
 
 

10 Reasons Why Students Should Choose a Licensed School Over an 
Apprenticeship 

 
A licensed cosmetology school and an apprenticeship are not the same educational experience. 
While both may lead to licensure, schools are specifically designed for education, 
accountability, consistency, and student success. 
 

1. Schools Are Designed to Teach 
The primary purpose of a school is education. 
 
Montana requires licensed teachers to receive specialized training in teaching methods, lesson 
planning, curriculum development, student evaluation, psychology, and classroom instruction.  
 
Teachers must also complete continuing education to maintain and improve their teaching 
skills. Mentors in an apprenticeship course have no comparable requirement for instructional 
training or continuing education.  
 
A successful cosmetologist is not automatically a successful educator. Schools employ trained 
teachers whose job is to teach. Apprenticeships rely on skilled practitioners whose primary 
responsibility is serving clients. 
 

2. Montana Academy: Provides Consistent Supervision 
Montana rules require appropriately licensed teachers to directly supervise students in both the 
classroom and clinic environment. Teachers cannot simultaneously supervise classroom and 
clinic-floor activities, ensuring students receive focused oversight and instruction.  
 
At Montana Academy of Salons: 

• Great Falls has 7 teachers 
• Billings has 5 teachers 
• State regulations are based on approximately 1 instructor for every 25 students 
• Montana Academy maintains approximately 1 instructor for fewer than 10 students 

 
This means students receive significantly more individualized attention, coaching, safety 
oversight, and hands-on instruction than the minimum required standard. 
 

3. Schools Offer Comprehensive Education 
Cosmetology is much more than hair. 
Students must learn: 

• Haircutting 
• Chemical services 
• Hairstyling 



 
• Esthetics 
• Skin care 
• Waxing 
• Nail services 
• Sanitation 
• Bacteriology 
• Anatomy and physiology 
• State laws and rules 

 
Schools are required to provide a complete curriculum covering all areas of the profession. 
Every student receives the same educational foundation regardless of instructor preference or 
service demand.  

 

4. Schools Offer Comprehensive Education 
Schools provide a structured curriculum that ensures every student receives training in all required 

areas of their chosen profession, not just the services commonly performed in a particular salon. 

 

For Cosmetology, students receive education in: 

• Haircutting 

• Chemical services 

• Hairstyling 

• Esthetics and skin care 

• Facials and skin exfoliation 

• Makeup application 

• Waxing and epilation 

• Manicuring and pedicuring 

• Artificial nails, gels, tips, and nail art 

• Sanitation, safety, anatomy, physiology, and state laws and rules  

 
For Esthetics, students receive education in: 

• Skin care 
• Facials 
• Makeup application 
• Skin exfoliation 
• Waxing and epilation 
• Electricity and light therapies 
• Artificial lash application 
• Anatomy, physiology, sanitation, chemistry, bacteriology, and safety  

 
For Manicuring, students receive education in: 

• Manicures 
• Pedicures 



 
 

• Artificial nail application and removal 
• UV gels and nail enhancements 
• Electric nail file use 
• Nail product chemistry 
• Sanitation, safety, anatomy, physiology, and business practices  

 
For Barbering, students receive education in: 

• Haircutting 
• Shampooing and scalp treatments 
• Hairstyling 
• Hair coloring and chemical services 
• Facial shaving with a straight-edge razor 
• Skin care 
• Sanitation, safety, anatomy, physiology, and state laws and  

Schools are required to teach these subjects through a structured curriculum with documented 
educational outcomes and qualified teachers. Every student receives the same foundational 
education regardless of which instructor they work with or what services are popular in the 
local market.  
 
By contrast, apprenticeship experiences may vary significantly depending on a mentor's 
specialties, the salon's service menu, client demand, and the amount of time available for 
instruction. A salon that primarily performs hair services may not provide the same depth of 
exposure in esthetics or manicuring, just as a salon focused on esthetics may not provide the 
same breadth of barbering or cosmetology experience. Schools ensure that no part of the 
required curriculum is left to chance.  
 

5. Apprenticeships May Depend on a Mentor's Specialization 
Many licensed cosmetologists specialize. 
A mentor may hold a cosmetology license but spend most of their career performing only hair 
services. If they rarely perform facials, waxing, makeup application, or nail services, their ability 
to provide current and comprehensive training in those areas may be limited. 
 
Even in salons that offer esthetics or nail services, those specialists may be occupied with their 
own clients. This raises questions about how consistently apprentices receive real-time 
instruction and supervision in all required disciplines. 
 
Schools eliminate this concern by employing multiple teachers and ensuring students receive 
the required education across all areas of practice. 
 

6. Teachers Focus on Students, Not Clients 
Montana schools are educational institutions. Teachers are not permitted to provide services to 
the public except for demonstrations because their focus is on student learning. 



 
 
In contrast, apprenticeship mentors are actively serving clients while supervising apprentices.  
 
Their priority must be balancing client services, business operations, scheduling, and training 
responsibilities simultaneously. 
Students learn best when their instructor's sole focus is education. 
 

