NADA/ASE
Automotive Service Technician
Registered Apprenticeship

IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE:
STARTING FROM SCRATCH

Introduction

This implementation guide is designed to help dealerships plan, launch, and sustain a service
technician apprenticeship program with clarity, discipline, and long-term success in mind. It
translates proven workforce-development principles and evidence-based tools into practical,
dealership-ready actions, recognizing the real pressures of production, staffing, and customer
expectations.

An effective apprenticeship program is not a quick hiring fix. It is a multi-year investment in

people, culture, and future capacity. When implemented correctly, it strengthens technician
pipelines, improves quality and retention, and reduces long-term burnout across the service
department. When implemented poorly, it creates frustration, turnover, and skepticism.

This guide is structured to help dealership leaders:

» Set realistic expectations before launching
* Build the right support systems for mentors and apprentices
*  Avoid common and costly pitfalls
* Align leadership, advisors, technicians, and HR around shared goals
Use this guide as a working document, not a theoretical reference. The intent is to support

informed decision-making, consistent execution, and continuous improvement, so your
apprenticeship program becomes a competitive advantage rather than a potential risk.

Legal Review and Compliance Notice

Before beginning to plan or implement a service technician apprenticeship program, the
dealership should consult with its legal counsel. Apprenticeship programs involve employment
law, wage and hour regulations, training agreements, safety requirements, and, if registered,
state or federal apprenticeship standards that vary by jurisdiction.

Early legal review helps ensure the program structure, compensation practices, documentation,
and policies are compliant and defensible, and prevents costly revisions or disruptions later.
This guide provides operational guidance, but it does not replace legal advice specific to your
dealership’s location, ownership structure, or workforce.
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Conduct a Self-Assessment

An apprenticeship program requires a significant commitment from the dealership. Before
starting, dealers must consider their capacity and readiness. Your analysis should include input
from key leaders and stakeholders. For example, your team might include:

* Dealer

* General Manager

+  HR Manager

» Fixed Ops Director
» Service Manager

» Parts Manager

» Service Foreperson
* Senior Technician

Complete the assessment with a process that involves your leadership team. Ask each team
member to score it individually, then meet to reach a consensus. Spend your meeting time
discussing the metrics over which there is disagreement.

Score conservatively. Apprenticeship programs fail more often due to overconfidence than
to a lack of intent.

Pay special attention to mentor readiness, shop discipline, and leadership patience. Those are
the most common failure points in the field.

Identify Apprenticeship Goals and Targets

Setting Goals: What are you hoping to achieve with the program? This is a critical step. Every
decision you make about the program should align with your goals. Ideally, you will focus on
one or two complementary goals.

Examples:
* Reduce technician vacancy rates
* Increase technician bench strength for retirements and growth
« Grow your own, so techs do things your way to your standards
« Build internal promotion pathways instead of relying on external poaching
» Shorten time-to-competency for new hires
* Improve early-career technician retention (0—36 months)
* Increase employee engagement and loyalty
* Reduce dependency on overtime and overloading senior techs
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Setting Targets: How will you know if you have met your goals? Be specific. Identify the
metric, the target figure, and the deadline (which should be realistic given the scope of an
apprenticeship program). Be prepared to monitor targets at pre-determined points along
the way.

Examples:
*  75% of tech needs are filled internally within 2 years
* Reduce average time to fill open tech positions by 50% within 2 years
» Promote X apprentices per year to the main shop
+  275% retention at 12 months post-graduation
*  265% retention at 24 months post-graduation
* Reduce first-year technician turnover by 40% within three years
* Reduce overtime hours by 10-20% within two years

Select an Executive Sponsor

The Executive Sponsor is the single most important leadership role in a service technician
apprenticeship program. This role provides the authority, protection, and long-term perspective
required to ensure the program survives short-term pressure and delivers lasting results. The
Executive Sponsor is typically a Dealer, General Manager, or Fixed Operations Director,
someone with enough influence to align priorities across departments and hold leaders
accountable.

The Executive Sponsor exists to:

» Champion the apprenticeship program as a strategic investment, not a staffing
experiment

* Ensure the program remains aligned with dealership goals, values, and capacity needs
* Remove obstacles that mentors, managers, or apprentices cannot resolve on their own

Key Responsibilities

1. Set and Protect Program Priorities
The Executive Sponsor clearly communicates that:

» Safety, learning, and quality take precedence over short-term production
* Mentors have authority and will be supported
* Apprenticeship success is measured in years, not weeks

This message must be reinforced consistently, especially during staffing shortages or
high-volume periods.

2. Set and Protect Program Priorities
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The Executive Sponsor:

* Backs mentor and service management decisions when training slows production
* Intervenes when advisor pressure or operational shortcuts undermine the program

This allows mentors and managers to enforce standards without fear of backlash.

