
Learn and Earn 
Apprenticeship as a Strategic Imperative 
for Community College CEOs

Why Apprenticeship Matters Now

California’s workforce and education systems are converging around a shared 
priority: building faster, more equitable pathways from education to quality 
jobs. Registered apprenticeship is one of the few models that delivers on both. 
With a statewide goal of 500,000 apprentices by 2029, community colleges are 
central to scale. For CEOs, apprenticeship is not just a workforce strategy—it is 
an institutional strategy.

Apprenticeship Changes Lives

Apprenticeship offers a powerful pathway to economic mobility by allowing 
students to earn while they learn—and gain paid, hands-on experience; build 
in-demand skills; and enter careers with little to no debt. For many students—
especially first generation students and those historically underrepresented 
in high-wage fields—it opens doors to opportunities that might otherwise be out of reach, providing not just a job but also a clear 
trajectory for wage growth and long-term advancement. For community college leaders, apprenticeship is a direct and measurable 
way to advance equity, access, and upward mobility, ensuring students move beyond degree completion into careers that can 
transform their lives and their families’ futures.

What Apprenticeship Delivers for Colleges

Deep employer partnerships (beyond advisory roles)

•	 Codevelop workforce pipelines with industry. 
•	 Strengthen regional economic leadership. 
•	 Position your college as a preferred talent partner. 

Enrollment growth and student success

•	 Attract new learners (e.g., working adults, opportunity youth, 
incumbent workers). 

•	 Improve persistence through paid learning. 
•	 Improve completion and employment outcomes tied  

to funding. 

Equity in action

•	 Expand access to paid, debt-free career pathways. 
•	 Improve outcomes for historically underserved students. 
•	 Align with Vision 2030 and state equity priorities. 

Institutional differentiation

•	 Lead in high-growth sectors (e.g., healthcare, IT, advanced 
manufacturing, education). 

•	 Build programs competitors cannot easily replicate. 
•	 Align with major public funding streams.
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What’s in it for . . . 

Students  
Paid, structured pathways to 
careers 

Employers?  
Reliable, skilled talent pipelines 

Colleges?  
Stronger enrollment, completion, 
and job-placement outcomes



Barriers Are Real—But Solvable
Common CEO concerns

• “This doesn’t fit our traditional model.”
• “We don’t have internal capacity.”
• “Employer engagement is inconsistent.”

What’s changed

• Regional infrastructure now reduces startup burden.
• Intermediaries can manage employer coordination.
• Funding streams increasingly prioritize apprenticeship models.
• Colleges no longer need to build from scratch.

What This Means for CEOs
• The region has a strong footing but uneven adoption.
• Growth is accelerating in nontraditional sectors.
• Colleges with leadership commitment are moving fastest.

CEO prioritization is the single biggest predictor of progress.

You Don’t Have to Do It Alone
Colleges in the region can leverage several resources:

• San Diego & Imperial Regional Consortium apprenticeship
staff and resources

• The Consortium’s user-friendly Employer Field Guide to
Apprenticeships

• Regional employer connections and partnership development
• Grant identification and application support
• Technical assistance for launch and scale
• LAUNCH Apprenticeship Network
• “Plug-and-play” program development support

CEO Action Agenda (next 6–12 months)

• Assign ownership. Designate a lead (VP/dean/director) to advance one apprenticeship pathway this year.
• Start with employer demand. Engage 1 or 2 key employers to identify hard-to-fill roles, expansion needs, and workforce gaps.
• Plug into the regional community of practice. Accelerate learning, partnerships, and implementation.
• Evaluate ROI strategically. Assess enrollment potential; funding alignment; employer

investment; and ways to frame apprenticeship as a long-term strategy, not a pilot.
• Leverage regional expertise early. Connect with regional partners to reduce risk and

accelerate progress.

Contact the Regional Consortium to schedule a meeting: joseph.stark@gcccd.edu
Contact the Regional Consortium Chair for more information: danene.brown@gcccd.edu

This is a defining opportunity for community college leadership.  
Colleges that move now will shape regional talent pipelines. Those that wait risk falling behind.

Regional Snapshot: San Diego & Imperial*

42 total apprenticeship programs

17 in traditional sectors (e.g., energy, construction, utilities)

25 in nontraditional sectors (e.g., IT, advanced transportation,
advanced manufacturing)

4 opportunity areas for expansion (e.g., agriculture, water,
and environmental technologies; business; education; life 
science/biotech)

*As of April 2026

Proof Points: What's Working

Southwestern College + U.S. Navy (15+ years)

Î 100+ apprentices annually
Î Degree-connected pathways
Î Strong employer coinvestment

Imperial Valley College + Imperial Irrigation District 
(15+ years)

Î 11 programs in utilities
Î Direct pipeline to high-wage regional jobs
Î Long-term, scalable partnership model

Key takeaway: Sustained employer partnerships—not 
one-off pilots—drive impact and scale.

https://sdiregionalconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Employer-Field-Guide-Apprenticeships_Final.pdf
https://sdiregionalconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Employer-Field-Guide-Apprenticeships_Final.pdf
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