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Abstract 

The author proposes a study to compare instructional strategies used in apprenticeship/ internship 

programs in the plumbing, medical, legal, and business fields. The aim of the study is to discover common 

instructional strategies that might be effective in other on-the-job, start-of-career settings for taking novice 

new-hires and making them competent journeymen in their fields. The author will employ a grounded 

theory strategy to extract results from an iterative interview process with instructor/mentors, 

apprentice/interns, and future employers in each of the four fields studied. The results are expected to 

form the basis for future quantitative research that will statistically test the validity of the anecdotal results 

of this study. 
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Introduction 

You just received your diploma. You caught your mom and dad in the audience through the corner 

of your eye as you marched across the stage. They looked so proud. You are heading back to your seat to 

watch the rest of the ceremony, but an awful question nags at you from the back of your mind: Now what? 

How are you going to bridge the gap from student to competent worker, considering that there was very 

little in the program you are graduating from to specifically prepare you for doing the job you have been 

hired to do after graduation. Your first employer is wondering the same thing. She's been through it and 

she knows the great leap you have to make before you become worth what she has offered to pay you. 

I was there once. And now I design online courses to help people like your employer to get you up 

to speed. But are my courses just more of the same? Are there approaches that are more effective than 

online courses? Some professions take a more intensive approach, using a kind of apprenticeship or on-

the-job training that make my online courses seem trivial and not worth the effort. Is there something 

about apprenticeships that work only for certain professions? Or are there instructional strategies we can 

learn from apprenticeships in various fields that could be extended and applied in the general corporate 

world to take novices and make them journeymen in their new professions. 

To find this out I proposed to study four apprentice or apprentice-like system: (1) joint union-

employer apprenticeships in the plumbing and related professions; (2) medical internships and residencies; 

(3) legal clerkships; and (4) consultancy practice of young MBAs. These were selected as representative of a 

spectrum of occupations ranging from physical labor to very cerebral to explore the commonalities and 

differences. 
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Literature Review 

Apprenticeships are used in a variety of vocational fields, including automotive service, culinary 

arts, and construction trades (Reese, 2011). In construction trades like plumbing, tacit knowledge is shown 

or "modeled" by the master to the apprentice and the apprentice is given an opportunity to practice the 

skills under the supervision of the master (Gamble, 2001). 

Tacit knowledge exists in many professions. A major issue in the area of human performance 

improvement (HPI) is the process of job analysis, which strives to make tacit knowledge explicit in spite of 

the difficulty of getting experts to accurately describe what they do (Mager & Pipe, 1970) Apprenticeships 

tend to avoid the problem of making tacit knowledge explicit by teaching through experience. 

An apprenticeship is situated learning, in which the apprentice learns by participating in an actual 

workplace and by integrating knowing with doing in an authentic field of practice. (Brown, Collins & 

Duguid, 1989) A key element of apprentice training is immediacy of application, one of the four original 

assumptions in Knowles model of adult learning (1980). 

The literature on trade apprenticeships is sparse and focuses on social theory rather than 

instructional techniques. The medical field, though different in many ways from plumbing and other 

construction trades, shares the conviction that supervised on-the-job training is essential to develop 

master practitioners from novices. This is done through internships and residencies. The literature in this 

area, though not extensive, is the most self-conscious of the four professions I have chosen to explore. 

Hauer, Holmboe and Kogan (2011) attempt to synthesize best practices for instructor physicians who are 

charged with observing medical trainees (interns, residents, or fellows) based on a review of relevant 

research. 

The theory described in their paper is that effective clinical training is built on (1) learner 

performance, (2) careful instructor observation, (3) effective feedback, (4) creation of and monitoring of 
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action plans developed out of the observation, and (5) active learner participation in the process. We 

recognize these elements as general instructional principles employed in the specific practice of medical 

training. 

The authors then use this theory to make specific recommendations about (1) creating an 

environment for instructor observation and learner participation, (2) use of an assessment tool that 

focuses on the correct clinical behaviors and promotes consistent assessment, (3) training of instructors in 

performing their role properly (i.e., that of an instructor, not as a physician), (4) ongoing evaluation of the 

process, and so on. 

The legal and business professions are less forthcoming in documenting the instructional strategies 

employed in their apprentice-type activities-clerkship for law and consultancy work in business, as I have 

defined the problem. They are rather more concerned with in-school programs that expose students to the 

world of real work: clinic work for future lawyers (Ross, 2007) and a variety of internships for MBA students 

and their value as a differentiator in future job searches (Dillon, McCaskey & Blazer, 2011). 