3. Ensure Resources and Alignment
The Executive Sponsor ensures the program is properly resourced, including:

» Mentor compensation and workload protection

* Administrative support for documentation and compliance
+ Time and budget for related technical instruction (RTI)

* Alignment between service, HR, and finance

A program without resourcing is not a program. It is a liability.

4. Monitor Health, Not Micromanage
The Executive Sponsor does not run day-to-day training. Instead, they:

* Review high-level indicators (retention, safety, quality, progression)
» Ask the right questions at regular intervals
» Step in when patterns suggest risk or drift

Their role is oversight and accountability, not technical supervision.

5. Reinforce Long-term Commitment
The Executive Sponsor:

* Maintains commitment during leadership changes
* Prevents the program from being paused or abandoned under pressure
* Publicly recognizes mentors and apprentice milestones
This continuity is critical to building trust and credibility.
When the Executive Sponsor is visible, consistent, and committed, the program stabilizes and
grows. When the Executive Sponsor is passive or absent, the program eventually collapses,

regardless of how strong the mentors or apprentices may be. The Executive Sponsor is the
anchor that keeps the apprenticeship program aligned, protected, and viable over time.

Establish Competencies

Your competencies are a comprehensive list of the skills/tasks an apprentice must master
before becoming a junior technician. There are two U.S. Department of Labor Registered
Apprenticeship sets of competencies associated with the AlB:

©2026 National Automobile Dealers Association. All Rights Reserved.



NADA/ASE
Automotive Service Technician
Registered Apprenticeship

o NADA/ASE Automotive Specialist with a Concentration in Electric Vehicles
(60% ICE, 40% EV)
¢ ASE Automotive Maintenance and Light Repair (100% ICE)

To demonstrate proficiency, the apprentice must achieve a score of 3 or 4 on the following
rating scale in three or more separate instances.
4 - Proficient: Able to perform all elements of the task successfully and independently
3 — Satisfactory: Able to perform elements of the task with minimal assistance
2 - Developing: Completed the task with significant assistance
1 — Unsuccessful: Attempted but did not complete the task
Both sets of competencies are designed to ensure that the apprentice is exposed to a wide
range of skills and tasks, rather than remaining in the quick lane throughout the apprenticeship.

In addition to providing much-needed training, this keeps the apprentice challenged and
reduces the risk of them leaving.

Select a Mentoring Model

After leadership, mentors have the greatest influence on the success of your apprenticeship
program. Apprentices need a dedicated mentor who will stay with them throughout the
apprenticeship. This doesn’t mean that the apprentice can’t work with other technicians. Rather,
it simply means that there is one single person with primary responsibility for the apprentice’s
progress and well-being.

Leadership must be clear about the mentor's role.
A mentor is:

* Accountable for skill development and sign-offs

* Arole model for procedures, documentation, and professionalism
* Ateacher whose behavior will be copied

* Along-term investment in the shop’s future capacity

A mentor is not:

» Just someone who answers questions
* A high producer who occasionally helps
» A favor assignment or seniority perk

Selecting a high-quality mentor is mission-critical. The mentor will teach and demonstrate how
the work is actually done, and coach the apprentice as they practice and master it. They are
creating the future of your service department. It is tempting to default to your most

©2026 National Automobile Dealers Association. All Rights Reserved. 5



NADA/ASE
Automotive Service Technician
Registered Apprenticeship

productive or senior technician, but this person may not be the best candidate. A good
mentor is:

+ Safe

* Patient

* Technically competent
* Able to break down complex tasks
* A good communicator
* Approachable

* Professional

» Ethical

* Respectful

* Encouraging

*  Trustworthy

* Flexible

Technical excellence is necessary but insufficient. Mentors must:
* Respect all safety guidelines
+ Be fully competent in the work they’ll supervise
* Follow dealership and OEM procedures consistently
* Have low comeback and warranty rejection rates
+ Demonstrate diagnostic discipline (not guesswork)
But beyond that, teaching ability matters more than raw speed. Look for technicians who:
+ Explain why, not just what
* Are patient when others struggle
* Correct mistakes without humiliation
* Follow process even when under pressure
* Ask clarifying questions before intervening
+ Take pride in doing things “the right way,” not just fast

Often, these are not the shop’s highest producers.

A Note About Learning: It is harder to unlearn bad habits than to learn new ones. You want to
ensure the mentor models the best technical and professional skills.

Mentor Willingness: Mentors must participate in the apprenticeship program voluntarily.
Technical skill alone does not qualify a technician to mentor. Willingness to teach, patience with
the learning process, and acceptance of additional responsibility are essential.
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Assigning an unwilling or resentful mentor undermines apprentice development, erodes shop
culture, and increases the risk of program failure. Dealership leadership should clearly
communicate expectations, provide appropriate support and compensation, and allow
technicians to opt out of mentoring without penalty.

A willing mentor is not just more effective. They are foundational to the credibility and long-term
success of the apprenticeship program.

