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® FEarn-and-learn work-based education through apprenticeships is a promising and growing
pathway to good jobs and other opportunities.

® To be successful, any effort to expand apprenticeship programs will have to brand and market
them as genuine and effective pathways to jobs and opportunity.

® By valuing both educational and employment outcomes, the new apprenticeship degree
paradigm makes the nation’s opportunity infrastructure more flexible and pluralistic.

Earn-and-learn work-based education through appren-
ticeships is a promising and growing pathway to good
jobs and other opportunities—both for young peo-
ple and for adults looking to switch careers. Those in
apprenticeship programs earn a living by working, learn
from mentors in the workplace and classroom, and
receive an employer credential while taking on little to
no student debt.

The recent popularization of the earn-and-learn
model has spawned new forms of apprenticeships
across the US, including apprenticeship degrees that
combine work experience with the pursuit of a tradi-
tional college degree pathway. This work-based degree
model aligns with Americans’ desire for more flexible,
pluralistic pathways to opportunity. It also broadens
the mobility and opportunity structure by recogniz-
ing and valuing diverse pathways to human flourish-
ing beyond the pursuit of a traditional college degree.
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High School and Beyond: The Changing
Landscape

Over the past two decades, overall college enrollment
has declined. Undergraduate and graduate college
enrollment peaked at approximately 21 million students
in 2010 but has since fallen by nearly 12 percent as of
December 2024.! While total postsecondary enrollment
has rebounded since the pandemic—increasing 4.5 per-
cent in fall 2024 compared with 20192—the overall trend
is that fewer students are enrolling in college.

A 2024 report from the National Student Clear-
inghouse Research Center shows that much of this
post-pandemic rebound is driven by a significant enroll-
ment increase in alternative credential and certificate
programs, up nearly 10 percent yearly and 28.9 percent
since 2019.3 Meanwhile, enrollment in bachelor’s degree
programs increased by only 2.9 percent and associ-
ate degree programs by 6.3 percent. Additionally, in
fall 2024, around 1.6 million high school students were
enrolled in dual enrollment classes that allowed them



to take college-level courses. This information suggests
there is an appetite for alternative credential programs.

Meanwhile, the policy discussion around the alter-
native education landscape is still relatively limited.
Learners are interested in new degree models, high-
lighting the need for innovative policies and programs
like apprenticeship degrees.

Apprenticeship Degree Programs
Abroad

College is the default option for many US high school
graduates, so apprenticeship programs face a marketing
challenge. Making them appealing to a wider audience
includes demonstrating that apprenticeships need not
conflict with a higher education degree. This is where
the apprenticeship degree model comes in—a model
that is far more common internationally.

Apprenticeship degree programs allow individuals to
serve as apprentices while simultaneously earning a col-
lege degree. The United Kingdom developed such a pro-
gram in 20154 The UK’s program provides a debt-free
path to a bachelor’s or master’s degree from a univer-
sity. The program is offered to 18- and 19-year-olds and
lower-level workers who want to acquire new knowl-
edge and skills to advance in their careers. Degrees are
offered in fields that typically require academic work,
such as health and the sciences, business and admin-
istration, and aerospace. Through this apprenticeship
degree program, the employer and the government each
pay a portion of the full program cost; the government
covers the tuition cost through an employer apprentice-
ship levy.s Therefore, students do not have to take out
loans to earn their degree.

Degree apprentices spend the majority of their week
at work, with at least 20 percent of their time used for
off-the-job study. Individuals cannot apply directly
for an apprenticeship but must apply through an
employer. It then becomes the employer’s responsibil-
ity to arrange their study with an education provider. A
program can take between three and six years to com-
plete, depending on the particulars, and the degree is
awarded by the university providing the coursework.
Research indicates that UK apprenticeship degrees
generally have positive outcomes like increased earn-
ing potential and improved social mobility, and partic-
ipants report receiving valuable work experience.¢
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Another example of this approach is a program in
Germany. Germany’s institutions of applied sciences,
now numbering more than 200 across the German
higher education and research landscape, partner
with employers on dual studies programs that com-
bine applied science degrees with apprenticeships.” As
higher education analyst Ben Wildavsky writes, “These
relatively new universities attract a broad range of stu-
dents who want to pursue postsecondary studies but
with clear practical applications.”® These institutions
enroll about half (48 percent) of new undergraduates
enrolling in university, while traditional universities
enroll the other half (51 percent).9 Most degree courses
offered at these institutions are in technology, engi-
neering, economics, design, and the social sciences.
On average, graduates of these institutions earn higher
starting salaries than those without these degrees,
according to a study conducted by the German Centre
for Higher Education Research and Science Studies.'©
Additional studies show that apprentices can achieve
comparable lifetime earnings to traditional university
graduates.!!

Registered Apprenticeships in the US

In the US, registered apprenticeship programs (RAPS)
are structured training models that combine paid
on-the-job learning with related technical training, cre-
ating a career pathway for participants and awarding
them a nationally recognized credential. RAP sponsors
include employers, educational institutions like com-
munity colleges, community-based organizations, and
trade associations. Despite these programs’ success
at providing hands-on, technical job experience, it is a
long and arduous process to obtain approval for an RAP
from the US Department of Labor or a state appren-
ticeship agency. One study found that the average pro-
gram applicant had to wait nearly six months to have a
program approved, with 17 percent waiting longer than
10 months.!2

Sponsors must submit a detailed plan that includes
the knowledge and skills apprentices will acquire, the
length of the training program, on-the-job supervision
methods, a list of organizations providing classroom
instruction, apprenticeship assessment methods, wage
progression data for apprentices, and plans for equal
opportunity and affirmative actions.



