergent 
perspectives and guarantee that the RI design 
adequately meets student needs and addresses 
potential systemic barriers. Design elements to be 
considered include:

• RI Course Determination and Sequence. If
the RA includes college coursework, how will 
decisions be made about which courses will 
be offered, in what sequence, and at what pace 
(i.e., how many courses per semester)? How 
will employers and other partners be included 
in determining the RA content and methods  
of delivery?

• Onboarding and Training Instructors. How
will instructors be selected? How will they be 
oriented to the goals and expectations of the RA, 
the unique characteristics of the apprenticeship 
population, and the commitment to adapt 
methods, resources and institutional policies 
to ensure their success? How will apprentices’ 
feedback be sought and shared?

• Adapting and Contextualizing RI. How will
teaching methodologies and curriculum be 
adapted to ensure that course content and 
assignments are coordinated and aligned with 
the apprentices’ OJT learning experience? 
How will course delivery be adapted to meet 
the unique needs and expectations of the RA 
program (e.g., offering cohorted classes)?

• L e a r n i n g  Mo d a l i t i e s .  How  w i l l  R I  b e
delivered (e.g., in person, online, synchronously, 
asynchronously)? What supports will be offered 
to ensure access to classes (e.g., providing 
apprentices with bus passes)? What technology 
support and language support will be provided 
to apprentices with limited digital literacy and/
or limited English proficiency?
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Strategies for Success: Learning 
from the ECEPTS Model
The following strategies are proposed as a 
framework for designing RAs that can overcome 
systemic barriers, encourage transformative 
thinking, and successfully recruit and retain 
diverse and representative teacher candidates. 
The framework was developed by Early Care & 
Education Pathways to Success (ECEPTS), a 
nationally recognized apprenticeship sponsor and 
DOL industry intermediary for ECE.2  The strategies 
have been successfully field-tested with more 
than 600 apprentices who have participated in 
ECEPTS apprenticeships in California since 2019.

UNDERSTANDING INDUSTRY NEEDS 
AND WORKFORCE CHALLENGES

Apprenticeship should not be a “one size fits all” 
model. Part of what is needed to build effective 
RA programs is knowledge of the labor needs 
of the targeted industry, understanding of the 
challenges faced by the potential workforce, and 
a willingness to design apprenticeship programs 
that address those needs and challenges. 

For example, in many communities there is a need 
for more teachers who speak the native language 
of the children and families within that community. 
And there are very likely community residents who 
speak the language and would be interested in 
becoming teachers, but feel constrained by their 
limited English proficiency. If the RA partnership 
recognizes the need for bilingual teachers and 
understands that limited English proficiency can 
be a formidable barrier to engagement in training, 
the partnership needs to embed language 
supports into the program design to ensure that 

the apprenticeship is accessible to the targeted 
population (e.g., interpretation services, bilingual 
tutors and mentors).

Similarly, if an RA program want to increase the 
number of teachers who represent low-income 
communities, they will likely need to recruit 
apprentices who are non-traditional students. 
As such, the RI design will need to include financial 
assistance and learning opportunities to prepare 
and support the apprentices to successfully 
navigate the expectations and demands of 
higher education.

2See more at www.ecepts.org; Randi Wolfe, Ph.D., Founder and Executive Director of ECEPTS, is first author of this chapter.
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CENTERING PARTICIPANT SUCCESS

To build a more diverse and representative teacher 
workforce, significant numbers of members 
from underrepresented and/or historically 
marginalized populations will need to be recruited 
and supported through successful completion 
of their apprenticeship program. Research has 
clarified the kinds of participant supports and 
services necessary to mitigate the barriers such 
groups often confront in pursuing job training, 
higher education and college degrees (Dukakis 
et al., 2007). Embedding such supports and 
services can be costly and require institutional 
policy changes or realignment of priorities and 
resources. The following analysis presents 

concrete examples of centering participant 
success in all aspects of apprenticeship program 
design (see Figure 3)

• No Cost To Participants. Simply stated, if cost
becomes a barrier to participation, low-income 
candidates will be left out. So, for example, if the 
cost of college tuition, textbooks and student 
services is prohibitive, RA partnerships need 
to identify alternative funding. Sometimes 
colleges can provide such resources; other 
times external funding is needed. And given 
the cost differential, ensuring that no costs are 
passed along to participants becomes even 
more important in apprenticeships focused on 
earning BA degrees.
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• Dedicated Program Staff. In addition to
supervisors and instructors, dedicated staff need 
to be available to support apprentices in a holistic 
manner. The role of “Success Coordinators” has 
proven to be essential to program retention. 
Such staff are not case managers. Instead, by 
developing trusting relationships and becoming 
familiar with their lives, Success Coordinators 
are available to support apprentices in all 
aspects of their RA program, whether related 
to OJT, RI or persisting in the face of daunting 
obstacles (e.g., being unhoused).

• Participant-centered OJT.  Suppor ting
apprentices’ program success during OJT 
goes beyond their experience in completing 
OJT hours. Given the targeted populations, 
apprentices often need supports and services to 
enable their participation in OJT, their consistent 
attendance, and their successful performance. 
That could mean providing access to child 
care, transportation and mental health services. 
It could also mean incorporating a cohort 
experience to foster the development of support 
networks that can be vital to low-income and 
non-traditional apprentices’ program success.