Compensation

The way in which you compensate apprenticeship participants can make or break your program.
It's vital that they are rewarded and not punished for supporting a positive learning environment.
Obviously, this applies directly to the mentor and apprentice, but it also applies to anyone
whose pay is tied to productivity goals, such as the foreperson, service manager, or fixed ops
director. Ensure that calculations for their incentives and bonuses are not adversely affected by
apprentice or mentor performance.

Mentor Compensation: Developing a mentor compensation model requires a deliberate shift
away from traditional flat-rate structures and toward rewarding the behaviors and outcomes that
make mentoring effective. Flat-rate pay is designed to maximize individual speed and output;
mentoring requires patience, teaching, judgment, and accountability, often at the expense of
short-term productivity.

A well-designed mentor compensation model recognizes mentoring as leadership work, not
extra labor. It provides income stability and rewards key mentor attributes such as safety
discipline, professionalism, quality, apprentice development, and long-term retention. By
aligning pay with these priorities, dealerships reinforce the behaviors that build capable
technicians and sustainable service capacity, rather than unintentionally encouraging rushing,
shortcuts, or burnout.

Your model should not remove performance incentives, but instead ensure that mentors are
compensated in a way that supports how mentoring actually works in the real world.

See Mentor Compensation Options resource

Apprentice Compensation: An effective apprentice compensation model must support
learning, safety, and skill development, not short-term production. Traditional flat-rate pay
structures reward speed and output, which directly conflicts with the purpose of an
apprenticeship: to build competence, judgment, and professional habits over time.

A learning-focused compensation model provides income stability while rewarding clearly
defined learning milestones, such as skill competency, safety compliance, documentation
accuracy, and progression through the training plan. This approach reduces pressure to rush,
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discourages shortcuts, and reinforces that advancement is earned through demonstrated
capability, not hours flagged.

The goal of apprentice compensation is to create an environment where apprentices can focus
on doing the work correctly, safely, and consistently, while giving the dealership predictable
labor costs and a stronger long-term technician pipeline.

See Apprentice Compensation Options resource

Insurance

Before launching an apprenticeship program, dealerships should consult their insurance
provider to confirm that apprentice roles, duties, and supervision structures are fully covered.
Apprenticeship programs introduce new risk profiles that may not be addressed under standard
policies.

Dealers should be prepared to ask questions about workers’ compensation coverage for
apprentices, liability exposure related to supervised work, age-based restrictions, training and
safety requirements, vehicle operation limitations, and any exclusions tied to inexperienced
employees. It is also important to confirm whether additional documentation, reporting, or policy
endorsements are required as the program evolves.

Early conversations with your insurance carrier help ensure proper coverage, clarify risk
management expectations, and prevent coverage gaps that could jeopardize both the
apprenticeship program and the dealership’s broader operations.

Dispatching

Your dispatch process should align with the apprenticeship program. This means that the
mentor technician is assigned repair orders (ROs) that are appropriate for the apprentice’s level.
Initially, give the mentor basic ROs, including maintenance, LOF, tires, brakes, etc. Once the
apprentice has mastered the operation, they can work on the basic ROs themselves under the
mentor’s supervision. Then, you can gradually increase the level of difficulty based on the
apprentice’s progress. This requires solid communication between the mentor, the service
advisor, and the person responsible for dispatching. If closely supervised, warranty work is great
for training because the RO standards are high, and the apprentice learns documentation
discipline.

The mentor, in consultation with the service manager, decides when the apprentice is ready to
work on their own ROs and what kinds of jobs they can handle.
Tools

Tool ownership is a significant barrier for many apprentice technicians. Expecting apprentices to
immediately invest thousands of dollars in tools can create financial stress, discourage
retention, and push apprentices to rush work before they are ready. Dealers who proactively
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support tool purchasing reduce early attrition and reinforce that the apprenticeship is a
development partnership, not a financial gamble.

Dealers can support apprentices by offering structured tool assistance such as starter tool kits,
tool allowances, payroll-deducted tool purchase programs, or reimbursement tied to learning
milestones. By helping apprentices build their tool inventory gradually, dealerships remove a
common obstacle to success, encourage proper tool use and care, and strengthen long-term
loyalty, while still reinforcing personal responsibility as apprentices advance.

See Apprentice Compensation Options resource

Recruiting

Effective apprentice recruiting is not about filling openings quickly. It is about selecting
individuals with the mindset, reliability, and potential to grow into long-term technicians.
Recruiting is where apprenticeship success begins.

Dealerships that recruit patiently, communicate honestly, and screen for mindset build programs
that retain apprentices and develop strong technicians. Those who rush recruiting often spend
more time replacing apprentices than training them.

A disciplined recruiting process protects mentors, strengthens shop culture, and lays the
foundation for a sustainable technician pipeline.

You’re not just competing with other dealers. You’re competing with “easier” careers.
Reminder:

+ Apprentices are developed, not hired fully formed. Recruiting should focus on potential,
not polish or prior experience.
+ Realistic expectations prevent turnover. Overselling the role creates early exits.