There is no fee for registering the RAP with the
approval agency; however, there are multiple costs asso-
ciated with preparing the application and implementing
the program, including developing training materials,
hiring instructors for classroom instruction, and admin-
istrative costs.

In Apprenticeship Nation, Ryan Craig summarizes
the complex nature of the RAP registration process:
“Many knowledgeable observers of America’s educa-
tion and workforce challenges have ignored or writ-
ten off apprenticeships due to the rigor mortis of the
current registered system, exemplified by stultifying
bureaucratic requirements.”'3

Reforming US Apprenticeship Programs

These organizational barriers to creating RAPs have
spawned new approaches to creating apprenticeship
programs. For example, degree apprenticeships are
being adapted to educator training in the US by some
postsecondary institutions. The nonprofit Reach Uni-
versity has online and tutorial undergraduate and
graduate programs that create debt-free teacher appren-
ticeships and concurrently award bachelor’s and mas-
ter’s degrees to graduates.!4

Reach works with over 400 school network part-
ners nationwide, has credit transfer agreements with a
growing number of community colleges, and is accred-
ited by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges
Senior College and University Commission. The federal
Pell Grant and Department of Labor grants combined
with philanthropy typically cover most of the program’s
costs, and students’ tuition payments are typically
capped at $900 per year. This approach has the benefits
of strengthening educator pipelines, helping students
graduate debt free, and addressing recruitment chal-
lenges in the field.

Alongside private institutions like Reach, commu-
nity colleges, nonprofit organizations, and states are
also starting these programs. For example, the Com-
munity College System of New Hampshire now has
three apprenticeship degree programs for leaders in
early care education.!s Boston’s Neighborhood Villages
operates two programs for early childhood educators in
Massachusetts.’® In Kentucky, the Governor’s Office of
Early Childhood works with two other state agencies
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to offer an “early childhood administrator director”
apprenticeship.7

During the Biden administration, the federal Depart-
ments of Education and Labor began working together
to create paid RAPs for K-12 teaching by combining
Department of Labor apprenticeship grant funding with
Department of Education K-12 grant funding. The ini-
tiative was part of the administration’s Good Jobs Ini-
tiative and sought to fill teaching jobs by recruiting local
community members—including education parapro-
fessionals, career changers, and high school and college
students—into teaching careers.’® The initiative also
provided financial support to a consortium of organiza-
tions to provide technical assistance to those develop-
ing these teacher apprenticeship programs.

In January 2022, Tennessee became the first state
to receive Department of Labor approval for a teacher
apprenticeship program.’ By February 2025, that num-
ber had increased to 39 states and the District of Colum-
bia, with at least 32 school districts participating in
these programs. These programs receive financial sup-
port from different entities, including federal, state, and
local government sources and philanthropic grants.2°

Another type of apprenticeship degree program
offers colleges the option to “unbundle” the four-year
degree into building blocks, or stackable credentials,
to be earned while working. As an apprentice’s career
progresses, that individual can choose to proceed along
one of several designated pathways leading to a degree.
A recent study of the Virginia Community College
System shows that such programs typically increase
employment by 4 percentage points and quarterly
wages by $375.2! Research by the Community College
Research Center estimates that between 3 and 5 per-
cent of the college-educated population have stackable
credentials.?2

Scaling Up the Model

The major challenge facing the earn-and-learn appren-
ticeship model is expanding existing apprenticeship
programs and creating new ones. Elected officials have
several places they can turn to for assistance in expand-
ing their apprenticeship programs.

For example, since 2016, the Department of Labor
has supported the State Apprenticeship Expansion
Project, which provides technical assistance to state



agencies receiving grants from the department so they
can expand their programs.?3 Another example is the
Apprenticeship Professionals Learning Network, a vir-
tual learning network for those creating new appren-
ticeship programs.>4 A final example is new third-party
organizations called “apprenticeship intermediaries”—
organizations that can create, run, and pay the upfront
costs of apprenticeships, acting as go-betweens and
points of contact for all the partners involved in the pro-
gram. These organizations can also build and expand
programs.

Apprenticeship intermediaries can be public, non-
profit, or for-profit organizations, and they can work
locally, regionally, statewide, or nationally; some exam-
ples include community colleges, chambers of com-
merce, and commercial staffing companies. Companies
can then “try before they buy” an apprentice and pay
a fee to the intermediary for recruiting, training, and
matching employees with firms. In 2022, California cre-
ated the nation’s first state-based funding formula for
apprenticeships, whereby intermediaries get paid for
every apprentice they hire and train.2s

To be successful, any effort to expand apprenticeship
programs will have to brand and market them as genuine
and effective pathways to jobs and opportunity. Efforts
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should also create additional apprentice screening and
assessment instruments—including digital learning and
employment records—for a talent marketplace. These
digital records would be portable and available to every
employer and learning institution with which an indi-
vidual would interact.26 Additionally, apprenticeship
programs should incorporate a full-service counseling
and advisory services effort and train more mentors
and classroom instructors. Finally, they should offer
a research, evaluation, and information program to
keep track of successes and lessons learned to improve
the program.

An Opportunity Program

Our postsecondary education system creates what law
professor Joseph Fishkin calls a “bottleneck” to oppor-
tunity.?” The earn-and-learn apprenticeship approach
breaks through this traditional degree credential bottle-
neck via opportunity pluralism, which holds that people
should be encouraged to pursue varied pathways to a
career, not only the traditional college degree.28 By valu-
ing both educational and employment outcomes, the
new apprenticeship degree paradigm makes the nation’s
opportunity infrastructure more flexible and pluralistic.

Bruno V. Manno is a senior adviser at the Progressive Policy Institute, leads its Pathways to Opportunity What
Works Lab, and is a former US assistant secretary of education for policy.
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