Co-Designing Youth Apprenticeship Pathways: Indigenous and Community-Based Methods for Equitable Workforce Development
Introduction
Efforts to design youth apprenticeship and workforce development programs often rely on top-down models that inadequately reflect the lived experiences, cultural knowledge, and community assets of the youth they aim to serve. In response, this project applied Indigenous and community-based participatory approaches to co-design a Youth Development Fellowship (apprenticeship) program in partnership with youth-serving organizations in Boston. Grounded in relational, asset-based, and culturally responsive practices, this work sought to center youth, practitioners, and community stakeholders as co-creators of program design, ensuring that apprenticeship pathways reflect local knowledge systems, social realities, and aspirations for economic mobility.
Objectives
This project aimed to:
1. Engage youth-serving organizations, practitioners, and community stakeholders in co-designing an apprenticeship model aligned with their cultural and organizational contexts; 
2. Identify shared and context-specific workforce development needs across organizations; 
3. Generate a scalable apprenticeship framework grounded in community voice and Indigenous-informed methodologies; and 
4. Examine how participatory design processes contribute to more equitable and sustainable workforce pathways. 
Theoretical Basis
The project draws on Indigenous research methodologies, community-based participatory research (CBPR), and Positive Youth Development (PYD). Indigenous approaches emphasize relational accountability, reciprocity, and the co-construction of knowledge, challenging extractive research paradigms (Smith, 2012). CBPR principles prioritize shared decision-making and community ownership, while PYD frameworks highlight the importance of identity, agency, and supportive relationships in fostering youth development. Together, these approaches align with liberation psychology by addressing structural inequities and centering historically marginalized voices in program design.
Methodology
A multi-phase, participatory design process was employed. Data collection included: (a) a series of focus groups conducted across multiple youth-serving organizations; (b) structured worksheets completed by organizational partners (e.g., Sociedad Latina, West End House, Boston Chinatown Neighborhood Center); (c) one-on-one interviews with program leaders; and (d) thematic analysis of case studies from established workforce development models (e.g., YouthBuild, More Than Words, City Year). Additional data sources included follow-up surveys, retreat-based design sessions, and iterative feedback loops with a cross-organizational steering committee.
Data were analyzed using an inductive thematic approach to identify convergent and divergent themes across organizations. Emphasis was placed on preserving participant voice, identifying culturally grounded practices, and documenting community-defined indicators of success. Iterative validation processes ensured findings were refined in collaboration with stakeholders.
Results
Findings revealed several convergent themes across organizations. First, relational mentorship emerged as a foundational component of effective apprenticeship models, with strong emphasis on trusted adult relationships and culturally responsive support. Second, participants highlighted the importance of integrating identity development and community engagement into workforce pathways, moving beyond narrow skill-building models. Third, organizations emphasized the need for flexible, context-responsive program structures that accommodate diverse youth needs, including those facing structural barriers related to poverty, immigration status, and systemic inequities.
Divergent themes reflected organizational differences in program focus, capacity, and target populations. For example, some organizations prioritized academic and career alignment, while others emphasized social-emotional development or civic engagement. Despite these differences, there was strong consensus on the need for sustainable funding models, professional development for mentors, and clearer pathways to industry-recognized credentials.
The co-design process itself was identified as a critical outcome. Participants reported increased ownership, alignment across organizations, and strengthened networks of collaboration. The resulting apprenticeship framework reflects a hybrid model that integrates workforce competencies with PYD principles, relational supports, and community-defined success metrics.
Conclusions
This study demonstrates the value of Indigenous and participatory methodologies in designing youth apprenticeship systems that are both equitable and contextually relevant. By centering community voice and fostering collaborative ownership, such approaches can address longstanding gaps between workforce development policy and practice. For the career guidance field, this work underscores the importance of shifting from prescriptive program models toward co-designed systems that honor cultural knowledge, promote agency, and build sustainable pathways to social mobility. Future research should explore how these models can be scaled while maintaining fidelity to community-driven principles.
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