+ Attitude and coachability matter more than mechanical skill. Skills can be taught;
mindset is harder to change.

* Recruiting is the first test of your apprenticeship system. Poor recruiting exposes
weaknesses in program design.
Step 1: Define the Apprentice Profile

Before recruiting begins, clearly define what you are looking for.

Strong Apprentice Indicators
* Reliable attendance history (school, work, sports, military)
* Willingness to start at an entry level
« Comfort with physical, hands-on work
« Curiosity and problem-solving interest
« Ability to accept feedback
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Warning Signs
* Unrealistic expectations about pay or speed of advancement
* Job hopping without explanation
» Resistance to structure or supervision
+ Disinterest in safety rules
« Document this profile so all interviewers evaluate candidates consistently.

Step 2: Build the Right Recruiting Message

Your message should emphasize learning and structure, not shortcuts.

What to Highlight
* Paid, structured apprenticeship
* Mentorship and hands-on learning
» Clear progression and career path
* Long-term opportunity, not quick money
* Modern technology and tools
What to Avoid
* Promising fast advancement
+ Emphasizing income potential too early
» Describing the role as “helping out”
+ Candidates who self-select out after hearing the reality are a success, not a failure.

Step 3: Identify Effective Recruiting Sources
Strong apprentice pipelines often come from:

* High school automotive, STEM, or CTE programs
*  Community and technical colleges

* Military transition programs

*  Workforce development agencies

+ Employee referrals

+ Job shadowing and internship participants

Avoid relying exclusively on general job boards.

Step 4: Partner With Schools and Community Organizations
Effective partnerships include:

» Classroom visits or shop tours
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* Job shadowing opportunities
* Internships or summer programs
» Clear explanations of apprenticeship pathways

See Draft Email for Educational Entities resource

Step 5: Use Job Shadowing as a Recruiting Tool
Job shadowing allows candidates to:

+ See the real work environment
» Understand physical and mental demands
» Decide if the trade fits them

Dealerships should treat job shadowing as an early screening step, not a sales pitch.
See Job Shadowing section below and Job Shadowing for Students resource

Step 6: Screen for Reliability and Coachability
Early screening should focus on:

+ Attendance patterns

«  Willingness to follow rules
+ Communication skills

* Reaction to feedback

Avoid advancing candidates who show early resistance to structure.

Step 7: Conduct Behavior-Based Interviews
Use questions that require real examples, such as:

+  “Tell me about a time you struggled at first but stuck with something.”
* “Describe a time you received feedback you didn’t agree with.”
+ “Tell me about a time safety rules slowed you down.”

Listen for ownership, effort, and learning, not perfect outcomes.
See Interviewing section below and Apprentice Interview Questions resource

Step 8: Provide a Realistic Offer Conversation
When extending an offer:

* Review the apprentice role description
+ Explain learning-first expectations
* Discuss wage progression clearly
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* Reinforce safety and professionalism standards
* Answer questions honestly

Clarity at this stage builds trust.

Step 9: Maintain a Continuous Recruiting Pipeline
Apprentice recruiting should be ongoing, not reactive.
Best practices include:

» Staying connected with schools year-round
* Tracking past job shadow participants

» Collecting referrals from current staff

* Reviewing recruiting outcomes quarterly

Common Recruiting Mistakes to Avoid
+ Hiring based on enthusiasm alone
* Rushing due to staffing pressure
» Ignoring reliability red flags
* Overselling pay or speed of advancement
» Skipping job shadowing or realistic previews

School Collaborations

Strong partnerships between automotive dealerships and educational institutions are essential
to building apprenticeship programs that produce capable, job-ready technicians. When
dealerships and schools work in alignment, apprentices experience a smoother transition from
classroom learning to real-world application, mentors spend less time correcting foundational
gaps, and training investments deliver stronger long-term results.

Effective collaboration begins with a shared understanding that classroom education and on-
the-job training serve complementary roles. Schools provide foundational knowledge, safety
awareness, and theory, while dealerships develop applied skills, professional habits, and
diagnostic judgment. The most successful partnerships intentionally connect these two
environments so apprentices can immediately apply what they learn.

A key component of collaboration is synchronizing curriculum with dealership competency
requirements. Dealership leaders and educators should meet regularly to review the
apprenticeship competency matrix, identify when specific skills will be introduced, and align
classroom instruction accordingly. For example, if apprentices are expected to perform brake
service in the shop during a particular phase, related classroom instruction on brake systems,
measurement techniques, and safety procedures should occur just before or during that
timeframe. This alignment reinforces learning and builds confidence.
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Dealerships can support curriculum alignment by:
e Sharing their competency progression framework with educators
e Providing insight into current vehicle technologies and OEM procedures
e Identifying common skill gaps observed in new apprentices
o Offering guest instructors, shop tours, and real-world demonstrations

Educational institutions contribute by:
e Adjusting instruction schedules when possible to match apprenticeship phases
e Reinforcing safety standards consistent with dealership expectations

e Incorporating soft skills development, such as communication, documentation, and
professionalism

o Providing feedback on student learning progress and challenges

Ongoing communication is critical. Regular check-ins between dealership mentors, program
coordinators, and instructors help ensure apprentices are progressing consistently across both
environments. These conversations allow early intervention when gaps appear and help
maintain alignment as technologies and training needs evolve.