Deficiencies in the literature 

The literature provides little more than a place to start, as there appears to be only minimal 

acknowledgement of the similarities between these various types of internship and no dialogue at all 

between instructional leaders in the various fields. No studies have sought to compare instructional 

strategies at the beginning of a career across disciplines, which is not surprising since the analysis of single 

disciplines is scarce. It remains to be determined the degree to which instructional strategies are shared 

between the four types of apprenticeships that will be the subject of this research and, if not shared today, 

the degree to which strategies employed in one field could be effectively used in another field. 
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of my study is to compare instructional strategies use in apprenticeship/ internship 

programs in the plumbing, medical, legal, and business fields with the aim of discovering common 

instructional strategies that might be usable in other corporate job-training fields to take a novice new-

hires and make them competent journeymen in a new career. 

For each of the four disciplines in my study, I will be asking questions about the techniques and 

effectiveness of apprentice/intern education directed to three populations: (1) instructor/mentors, (2) 

apprentices/interns, and (3) employers: 

 What types of knowledge in the discipline are best taught experientially and what types are 

best taught in a classroom or text or online instruction? 

 What are the most effective ways of teaching experiential or tacit knowledge in this field and 

which are the least? 

 How is learner performance evaluated and is the evaluation effective? 

 How is feedback delivered to the learner and is it done effectively? 

 Is motivation an issue in apprentice/intern learning and what techniques are used to motivate 

the learner? 

 Is the overall outcome of the program successful for both learners and their future employers? 

 How are instructor/mentors prepared to work with apprentice/interns and what measures are 

taken to evaluate and improve the program? 

Audience 

The American Society for Training & Development (ASTD) estimates that U.S. organizations spent 

$171.5 billion on employee learning and development in 2010 (Green & McGill, 2011). This estimate is 
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based on a return of surveys from approximately 400 organizations. This translates into an average annual 

spend per employee of $1,228. Training directors in these organizations are accountable for the dollars 

spent and for learning outcomes in the form of improvement to job performance. These individuals are 

keenly interested in discovering the most effective learning strategies, with the aim of getting the most 

value from their training dollars. 

Given that apprenticeship-style training is either not used widely, except for select professions, or 

is used informally without attention to instructional strategies, this study could begin to provide a 

framework for establishing apprenticeship more widely and more effectively. This would be of urgent 

interest to the training directors who participated in the ASTD study. 

 

Methods 

My study aims to discover strategies, techniques, or theories of instruction that my participants 

believe are effective in bringing an apprentice, clerk, or intern from novice to journeyman status. My 

research strategy is known as a grounded theory strategy (Creswell, 2009) as my results will emerge from 

an iterative interview process in which I will first discover my participants' views on the subject and 

subsequently act as a go-between to get participants' views on my initial results. 

Researcher's Background 

My family and I have been participants in a variety of job-onboarding programs, both from the 

apprentice/intern side and from the instructor/mentor side. I am a graduate of the Ohio State University 

College of law. I participated in a judicial externship in the U.S. District Court in Columbus, Ohio. I also 

practiced law a number of years and saw first-hand the gap of knowledge new lawyers need to bridge 

between law school and effective, independent law practice. 
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My wife's brothers work in plumbing, pipefitting, and welding businesses. Each of her brothers 

were union apprentices at one time and now, as they approach retirement, act in the roles of employers or 

mentors to current apprentices. 

I currently work in the Kaplan University School of Professional and Continuing Education. Our 

mission is to help our students to start and progress in a career. My particular field is professional 

development and continuing education for insurance agents. 

Based on this experience, I am keenly interested in discovering what instructional techniques and 

strategies are most effective, what techniques and strategies might be universal, and what factors might 

make one technique or strategy effective in one field but not effective in another. 

Selection of Participants 

I plan to initially interview 24 individuals, six in each of the four career fields selected for this study. 

Additional interviews may be arranged based on leads gotten from members of the first group. Participants 

will be selected as follows: 

Joint union-employer apprenticeship programs. I will interview two instructor/ mentors and two 

apprentices from a joint union-employer plumbing apprenticeship program located in the greater Chicago 

area. I will also interview two individuals who employ graduates of this program. Since plumbing employers 

are often directly involved in the joint apprenticeship program, I will interview individuals who have not 

personally participated as an instructor/mentor. In addition, I will interview one employer from a union 

shop and one from a nonunion shop to get a different perspective. 

