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INTRODUCTION
Your Welding Career Map: From Foundation to Future
No one hands you a roadmap the day you pick up a torch. Welding careers rarely follow a straight line 
— and sometimes, the next step isn’t obvious. 

Whether you’re new to the trade or decades in, this guide is here to help you figure out what’s next. 
Maybe you’re working toward a certification, stepping into an inspector or educator role, or exploring 
leadership paths in your organization. Or you’re simply looking to see where your skills can take you. 

This guide helps cut through the noise. 

It’s not a checklist or a finish line. It’s a map you can return to as your goals evolve. Inside, you’ll
find potential career paths, AWS tools to support your progress, and ideas to help you shape what 
comes next. 

You bring the drive. 
We’ll provide the directions.
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Explore Education  
and Training Options
Welding is hands-on, and so is your education. Start with 
researching programs that match
your learning style and timeline: trade schools and technical 
colleges, community college welding programs, union or 
employer-sponsored training, or high school CTE and dual-
enrollment opportunities.  

Not sure which route makes the most sense? Visit AWS Accredited Testing Facilities (ATF) in your 
area to find out about local welding schools. Then, meet the instructors, ask about their curriculum, 
and the certifications or credentials they can offer. 

Apply for Scholarships and Financial Support 
The AWS Foundation offers scholarships for students, educators, and current members of the 
welding workforce. You don’t have to be right out of high school to qualify. Check the AWS 
Foundation website for current opportunities and deadlines. And make sure to check your local 
AWS Section for scholarships too. 

Find That First Job or Apprenticeship 
Getting your foot in the door doesn’t always mean landing a full-time welding job on day 
one. Look for apprenticeships, internships, co-ops, job shadowing, or entry-level roles with 
advancement potential. These first steps build experience, connecting you with industry 
members and mentors, helping you understand shop culture, and potentially opening doors to 
future opportunities.  

“The registered apprenticeship model provides the flexibility for small or medium-sized 
employers to say, ‘OK, I want to bring someone in, get them trained, and follow this pathway 
that’s already been laid out by AWS Foundation.’ They’re able to save time and effort by 
adapting the training to their specific workplace and equipment, while still meeting a nationally 
recognized standard.”  

–Brent Weil, Consultant, Jobs for the Future 

SECTION 1:  
BUILD YOUR FOUNDATION

Every welding career should start with a solid foundation. 
Whether you’re still in school, just getting started on the job, or 
making a career switch, this section covers the groundwork that 
can help set you up for long-term success. 

https://www.aws.org/businesses/facility-accreditation/
https://www.aws.org/About/Foundation/
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Get Started with  
Entry-Level Certifications 
If you’re just beginning, the CW and CAWI credentials can be good places to start. These certifications 
can build your confidence and open doors for employment. Having one or more CW credentials shows 
that you can perform specific welds to code; the CAWI lays the groundwork for inspector roles.  

Certified Welder (CW) 
The CW certification shows you can perform specific welds to code. There are many CW options, 
based on joint type, filler metal, and welding process — so make sure you know which one/s you 
will need for your work or career goals. 

Certified Associate Welding Inspector (CAWI)
The CAWI certification is designed for those looking to move into inspection roles but are working 
on gaining either experience or educational requirements. It builds foundational knowledge to 
support welding inspection and sets the stage for advanced certifications like the CWI. 

Learn Beyond the Classroom
Welding isn’t just a trade — it’s a lifelong learning process. Classrooms and textbooks are only 
part of the journey. As your career develops, you’ll start building knowledge through hands-on 
experience, peer conversations, mentoring, and community involvement.

AWS offers tools to help along the way: certification and other training courses, code clinics, 
and seminars that go deeper into both theory and application, and industry conferences. Local 
AWS Section events give you the chance to connect with others, ask questions, and hear what’s 
working in the field. These connections and experiences can shape your growth just as much as 
formal training.

SECTION 2:  
DEVELOP AS A PROFESSIONAL 

Once your foundation is established, it’s time to think about your 
long game — the kind of work you want to do, the credentials 
that will get you there, and the training it will take to grow. You 
don’t need to have it all figured out up front, but knowing the 
kind of AWS Certification/s you’ll need to advance your career, 
understanding what each one provides and how it fits your path
is important. 

No matter which path you choose, you’ll frequently revisit the 
essentials — safety, welding symbols, materials, and procedures 
— and adding advanced skills as your career progresses. 

https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/certified-welder-program/?step=1
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/certified-associate-welding-inspector/?step=1
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Think Like a Certified Welding Inspector (CWI)
The CWI credential remains one of the most recognized in the industry — and one of the most 
challenging to earn. This path demands deep familiarity with codes and standards, sharp visual 
inspection skills, strong documentation habits, and real-world problem-solving. CWIs are 
analytical, detail-oriented, and deeply familiar with welding standards. This role often leads to 
broader opportunities, including endorsements that allow you to inspect additional welding
processes or codebooks. 

PRO TIP: Start thinking about what specialty might align with your work and investigate endorsements 
like Structural Steel (D1.1), Structural Aluminum (D1.2), Pipeline (API1104) or ASME Section IX.  

Think Like a Senior Certified Welding Inspector (SCWI)
This is where experience meets leadership. SCWIs often contribute to procedure development, code 
interpretation, and training. Their decisions can impact large-scale fabrication or construction projects. 
If you’re already a CWI, stepping into this role means building deeper technical knowledge and 
developing your leadership mindset.

PRO TIP: To qualify for the SCWI credential, you’ll need four specific endorsements: Welding 
Procedure Qualifier, Welder Performance Qualifier, Nondestructive Examination Coordination, and 
Welding Coordination and QA. If you’re a new CWI, consider earning these early — they reinforce the 
technical knowledge you’re already applying and can help you stay on track for SCWI eligibility.

SECTION 3: PREPARING FOR WHAT’S NEXT
Whether you’re planning to pursue certification or just want to strengthen your professional 
credibility, this section is designed to help you understand what is required for those who hold these 
roles today. You’ll find tips, resources, and strategies that go beyond test prep — because mastering a 
role starts with learning to think like someone who already holds it.

Access this exclusive 
content and others as 

part of your

Member Benefits

Join us now at 
my.aws.org

https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/certified-welding-inspector/?step=1
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/d11-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/d12-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/api-1104-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/asme-bpvc-section-ix/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/senior-certified-welding-inspector/?step=1
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/welding-procedure-qualifier-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/welding-procedure-qualifier-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/welder-performance-qualifier-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/ndec-endorsement/
https://www.aws.org/certification-and-education/professional-certification/cwi-and-scwi-endorsements/welding-coordination-and-qa-endorsement/
http://my.aws.org
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