Ultimately, dealership-school collaboration should focus on a shared goal: developing
technicians who are safe, competent, and prepared for long-term careers. When curriculum and
on-the-job competencies are intentionally synchronized, apprentices benefit from a cohesive
learning experience that accelerates skill development while maintaining quality and safety
standards.

See Draft Email for Educational Entities resource

Job Shadowing

Job shadowing provides students, candidates, or career explorers with a realistic, first-hand
view of automotive dealership operations, particularly the service department, without the
pressure or risk of performing work. A safe, honest, and professional experience builds trust,
even if the participant decides the career is not for them.

When done correctly, job shadowing:
» Builds early interest in automotive careers
» Sets realistic expectations about the work
« Strengthens recruiting pipelines
* Reduces early turnover by eliminating surprises
» Supports apprenticeship and internship programs
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Job-Shadowing Principles
* Observation only: No hands-on repair work
» Safety first: Shadowing stops if safety cannot be ensured
* Professional conduct: Guests represent the dealership while onsite
* Transparency: Show the real job, not a sales pitch
* Respect for operations: Production comes first

Pre-Visit Preparation
1. Define the Objective
Before scheduling, clarify:

» Purpose of the visit (career exploration, school requirement, pipeline recruiting)
* Duration (typically 2—4 hours; never a full shift)
» Departments to observe (Express, Main Shop, Advisors, Parts)
» Desired outcomes (interest confirmation, next-step discussion)
2. Candidate Screening
Confirm the participant:
* Meets minimum age requirements
* Understands the visit is observation-only
» Can follow instructions and safety rules
» Has appropriate interest and maturity

See Job Shadowing for Students resource
3. Administrative & Legal Preparation

» Schedule visit in advance

» Obtain parental consent if required

+ Complete liability waiver

» Confirm insurance requirements

* Assign a host (mentor, foreman, or manager)
* Notify service team of the visit

Day-of-Visit Structure
1. Welcome & Orientation (15-20 minutes)
Address:

* Introductions and purpose of visit
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* Dealership overview
+ Schedule and expectations
« Safety rules and restricted areas
* Appropriate behavior and communication
Provide:
» Visitor badge
« PPE if required (safety glasses, hearing protection)
2. Safety Briefing (Mandatory)
Explain clearly:
*  Where visitors may and may not stand
» Lift, vehicle, and equipment hazards
» Electrical and EV/HEV safety awareness
* Emergency procedures
Any safety violation ends the visit immediately.
3. Shadowing Experience (Core Activity)
What Participants May Do
» Observe technicians, advisors, or parts staff
* Ask questions at appropriate times
+ Take notes, photos, or videos if permitted
» Observe inspections, diagnostics, and workflow
What Participants May NOT Do
* Touch tools, vehicles, or equipment
» Enter vehicles on lifts
» Distract technicians during critical tasks
* Use phones or record without permission
4. Recommended Observation Flow
A well-rounded shadowing experience may include:
+ Express or maintenance operations
* Main shop repair flow
* Advisor—technician communication
* Parts department interaction
» Shop organization and cleanliness
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* Adjust based on visit length and shop activity.

Roles & Responsibilities
Host (Mentor/Foreman/Manager)
* Remain responsible for visitor at all times
» Monitor safety and behavior
» Explain work at a high level
* Protect shop productivity
* End visit if needed
Technicians & Advisors
* Maintain professionalism
* Answer basic questions when appropriate
* Redirect detailed questions to host
» Continue working safely and normally
Visitor / Student
» Follow all instructions immediately
* Remain attentive and respectful
* Ask questions appropriately
+ Stay with host at all times

Managing Expectations
During the visit, be honest about:

* Physical demands of the job

» Learning curve and early frustrations

* Entry-level starting points

* Long-term career progression

+ Tool investment and training requirements

Avoid overselling the position or minimizing challenges.

Post-Visit Debrief (10—-15 minutes)
Address:

*  What the participant observed
*  What surprised them
*  What they liked and disliked
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* Questions about next steps
If appropriate, discuss:
* Internships
* Apprenticeships
» School partnerships
* Future job shadowing or tours

Follow-Up Actions
+ Thank-you email or note
* Feedback from host and staff
* Record participant interest level
» Share next-step options if appropriate
* Close loop with school or program partner

Common Mistakes to Avoid
* Allowing hands-on work
+ Treating job shadowing like a working interview
* Assigning an unprepared host
» Ignoring safety or PPE requirements
* Overselling the career or dealership

Success Indicators
* A successful job shadowing experience results in:
* Clear understanding of the role
* Increased interest or informed opt-out
» Positive perception of dealership professionalism
* Reduced likelihood of early turnover if hired later

Common Apprenticeship Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Technician apprenticeship programs are one of the most effective long-term workforce
strategies an automotive dealership can implement, but they are also easy to get wrong.

