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SITE PROFILES 

APPRENTICESHIP CATAWBA
HICKORY, NC

InstructIonal alIgnment: substItuted

Program artIculatIon: Full

Manufacturing

Background
Overview
Apprenticeship Catawba, a four-year Registered Apprenticeship for high school seniors, is operated 
as a partnership between Catawba Valley Community College (CVCC), area high schools, and seven 
manufacturers. CVCC serves as the lead organization for Apprenticeship Catawba, which is based about 45 miles 
outside of Charlotte, North Carolina. The program launched in 2013 and saw its first two apprentices graduate from 
high school in August 2016. Upon completion of the apprenticeship program, participants will receive 8,000 hours 
of on-the-job training, an Associate of Applied Science in either Mechatronics Engineering Technology or Computer-
Integrated Machining Technology, a journey-level certificate from the North Carolina Department of Commerce, and 
guaranteed employment with their employer sponsor with full benefits and four years of seniority.

History 
During a visit to Europe in 2007, a CVCC administrator was 
introduced to the idea of high school apprentices. At CVCC, adult 
apprentices would often take classes while finishing up their 
apprenticeship requirements, but the college had no formal 
connections to apprenticeship as a provider for related technical 
instruction. However, nearby Central Piedmont Community College 
in Charlotte did have a long-running program, Apprenticeship 2000, 
which would later serve as a model for CVCC. Since 1995, Charlotte-
area manufacturers had partnered with Central Piedmont and local 
high schools to offer a four-year apprenticeship, starting during 
students’ senior year.12 

Several years later CVCC, found willing employer partners in the region and a mechanism for bringing them together. 
In 2012, the college received a grant from the Golden Leaf Foundation, a nonprofit organization in North Carolina 
that funds projects focused on agriculture, job creation and retention, and workforce preparedness.13 CVCC used the 

12 Apprenticeship Catawba was selected to visit for this project to learn how and if the successful Apprenticeship 2000 model could be scaled. 
13 The Golden Leaf Foundation was chartered in 1999 by the North Carolina legislature to administer half of the state’s share of the Master 
Settlement Agreement with cigarette manufacturers. It makes grants to government entities, educational institutions, and economic 
development organizations. As of 2016, it has funded 1,403 grants totaling more than $664 million. See http://www.goldenleaf.org.

Program Snapshot
• Participants (2014–15): 26

• High school graduation rate (2014–15): 
100 percent

• Placement rate (2014–15): First 
full cohort expected to complete 
apprenticeship in 2017

http://www.goldenleaf.org
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Golden Leaf funding as a planning grant for what would become Apprenticeship Catawba. The first company to 
sign on was then-French-owned Technibilt, a manufacturer that produces shopping carts. Next came Sarstedt, a 
German-owned medical supply manufacturer. Sarstedt brought more to the table than their presence as an employer 
sponsor:the company also had been part of Apprenticeship 2000 for several years, and that experience would later 
be very useful as the employers and CVCC began to craft an apprenticeship program for high-school-age students.

Within a year, two more employers—both European-based companies familiar with the apprenticeship model—had 
signed on to participate, and Apprenticeship Catawba was established. By the 2015-16 school year, a total of seven 
companies had agreed to participate.

CVCC leveraged its dual enrollment agreements with local school districts to entice students to participate. As part 
of the state’s Career and College Promise program, high school students can take postsecondary classes for free, 
including those offered as part of Apprenticeship Catawba. The first two apprentices, who were employed by Sarstedt 
when it was a part of Apprenticeship 2000, transferred to and completed Apprenticeship Catawba, and became full 
Sarstedt employees in August 2016.

Program Structure
Apprenticeship Catawba is driven almost entirely by employers, with the college serving as an 
intermediary that facilitates the technical instruction and other administrative aspects. Employer 
sponsors and the college’s program coordinator meet monthly to make decisions collaboratively on all 
aspects of the program, including student recruitment, wages, and academic instruction.

Before hiring a part-time coordinator, the CVCC administrator who helped to establish the program also managed the 
administrative details, along with a human resources representative from one of the employer sponsors, Technibilt. 
The new coordinator helps high school students understand the responsibilities and professionalism required to be 
successful apprentices. The coordinator also tracks apprentices’ CVCC coursework to ensure that they are progressing 
appropriately, and works with the high school contacts for recruitment and monitoring purposes.

