How to set up an apprenticeship for your child

 

The ideal apprenticeship will build on your student’s interest. 

My oldest daughter enjoyed history and folk life so she started at Fort New Salem, partly because they already had an apprenticeship program for school children. (It turned out that their program wasn't as official as I had thought, but we did learn from them.) Besides learning the “old-timey” crafts that she loved, like spinning and weaving, my daughter developed many marketable skills. For instance, she learned how to waitress when the Tavern was open during special events; she gained retail experience helping in the gift shop; she learned about political lobbying when she went to Charleston during the legislative session on History Day; and she learned about historical costuming, docent duties, tour guide organizing, etc. She also learned about working with the public (school children and adults), and how to deal with co-workers and a boss who wasn't mom, dad or grandpa. During her apprenticeship at the fort, an older teen apprentice started a newsletter for the apprentices. When that girl left for college, my daughter took over the newsletter editorial and publishing duties, thereby gaining some experience and English credit.  

That particular apprenticeship went from May to December, for about five years. It was one full day per week and changed from season to season as new opportunities came her way. 

One winter, this same daughter worked one full day per week in town at the office of a friend where she learned office procedures. She also came to know what it was like on the “other side” of the counter in a service business.

Another daughter was enthralled with horses, so we found a horse farm where she could apprentice. She learned the how-to’s of a boarding and training stable from the operator’s viewpoint. 

My nieces learned office procedures by doing volunteer work with Head Start and at the Crisis Pregnancy Center in Buckhannon. Since they live in town, they were able to work a couple of hours per day, four to five days a week. (Such a schedule would not have worked for us because we live in the country.)

One of my nephews started out volunteering with the local access TV station in Buckhannon when he was 14 or so. By the time he was 18, he OWNED the station! 

Other teens volunteer with veterinarians, in garages, with furniture makers, etc. 

Watch the newspaper for free classes or volunteer opportunities. The mayor of Weston advertised for volunteers for some health fairs being held in the local schools. Teens could do this for community service credit. The experience might spark an interest in the medical field. Even if they never have a career in the field, your teens could gain some knowledge that will help them participate intelligently in their own health care.

As your children develop interests, find experts to help them learn more. We are people of faith, so we pray for those folks to come alongside our children. When you make it known among your acquaintances that you’re looking for an expert in a particular area, people will "come out of the woodwork" to offer to teach what they know. You’ll be surprised!

Open communication with the employer/trainer is imperative. We had to be very clear about our goals. Here is what we told potential employers: "While we can reasonably expect my child to help with mundane tasks such as running the vacuum in the office at the end of the day, my goal is for my child to learn about your business from your point of view as the owner or manager. I want my child to see the big picture and how you make the day-to-day decisions. I want my child to job-shadow you, not the minimum wage laborer." (There is more to it, of course, but this was part of our explanation of what we were looking for in an apprenticeship.)

Each “employer” evaluated my child's skills and service for her permanent records, and was willing to provide written recommendations for the child's personal portfolio and for future employers.

Most apprentice situations last a short time, maybe 8 weeks, more or less. But it has been our experience that potential employers are quite reluctant to let homeschooled students leave when the apprenticeship period is over. 

For more on apprenticeships, I highly recommend Inge Cannon's Mentoring Your Teen http://www.edplus.com/Products/Help-For-Parents/Top-12-Opportunities.aspx. She says that our children should have résumés by the time they are 14. I concur.

— Teresa Ward (Upshur Co.) 
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