• Pa r t i c i p a nt - c e nte re d  R I .  Pa r t i c i p a nt
centered RI often requires policy changes and 
flexibility. An instructor with skills and tools 
to ease the challenges faced by non-native 
English speakers can have enormous impact on 
students’ success. But policies prohibiting off-
campus classes when a campus is inaccessible 
by public transportation become exclusionary. 
Likewise, requiring course enrollment of 40 
students makes providing adequate support 
to first-generation and non-traditional college 
students unlikely.

CHALLENGING THE STATUS QUO

To build RAs that can address the limitations 
of traditional TPPs requires a willingness to 
challenge the status quo from many angles. 
From the perspective of colleges and training 
organizations, challenging the status quo might 
mean scheduling courses at non-traditional times 
to accommodate full-time working apprentices 
who are unavailable for day-time classes. It may 
also be challenging if the composition of the RI 
cannot incorporate pre-requisite courses.

It may challenge the status quo to ask employers 
to hire and pay initially unskilled workers (i.e., 
apprentices), rather than hiring fully-eligible 
job candidates from the start. Employers might 
need to create a new category of “apprentice” 
within their staff structure, with eligibility 
criteria distinct from those of fully-trained new 
employees. Organizational pay scales may need 
to be expanded to include entry-level wages for 
apprentices that are different from entry-level 
wages for typical new employees.

In the workforce development system, gaining 
access to dedicated funding for job training 
programs may challenge the status quo in 
agencies who have never funded job training 
for public education, ECE or apprenticeships. As 
well, if agencies are focused on career pathways 
that are relatively short-term and well-paid, it 
can take considerable effort to motivate them 
to prioritize jobs in education and the care 
economy that require years of college coursework 
and pay less than the industries in which they 
traditionally invest that offer higher pay and 
require less training.



  16  | Registered Apprenticeship

Discussion
Although the apprenticeship model is federally 
regulated, implementing the model per se will not 
inherently lead to reliably high rates of recruitment, 
retention and program completion, particularly 
for diverse and underrepresented groups. The 
effectiveness of RA as a pathway to teacher 
credentialing requires strategic, collaborative 
program development and implementation. 

Indeed, delivering effective RAs for teachers 
requires collaboration across three systems: 

• Early, primary and secondary education
• Higher education (i.e., community colleges 

and universities)
• Registered apprenticeship, within the larger

context of workforce development 

These systems generally operate in siloed, 
independent spheres. Each has a distinct culture 
and is characterized by unique opportunities and 
challenges. Too often, there is minimal understanding 
across systems, a sense of competition, and 
disregard for the contributions other systems can 
make to professional development initiatives that 
target overlapping constituencies. 

Administering RAs as an alternative pathway to 
teacher credentialing necessitates dismantling 
such institutional silos that might otherwise 
obstruct the collaboration necessary to achieve 
optimal participant outcomes. Breaking down 
silos and building cross-system respect and 
interdependence is difficult and require institutional 
willingness, but to the extent that the results 
could lead to a larger and more diverse teacher 
workforce, the effort would benefit both traditional 
and alternative teacher training pathways.

Beyond cross-system collaboration, delivering 
on the promise of apprenticeship requires three 
overlapping transformations of thought and 
practice (Parton, 2023):

• Rethinking the definition of education, and
acknowledging the value of learning and skill-
building that can happen beyond the walls of 
high school or college classrooms.

The RA requirement of a 2,000-hour minimum 
of on-the-job training implicitly acknowledges 
the value of work-based learning and skills 
development as equally fundamental to academic 
training. The success of an apprenticeship 
partnership depends on employers and colleges 
coming together as equals and respecting the 
unique experience and perspective of each group.

• Rethinking the role of employers as active
participants in defining, building and investing 
in the talent pipelines needed to address their 
industry’s workforce needs.

Traditionally, teacher training happened in 
college and employers entered the process when 
graduates began seeking jobs. Apprenticeship 
requires employers to engage with prospective 
workers and invest in their professional 
development. While this shift can challenge 
both employers and college faculty, facilitating 
students to attain extensive paid work experience 
throughout their professional training results in 
better prepared teachers. 

• Rethinking the dignity of work and pathways
into work that do not necessarily involve
college degrees, cutting-edge jobs, or high-
paying industries. 
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The apprenticeship system tends to encourage 
female workers to enter apprenticeships in 
well-paid occupations in which women are 
typically underrepresented (e.g., advanced 
manufacturing), rather than apprenticeships in 
female-dominated industries that offer lower 
wages but have far-reaching social impact (e.g., 
educating children). DOL funding to jumpstart 
the development of teacher apprenticeships was 
a significant step toward systemic change. But 
long-term, the DOL needs to institute policies to 
offset economic inequities so that apprentices 
in low-paying, essential occupations receive 
compensation commensurate with the level of 
skill and preparation required, and reflective of the 
vital societal contribution made by the industry. 

The complexities of building equitable, accessible

apprenticeships for early educators and  K-12 teachers 
are substantial. Institutional rigidities and policies 
that render traditional teacher preparation 
pathways out of reach for underrepresented 
groups must be confronted. Alternative pathways 
that operate differently, but result in equivalent 
breadth of professional development and 
more effective engagement of diverse groups, 
must be sanctioned in teacher credentialing 
systems. While the challenges to incorporating 
apprenticeship into the teacher preparation 
system are formidable, the rapid development 
and expansion of ECE and K-12 teacher 
apprenticeships over the past ten years makes 
it clear that there is widespread and sufficient 
interest to undertake the effort. The question is 
whether the necessary leadership, commitment 
and political will can be assembled to do so. 
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