Apprenticeship Catawba begins with a five-day orientation, held after school hours, for eligible students during the 
spring of their junior years. Students are then matched with employers for a summer internship. The six-week, full-
time internship serves as a pre-apprenticeship—or trial placement—for the students and employers, during which 
students earn $8 an hour for their internships. After the internship, employers make offers to qualified students to 
become an apprentice, and the hours from their summer internship are awarded as advance credit toward the 8,000-
hour on-the-job requirement for the full apprenticeship. 

Apprenticeship Catawba is a hybrid apprenticeship model and includes a mix of competency-based and time-based 
elements that allow participants to complete the apprenticeship in four years. Apprentices begin at $9 an hour, and 
earn at least $13.50 an hour by the end of four years, with the possibility for performance bonuses twice a year based 
on job and academic performance. Upon completing the apprenticeship program, graduates earn a base salary of 
$34,000 a year with four years of seniority. 

For the new apprentices, the structure of their first year of participation—which coincides with their senior year 
of high school—depends on how many graduation requirements they still need to earn. Some, for example, will 
spend their morning at their high school completing courses. Those who are closer to meeting the state’s graduation 
requirements may take some classes at their high school and be dually enrolled in courses at CVCC. Apprentices then 
spend the afternoons at their worksites to complete on-the-job training hours. At this time, there is no articulation 
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or credit awarded for any relevant high school CTE coursework through Apprenticeship Catawba, as the related 
technical instruction begins once participants enter CVCC as a cohort. 

After high school graduation, apprentices work four days a week and take two CVCC summer classes and a safety 
and information technology course. Apprentices begin their related technical instruction in the fall—a two-year 
CTE program offered at CVCC in either Mechatronics Engineering Technology or Computer-Integrated Machining 
Technology—and take classes one day a week. They spend the rest of the time working at the company, and are paid 
whether they are on the job or in class to equal 40 hours of work each week.

On-the-Job & Classroom Instruction
The employers, and in particular Sarstedt, which had extensive experience based on its participation in Apprenticeship 
2000, worked closely with CVCC to build a comprehensive program that met the employers’ workforce needs while 
also balancing the needs of CVCC. Given that CVCC is a small community college with finite resources, scheduling 
the apprentices’ classes as a cohort required particular attention because the college is unable to offer multiple 
class times. 

Over the course of the apprenticeship, participants complete rotations in various departments as they build their 
skills and competency. For example, at Sarstedt, apprentice rotations include the tool and die, maintenance, and 
quality assurance departments. On the job, the apprentices’ progress is supervised by journey-level or experienced 
employees, and monitored through the completion of the apprenticeship task lists, which were established in the 
process to register the apprenticeship with the state. 

The partners are working to develop a more regular, formalized feedback loop between the employers and the 
CVCC instructors. Currently, CVCC instructors complete quarterly reviews of each apprentice’s progress in their 
CVCC coursework, but employers noted in interviews that the reviews do not necessarily provide much relevant 
information for the workplace.

Curriculum & Assessment
The Mechatronics Engineering Technology program at CVCC was originally the only CTE program that was offered for 
Apprenticeship Catawba. Some employers, however, needed apprentices with skills more aligned to the Computer-
Integrated Machining Technology program, and CVCC decided to allow apprentices to be assigned to either program. 
Although having two program options makes it challenging for CVCC to create a cohort, the college agreed to the 
change to meet the employers’ request. Participant enrollment in one program or another is dictated by the employers’ 
workforce needs. In the 2015-16 school year, for example, most apprentices were in the mechatronics program. 

After meeting with the employers, faculty in the CVCC Engineering Technology department found they did not need 
to change the curriculum much to match their needs but did work with Sarstedt to tweak the programs’ sequence. 
Now the programs are reviewed annually with the employers to ensure they remain current. Apprenticeship Catawba 
has impacted other CVCC CTE programs as well. For example, employer sponsors have been integrated into the CTE 
program’s advisory committee, instead of convening separately to review program curriculum and offerings.

Program Funding
Apprentices’ course work at CVCC is paid for by the employer sponsors, unless an apprentice qualifies for free 
dual enrollment through the state’s Career and College Promise program. Most apprentices take at least one dual 
enrollment course at CVCC during their senior year of high school. Employers prefer that apprentices take as 
many dual credit courses as possible, because doing so reduces the number of courses the employer pays for and 
accelerates the apprentices’ time to degree. Once the apprentices graduate from high school, their CVCC tuition 
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and fees are funded by their employer sponsors until they obtain their associate’s degree. Given the newness of the 
program, no apprentices have yet completed their associate’s degree, so employers are unable to report an exact 
investment per apprentice.