7. Schools Have Structured Timelines 
School courses operate on defined schedules. 
Students know: 

• How many hours are required 
• What subjects they must complete 
• When they are expected to graduate 
• When will they be eligible for licensing examinations 

Schools maintain attendance records, transcripts, and documented progress toward 
completion. 
Apprenticeships do not provide the same structured timeline. Completion depends on work 
schedules, mentor availability, salon demand, and the apprentice's ability to accumulate hours. 
As a result, apprentices may take significantly longer to complete their training. 
 

8. Apprenticeship Hours Can Take Much Longer 
The proposed apprenticeship curriculum requires: 

• 3,000 hours for cosmetology apprenticeship  
The school curriculum requires: 

• 1,500 hours for cosmetology school 
Students attending school can complete their education, take licensure tests, and enter the 
workforce much sooner. 
 

9. Financial Aid Makes Education Accessible 
Licensed schools can participate in federal Title IV financial aid courses. 
 
This allows students who may not otherwise be able to afford professional education to invest 
in their future through grants, loans, and other financial assistance opportunities. 
 
Apprenticeships do not offer the same educational funding structure. 
 
 

10. Schools Create Career-Ready Graduates 
When students graduate from a licensed cosmetology school, they have completed a structured 
curriculum, received education from trained teachers, gained supervised practical experience, 
and are prepared for state board examinations and professional practice. 



 
Schools produce licensed professionals, not simply individuals still accumulating work 
experience. 
 

Closing Statement 
Schools exist to educate. Salons exist to serve clients. 

At Montana Academy of Salons, students learn under licensed teachers with teacher-to-student 
ratios of fewer than 10 students per teacher—far exceeding state expectations. Teachers are 
trained educators, required to complete continuing education, and dedicated solely to student 
success. Students receive a comprehensive education in hair, skin, nails, safety, sanitation, 
business practices, and state law within a structured, accountable course. 
 
Apprenticeships rely on mentors who may specialize in only one area of the profession, are not 
required to receive educational training or continuing education, and must divide their attention 
between teaching and serving clients. Apprentices may also spend years completing required 
hours because there is no school-style attendance structure or graduation schedule. 
 
For students seeking quality education, consistent supervision, comprehensive training, 
financial aid opportunities, faster completion, and a clear path to professional licensure, a 
licensed cosmetology school remains the strongest and most reliable choice.  
 

Final Note on Mentorship and Retention 
 
As a licensed cosmetologist of over 47 years, a former salon owner for over two decades, and 
a school owner for the same, I have firsthand experience mentoring newly licensed 
cosmetologists after they complete their formal education and obtain their professional 
licenses. 
 
It is important to distinguish mentorship from apprenticeship. The professionals I mentored had 
already graduated from a cosmetology program, completed the required training hours, and 
earned their licenses. They entered the salon as licensed cosmetologists, not as trainees 
seeking to fulfill educational requirements. 
 
My role as a mentor was to help bridge the gap between graduation and long-term career 
success. I provided guidance on advanced services, current industry trends, client 
communication, retailing, scheduling, consultation techniques, and business-building skills, 
helping new stylists gain confidence and increase their earning potential. 
 
How Mentorship Improves Retention 
 
One of the greatest challenges for newly licensed cosmetologists is building a sustainable 
clientele. Many talented professionals leave the industry not because they lack technical skills, 
but because they struggle to develop a consistent book of business. 



 
 
Through mentorship, I worked closely with newly licensed team members to: 

• Develop client retention strategies. 
• Build confidence during consultations. 
• Improve customer service and communication skills. 
• Learn techniques for rebooking appointments. 
• Increase retail sales and client engagement. 
• Create positive client experiences that encourage repeat visits. 
• Establish professional goals and career pathways within the salon. 

These efforts helped stylists develop loyal clients and achieve financial stability more quickly, 
increasing the likelihood that they would remain both with the salon and within the profession. 
 
Building a Clientele in a Commission-Based Salon Environment 
 
The salon I owned was not a booth-rental salon. It operated as a compensated (commission-
based) salon, where the success of the individual stylist and the salon were closely linked. 
 
Because of this structure, I actively helped new licensed cosmetologists build their clientele by: 

• Referring clients to them. 
• Providing opportunities to work with existing salon guests. 
• Coaching them on client retention and rebooking. 
• Supporting their professional development. 
• Helping them gain confidence in delivering services and recommendations. 

This created a stronger team environment in which experienced professionals supported newer 
cosmetologists, helping them establish a client base faster than they might have on their own. 
 
The Value of Education Plus Mentorship 
 
My experience has shown that the strongest pathway is often a combination of formal 
cosmetology education followed by professional mentorship. A cosmetology academy 
provides the foundational knowledge, technical skills, and licensure needed to enter the 
profession. Mentorship then helps licensed professionals continue to grow, build clientele, 
increase retention, and develop long-term careers. 
 
The key distinction is that the individuals I mentored were already licensed cosmetologists. 
Mentorship enhanced their success after licensure, whereas cosmetology education provided 
the training necessary to qualify for licensure in the first place. Together, education and 
mentorship create a powerful foundation for career longevity and professional success. 
 
 
Thank you,  
Linda M. McPherson 
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