Most failed programs do not fail because apprentices lack motivation or ability. They fail
because of predictable structural, cultural, and leadership mistakes.

These are some of the most common pitfalls seen in dealership apprenticeship programs and
practical, proven strategies to prevent or correct them.
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Pitfall 1: Treating Apprenticeship as a Hiring Fix Instead of a Development System

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

* Apprentices are
hired to fill immediate
staffing gaps

+ Training is informal
or improvised

* Productivity is
expected too soon

» Leadership attention
fades after hiring

» Short-term pressure

to increase

throughput

Underestimating the

time required to

develop skills

+ Lack of ownership-
level patience

* No executive
sponsor

» High apprentice
turnover

* Low skill transfer

* Frustration among
mentors and
advisors

* Program
abandonment
blamed on “the talent
pool”

* Define
apprenticeship
as a multi-year
development system

» Secure leadership
commitment to a
24-36 month ROI
horizon

» Set explicit early-
stage expectations
that learning comes
before speed

Pitfall 2: Selecting Mentors Based Only on Production

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

» Highest-producing
techs assigned
as mentors

* Mentors resent
training
responsibilities

* Apprentices feel
rushed or ignored

* Assumption that
technical skill equals
teaching ability

» Desire to pair
apprentices with “the
best”

» Poor learning
experiences

» Accelerated burnout
of top technicians

* High turnover among
apprentices

» Use a formal mentor
selection process

* Perioritize patience,
teaching ability, and
professionalism

» Make mentoring

voluntary and
incentivized

Pitfall 3: Leaving Apprentices Trapped in Express or Entry-Level Work

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

* Apprentices remain
in LOF or
maintenance
indefinitely

* No rotation plan
exists

* Not following
competency
schedule

» Express staffing
shortages

» Fear of apprentice
mistakes in main
shop

» Lack of structured
progression criteria

* Apprentice
disengagement

+ Skill stagnation

* Increased turnover
at 6-18 months

* Create a defined
escape plan from
express work

* Tie advancement
to skill progression,
not time

» Schedule rotations
in advance and
protect them
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Pitfall 4: Poor Dispatch Discipline

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

» Apprentices
assigned work
beyond their skill
level

» Apprentices used as
overflow during busy
periods

* Inconsistent
supervision

» Advisor pressure

« Lack of clear RO
eligibility rules

* Foreman overload

» Safety risks

» Comebacks and
warranty issues

» Apprentices lose
confidence

» Define RO types
allowed at each
apprentice stage

* Require mentor or
foreman approval for
exceptions

* Reinforce that
dispatch discipline
protects CSI and
profitability

Pitfall 5: Misaligned Pay Plans That Punish Learning

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

* Apprentices on
flat-rate too early

* Mentors losing

» Default pay
structures not
adapted for training

* Mentor resentment

+ Early burnout for
both mentors and

* Use hourly or
protected pay during
early stages

income due to * Fear of labor cost apprentices » Separate learning
training time increases from production
* Pressure to rush + Training considered metrics
or cut corners an expense instead * Incentivize mentors
of investment for development,
not speed
Pitfall 6: Weak Shop Culture Around Learning
&2%1?;; Why It Happens Consequences How to Avoid It
* Ridicule of » Legacy shop culture |+ Apprentice turnover |+ Establish clear
apprentices + Lack of leadership - Safety incidents behavioral standards

» Tolerance of
sarcasm or hazing

* “Figure it out”
mentality

intervention

* Unclear behavioral
expectations

» Long-term cultural
damage

* Intervene
immediately when
disrespect occurs

* Reinforce that
professionalism is
non-negotiable
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Pitfall 7: Overpromising Advancement or Career Speed

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

* Unrealistic timelines
promised during
hiring

* Recruiting pressure
¢ Desire to attract

* Disillusionment
* Trust erosion

Provide realistic,
milestone-based
progression

candidates quickly - Early exits
* Confusion about » Communicate clearly
when pay increases that advancement is
occur earned
* Document
expectations in
writing
Pitfall 8: Inadequate Safety Oversight
&2%1?;; Why It Happens Consequences How to Avoid It
» Apprentices working |+ Production pressure |+ Injuries » Enforce strict

unsupervised too
early

* Inconsistent PPE
enforcement

* EV/HEV hazards
underestimated

* Assumptions about
“common sense”