The CVCC CTE programs are supported through institutional funding, tuition, and fees. In 2015-16, CVCC was awarded 
a short-term grant from the North Carolina Community College System financed with Perkins leadership funds. This 
grant enabled Apprenticeship Catawba to hire a part-time program coordinator position.

Key Partners
Employers & Labor 
Every decision for Apprenticeship Catawba is informed by employers. Employer sponsors meet 
monthly at CVCC to discuss the administration of the program, make key decisions about the next 
year’s recruiting plans, and offer support to one another as they sort through various issues they may be facing with 
the program. During the 2015-16 school year, seven companies participated as sponsors, including AptarGroup, 
a U.S.-owned plastics company; GKN Driveline, a British-owned automotive parts manufacturer; and five German-
owned companies, including Continental, an automotive tire manufacturer; Sarstedt, a medical device manufacturer; 
Technibilt, a grocery cart manufacturer; Tenovo, Inc., an automotive textiles manufacturer; and ZF, an automotive 
parts manufacturer.

Sarstedt has taken on the most apprentices under Apprenticeship Catawba—a total of 12 as of the 2015-16 school 
year. Sarstedt, which is located about 45 miles from Charlotte, North Carolina, had been an employer sponsor 
with the Apprenticeship 2000 program since the late 1990s, but the distance from Charlotte to Sarstedt required 
apprentices to travel as much as an hour and a half for instruction. By the 2000s, leaders at Sarstedt were looking for 
a new solution to reduce the burden on apprentices. With this Apprenticeship 2000 experience, Sarstedt played a 
large role in helping to shape Apprenticeship Catawba, along with input from Technibilt, the first employer to agree 
to participate. Sarstedt leadership estimates that 15 percent of its 3,000-person workforce were once apprentices, 
especially given that it is headquartered in Germany.

Secondary Institutions
Four school districts—Catawba County, Hickory Public Schools, Newton-Conover, and Alexander County Schools—
participate in Apprenticeship Catawba. Of these districts, Catawba County Schools is the primary feeder, and also has 
the most CTE program offerings. 

Students from Catawba County Schools were eligible to participate in Apprenticeship 2000, but as noted by Sarstedt, 
the drive to and from Charlotte was too long for high school students. The school district, which enrolled about 
7,000 students in 2015-16, has a robust work-based learning program that awards credit to participating students. 
In 2015-16, 730 high school students participated in work-based learning experiences with 134 employers, all 
within 30 minutes of the high school. Adding Apprenticeship Catawba to the list of offerings was an easy fit for the 
school district, but also means that the program competes with many other options for student interest, including 
other apprenticeships. 

The work-based learning options, including Apprenticeship Catawba, are coordinated by district-level career 
development coordinators who act as intermediaries to broker and monitor work-based learning placements. In the 
case of Apprenticeship Catawba, these school-based coordinators help CVCC recruit applicants. 
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In other school districts, especially where fewer CTE programs are offered, the school counselors said they struggled 
to get the message across to students and parents about the value of apprenticeships. They reported that most 
parents preferred for their children to pursue a four-year university degree.

Student Recruitment and Supports 
Entrance Requirements
Students who wish to participate in Apprenticeship Catawba must go through a multitiered selection 
process. It starts at the beginning of students’ junior year, when the CVCC coordinator visits participating 
high schools to meet with school counselors, CTE teachers, and administrators, and to hold information sessions for 
students. Interested students and their parents are invited to attend open house events hosted by each employer in 
January and February. 

Eligible students apply for Apprenticeship Catawba and are invited to 
participate in a weeklong after-school orientation, which gives them an 
opportunity learn more about the companies and work on a project to 
demonstrate their technical and employability skills. Throughout the week, 
employers, who take turns leading each night of the orientation, observe 
and evaluate the students.

At the end of the orientation, students and employers submit their top two choices. The employers gather together to 
choose—and sometimes compete with one another for the new apprentices. One employer likened the process to a 
fantasy football draft with a twist, because companies can only choose from students who have chosen them as their 
first or second choice. This also means that a company may not be chosen by any students, and thus does not receive 
an apprentice. Once the matches are made, students must complete a paid six-week internship with the company. 
During this time, students spend three days a week working at the company and two days at the community college. 
The internship serves as a trial run for both the employer and the student as they each determine if this will be a 
successful match. At end of the summer, employers offer the positions to select students, who begin as apprentices 
during the fall of their senior year. 

The internship is not a guarantee of placement into the apprenticeship. Those students who are unsuccessful are 
eligible to reapply the following spring. During interviews, several apprentices reported that they were not selected 
for full positions after their first internship. However, they said that this rejection gave them the motivation and 
determination to work hard during their senior year of high school and try again.

