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Superintendent Christopher Smith is nominated for the 2026 NASS Excellence Award in Innovative Initiative for his visionary leadership in designing and implementing the Cherry Creek Aspiring Educator Pathway (AEP), a district-embedded, apprenticeship-based solution to the national teacher workforce crisis.
Under Superintendent Smith's leadership, Cherry Creek confronted the structural challenges facing the teaching profession: collapsing traditional preparation pathways, escalating costs and student debt, insufficient clinical training, early-career attrition, and misalignment between educator and student demographics. Rather than relying on transactional recruitment strategies, Superintendent Smith championed a transformational, systems-level redesign of educator preparation grounded in professional practice, equity, and sustainability.
Now completing its second full year, AEP is fully approved by both the Colorado Department of Education and the Colorado Department of Labor, reflecting rare alignment across K-12 education, higher education, and workforce systems. The program prepares aspiring educators through more than 4,500 hours of supervised classroom apprenticeship, pairing candidates with exemplary mentor teachers while supporting them through cohort-based learning, instructional labs, and immersion in the science and design of teaching.
Through a strategic partnership with the Community College of Aurora, AEP awards college credit and confers bachelor's degrees based on demonstrated competencies and authentic classroom performance. This approach dramatically reduces cost, debt, and time to licensure while increasing professional readiness and confidence. Candidates complete their preparation within the district and communities they will serve, strengthening connections and long-term retention.
Early outcomes validate Superintendent Smith's vision. Classrooms staffed by apprentice-mentor teams demonstrate accelerated student growth and proficiency gains, outperforming even the strongest individual teachers in comparable settings. Applicant demand has increased tenfold. Early cohorts reflect the district's full demographic diversity, advancing equity and representation across the educator workforce.
Superintendent Smith's leadership demonstrates how bold vision, cross-sector collaboration, and disciplined execution can rebuild the educator pipeline while simultaneously improving student outcomes. The Cherry Creek Aspiring Educator Pathway stands as a scalable, replicable model for districts nationwide and a powerful example of pioneering educational leadership focused on success for all.