+ Liability exposure
* Program shutdown
risk

supervision rules

Conduct formal
safety training and
refreshers

Treat safety
violations as
program-stopping
events

Pitfall 9: Failure to Measure What Matters

What This
Looks Like

Why It Happens

Consequences

How to Avoid It

* Only tracking hours
clocked or billed

* No visibility into
skill progression

» Lack of defined KPIs

* Overreliance on
anecdotal feedback

+ Stalled apprentices

» Leadership
frustration

* Inability to
course-correct

Track progression,
quality, retention,
and mentor
engagement

Review metrics
regularly

Act early on
warning signs
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Pitfall 10: Scaling Too Fast

Iyy)gits-[r;:(se Why It Happens Consequences How to Avoid It
* Hiring multiple » Early success * Mentor burnout * Pilot with 1-3
apprentices at once creates « Program breakdown apprentices
* Insufficient mentors overconfidence . « Scale only after
or structure processes stabilize
* Expand mentors
before expanding
apprentices

Every failed apprenticeship program leaves damage behind and threatens future efforts:

» Disillusioned apprentices
*  Burned-out mentors

* Cynical technicians

» Skeptical leaders

Every successful program shares the same traits:

* Leadership support
+ Patience
» Structure
* Accountability
* Cultural discipline
Apprenticeship is not easy, but doing nothing is harder in the long run. If a dealership is willing

to invest before results appear, protect mentors and learners, enforce standards consistently,
think in years, not months, then apprenticeship becomes a competitive advantage, not a risk.

Apprentice Onboarding

Onboarding is the foundation of a successful apprenticeship program. It is where expectations
are set, habits are formed, and the tone for safety, professionalism, and learning is established.
A strong onboarding process protects apprentices, mentors, and the dealership by ensuring that
participants begin the program with clarity, structure, and confidence. The goal should be to
onboard apprentices deliberately, not quickly.

Effective onboarding prioritizes safety, introduces the program structure, establishes mentor
relationships, and reinforces that progression is based on demonstrated competence, not time
or production. When onboarding is done well, it reduces early attrition, prevents avoidable
mistakes, and sets apprentices and mentors up for long-term success throughout the
apprenticeship.
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Every apprentice should begin the program with:

Clear expectations

Strong safety foundations

Defined learning structure

Early engagement and confidence

Consistent compliance with registered apprenticeship requirements

A structured onboarding experience is critical in registered programs, where documentation,
wage progression, safety, and training compliance are mandatory, not optional.

Onboarding Objectives

By the end of onboarding, the apprentice will:

Understand the apprenticeship structure, rules, and progression
Demonstrate safe shop behavior and basic tool discipline

Build trust with mentor, foreman, and advisors

Begin logged on-the-job learning hours

Complete required initial related technical instruction (RTI)
Show reliable attendance, professionalism, and coachability

Program Roles & Accountability (Defined at Onboarding)

Apprentice

Mentor

Actively engage in learning and follow all safety rules
Track hours and training as required

Accept feedback and demonstrate accountability
Learn and show professionalism and reliability

Provide daily guidance and supervision
Reinforce standards and safety
Approve task exposure and skill sign-offs

Service Manager/Foreman

Control dispatch and work assignment
Support mentors and protect training structure
Conduct formal evaluations

HR/Program Administrator

Maintain registered apprenticeship documentation
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* Track wage progression and compliance
* Coordinate RTI and reporting
Executive Sponsor
+ Reinforce that onboarding is safety- and learning-first, not production-driven
* Protect mentor authority and back decisions to slow or restrict work
* Provide “air cover” when operational pressure conflicts with onboarding standards
» Ensure alignment across service leadership, advisors, and technicians
* Intervene early if onboarding expectations are bypassed
» Signal that the apprenticeship is a long-term investment, starting on Day One

See Apprentice Onboarding Checklist and Mentor Onboarding Calendar resources

Candid Conversations

Early, honest conversations with apprentices are essential to building trust and long-term
success. Apprentices need to clearly understand what is expected of them, and just as
importantly, what is not expected. This includes reinforcing that mistakes are a normal part of
learning, questions are encouraged, and speed is not the goal during the early stages of the
program.

Leaders and mentors can set realistic expectations from the start, reduce fear of failure, and
create a learning environment where apprentices feel safe to slow down, follow procedures, and
speak up. When expectations are clear and candid, apprentices are more likely to stay
engaged, accept feedback, and develop the confidence and judgment required to become
capable technicians.

Potential topics to be addressed include:
Clear statement of purpose

+ The apprenticeship is a learning role, not a production role

+ The goal is long-term competence, not short-term speed
What is expected of apprentices

» Showing up on time and prepared

» Following safety rules and procedures every time

* Asking questions when unsure

» Accepting feedback and coaching

* Being honest about mistakes or confusion

* Documenting work and training accurately

What is not expected of the apprentice
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*  Working quickly

* Knowing everything

» Diagnosing complex issues independently

* Producing flat-rate hours

» Performing tasks without approval or supervision

Normalizing mistakes

* Clearly state that mistakes will happen

» Explain the difference between acceptable learning mistakes and unacceptable safety
violations

» Reinforce that hiding mistakes is worse than making them

How feedback works
» Explain that feedback may be direct and frequent
» Clarify that correction is part of teaching, not punishment
» Encourage apprentices to ask for clarification if feedback is unclear

Psychological safety
* Reinforce that asking questions is expected, not a weakness
* Encourage apprentices to speak up if they feel rushed or unsafe
+ Explain who they can go to if they are uncomfortable or confused

For example:

*  We expect you to break things. The important thing is that you tell us when you do. It's
much easier to fix it before the customer finds it. This is critical not just for your
professional growth but for everyone’s safety.