Recruitment Challenges
The program’s primary recruitment challenge is about breaking down stereotypes around CTE, community colleges, 
manufacturing, and apprenticeships. The program is working to overcome these misunderstandings by bringing 
school counselors on company tours, giving students and parents more time to interact with employers, and working 
with a local state university to create an articulation agreement for its engineering technology program to provide 
participants with more postsecondary options.

Program Benefits
By the end of the four-year apprenticeship, participants have completed 8,000 hours of on-the-job 
training and receive a journey-level certificate from the state Department of Commerce, an Associate 
of Applied Science in either Mechatronics Engineering Technology or Computer-Integrated Machining 
Technology, and guaranteed employment with four years of seniority.

Eligibility Requirements
• Minimum 3.0 GPA

• Excellent math/technical skills

• Good attendance record
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State Support
Administrative & Financial
The North Carolina Apprenticeship Council is operated by the state’s Department of Commerce, which 
manages the Registered Apprenticeship system in the state. This council’s composition is dictated by 
state statute, and includes representatives from employers and labor as well as two nonvoting members from the 
state Department of Public Instruction and the community college system. This intentional inclusion has helped 
make connections across agencies and initiatives as the council makes plans to strengthen its apprenticeship system.
 
The state has also played an influential role in creating policies 
such as Career and College Promise, established by law in 2011, 
which directed the state Board of Education and community 
college system to collaborate to offer seamless dual enrollment 
opportunities at no cost to eligible high school students.14 In 2013-
14, Career and College Promise cost the state about $57 million for 
11,389 full-time students during its first academic year.15 Since the 
dual enrollment courses are free to students, it both accelerates the 
students’ time to degree in Apprenticeship Catawba and creates a 
cost savings for the employer sponsors. 

The Apprenticeship Catawba model, which was first pioneered in 
the state by Apprenticeship 2000, has been part of a replication 
effort across the state, with seven high school apprenticeship 
programs across the state either in operation or currently under 
development. Though not necessarily an explicit state initiative, the work has been driven at the local level and 
supported by cross-agency collaboration at the state level. For example, in 2016, one of the leading programs, North 
Carolina Triangle Apprenticeship Program, hosted the first-ever statewide Apprenticeship Summit, a gathering to 
share best practices about manufacturing apprenticeships.16 The summit attracted leaders from state agencies, state 
legislators, and other leading apprenticeship experts.

Outcomes
The first two apprentices, who transferred from Apprenticeship 2000, transitioned to full-time 
employment with Sarstedt in August 2016. The first full cohort is expected to finish the four-year 
apprenticeship program in 2017.

Lessons Learned 
Program staff and partners identified some lessons learned, including the following:

• Allow employers to drive the program’s design, which helps earn their trust and commitment 
to the partnership.

• Build an apprenticeship that acts as a comprehensive benefits package (graduated wages, employment, 
and postsecondary education), which helps make such a program an attractive postsecondary pathway 
among both students and parents.

14 See http://www.ncleg.net/sessions/2011/bills/house/pdf/h200v9.pdf.
15 See http://www.ncleg.net/documentsites/committees/JLEOC/Reports%20Received/2015%20Reports%20Received/Career%20and%20
College%20Promise%20Report-2015.pdf.
16 See http://www.waketech.edu/news/wake-tech-and-nctap-host-first-state-wide-apprenticeship-summit#.V_65m-ArK02.

North Carolina programs replicating the 
Apprenticeship 2000 model:

• Apprenticeship 321

• Apprenticeship Catawba

• Apprenticeship Charlotte

• Career Accelerator Program

• Central Carolina Apprenticeship Works 

• Guilford Apprenticeship Partners 

• North Carolina Triangle  
Apprenticeship Program

http://www.ncleg.net/sessions/2011/bills/house/pdf/h200v9.pdf
http://www.ncleg.net/documentsites/committees/JLEOC/Reports Received/2015 Reports Received/Career and College Promise Report-2015.pdf
http://www.ncleg.net/documentsites/committees/JLEOC/Reports Received/2015 Reports Received/Career and College Promise Report-2015.pdf
http://www.waketech.edu/news/wake-tech-and-nctap-host-first-state-wide-apprenticeship-summit#.V_65m-ArK02
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• Hire a program coordinator, which is essential in order to manage the complex needs of partners, 
apprentices, and program administration.

• Leverage state policies such as dual enrollment to benefit the apprentices, educational institution,  
and employers.

• Build on lessons learned from similar programs that have been successful.