»  We are here to support you and help you. Sometimes we will answer your questions,
and sometimes we will ask, "What does the manual say?" because we want to teach
you how to find your own answers and not rely solely on us.

» It can be hard to admit when you are struggling, but we can only help if we know there
is an issue. If you are having trouble understanding anything, including manuals,
documentation, diagrams, or guides, let us know so we can provide additional support.

* We understand you aren't going to be fast, you're going to have a lot of questions, and
you're going to need a lot of help. This is all okay. However, we expect you to control
what you can control, which is getting here on time, being focused and present when
you are here, maintaining a positive learning attitude, and putting forth your best effort.

See Mentor Guide for Giving Feedback resource
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Evaluating Your Apprenticeship Program

A key part of apprenticeship success is systematically evaluating the program's health,
effectiveness, and sustainability. Formal evaluations should be conducted every six months so
that corrections can be made at appropriate times.

Evaluation is not about blame or compliance. Its purpose is to:
+ Identify what is working and should be protected
+ Surface risks early, before failure or burnout occurs
* Ensure the program is producing capable technicians, not just activity
» Support continuous improvement for apprentices, mentors, and leadership

A strong evaluation process treats the apprenticeship as a long-term operating system, not a
short-term staffing solution.

When to Evaluate

Effective programs evaluate at multiple levels:

» Early checkpoints: 30/60/90 days

+ Six-month reviews: Program health and progression

* Annual reviews: Outcomes, retention, and scalability

* Ad hoc reviews: After safety incidents, resignations, or stalled progress

See Apprentice Program Evaluation

Evaluating Goal Achievement & ROI (Complete after first cohort graduates)

Once your program starts graduating junior technicians, it's time to evaluate the success of your
apprenticeship. Revisit the purposes you outlined at the very beginning of the program. |dentify
the indicators you will review based on your initial goals and rate your performance. Are you
meeting established goals and targets?

Indicators to Review (Examples):

» Graduate retention at 6, 12, 24 months

* Time-to-competency

* Reduction in technician vacancy duration
* Long-term quality and productivity trends

Red Flags (Examples):

* No measurable improvement in goal areas
» Graduates leaving shortly after completion
* Mentors unwilling to continue
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How to Gather Evaluation Data
Use multiple inputs:
* Apprentice check-ins and surveys
* Mentor feedback sessions
* Manager observations
» Safety and quality reports
* Training logs and evaluations

Avoid relying on a single metric or perspective.

Turning Evaluation Into Action
After each evaluation cycle:
* ldentify 2—3 priority improvements
» Assign clear ownership
+ Set timelines for correction
» Communicate changes transparently

Evaluation without action erodes credibility. A successful apprenticeship program is not one that
never struggles. It is one that detects issues early and adjusts deliberately.

Regular, honest evaluation protects apprentices, mentors, and the dealership while ensuring the
program delivers what it promises: safe, capable technicians who stay and grow. If a program
cannot be evaluated honestly, it cannot be sustained.

Conclusion

A successful service technician apprenticeship program does not happen by accident. It is the
result of intentional design, disciplined execution, and consistent leadership support over time.
This guide is intended to help dealers build an apprenticeship that is safe, credible, and
sustainable, one that develops technicians rather than simply filling short-term staffing gaps.

The most effective programs share common traits: clear expectations, protected learning time,
willing and supported mentors, structured progression, and leaders who reinforce that
apprenticeship is a long-term investment. When these elements are in place, dealerships gain
more than entry-level labor. They build a reliable pipeline of capable technicians who
understand the dealership’s standards, culture, and commitment to quality.

Treat this guide like a living document. As the program evolves, leadership should revisit these
sections regularly, evaluate what is working, address emerging risks, and make deliberate
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adjustments. Apprenticeship success is measured over years, not weeks, and it requires
patience, consistency, and accountability at every level.

When implemented with intention and consistently supported, a service technician
apprenticeship program becomes one of the most powerful tools a dealership can use to secure
its future workforce and strengthen its service operation for the long term.

Disclaimer: These materials have been prepared for informational purposes only. Nothing in the materials is intended to constitute
legal advice. Consumers should contact their attorney to obtain advice with respect to any particular legal matter. The presentation
of this information is not intended to encourage concerted action among competitors or any other action on the part of dealers that
would in any manner fix or stabilize the price or any element of the price of any good or service.
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