Medical internships and residencies. I will interview two instructor/ mentor/ attending physicians 

and two interns/ residents at a teaching hospital in the Chicago area. I will also interview medical directors 

uninvolved in the internship/ residency programs to get their perspective on the effectiveness of the 

programs. 
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Legal clerkships. I will interview two judges and two clerks from an appellate court located in the 

greater Chicago area. I will also interview the hiring attorney at a private law firm and at a public agency 

that hires former clerks from this court and from other backgrounds. 

Business consultancy. I will interview mentor consultants and starting consultants who are MBA 

graduates who work for a large consulting firm located in the greater Chicago area. I will also interview two 

individuals who have hired away from this firm to staff their management teams. 

The Interviews 

The interviews will be based on a flexible interview instrument, which may be modified as the 

interviews proceed based on information gathered in earlier interviews. I will interview each participant 

twice, however, so topics missed in early interviews will be included in the second interview. The purpose 

of the second interviews will be two-fold: to add missed questions, as I have already indicated, at to get 

participant feedback on the initial findings of my study. 

Interviews will be conducted in person at the workplace of the participant and each participant will 

be asked to show me the workplace to highlight points of discussion. I will be using an interview 

instrument (see appendix) and will be taking notes in the instrument. I will also make audio recordings of 

them so I can go back and review what was said. 

Data Analysis and Validation 

Each instructional technique, strategy, and theory will be coded and grouped according to the 

research question to which it is related. Each coded item will be reported as: 

 techniques, strategy, or theory is used/present in this field (for each of the four fields); 

 viewed as successful (for each of the four fields); 

 viewed as successful (for each of the three types of participants); 
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 viewed as something the participant would like to adopt (if not used or present in the 

participant's field); and  

 viewed as something that hinders instruction (if used or present in the participant's field). 

In addition to these items, any theories or reasons for the success of an instructional technique (or 

lack thereof) will be recorded and compared. 

Raw data based on first interviews will be presented to all participants for their reactions both to 

get additional input, but also as a measure to test the validity of responses (member checking). In addition, 

participants will have an opportunity to review my write-ups of their responses in the interviews. 

Additional data acquired in this second round of interviews will be combined with first-round data. 

Three results are expected from this analysis. First will be a grid cataloging instructional techniques 

and indicating which are perceived as effective by the participants in each professional field. Second will be 

a breakdown of instructional techniques as common to all fields, common to three fields, common to two 

fields, or unique to one field. Third will be a report on the theories that the participants expressed to 

explain the strength or weakness of the various instructional techniques. 

Ethical Considerations 

Although I am not, at the moment, a member of an organization to which I could submit my plan 

for ethical review, I will submit to the Institutional Review Board of any organization that I am a member at 

the time I go forward with this project. In addition, I will submit my plan to the four organizations from 

which I will be drawing my participants: the union-employer apprenticeship program, the teaching 

hospital, the appellate court, and the consulting firm. 

The greatest ethical risks in this research have to do with privacy and confidentiality. Participants 

will be informed of the nature of this project and its focus on instructional strategies. They will be told who 

will see the results of the research and where the research could be published or cited. They will be told 
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that I am not interested in, nor will I willingly receive, any confidential information that they might possess 

and I will not publish or divulge any that I might discover in the process of my interviews (as unlikely as this 

might be). Each participant will be asked to provide me with a signed paper specifying how they should be 

identified (name, or no identification) in any results of this research I might publish and releasing me to do 

that. 

Conclusion 

This study is expected to result in a catalog of instructional techniques that are used in on-the-job, 

experiential training settings in four professions. It is anticipated that a core of instructional techniques will 

be discovered to be effective in multiple professional settings. In addition, theories about the reasons for 

the effectiveness of these instructional techniques will be collected. It is hoped that this set of techniques 

and theories will form the basis of future statistical studies to assess the validity of the effectiveness 

statements made by participants in this study. A third stage in this research might be experiments in which 

techniques determined to be effective in the four professions included in this study are tested for 

effectiveness on other fields. The ultimate aim is to develop a body of statistic that corporate trainers can 

rely on in developing apprentice-like on-boarding programs for new hires. 
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Appendix: Interview Instrument 

The following are the initial questions I plan to ask of my participants. The actual instrument will 

contain space for my notes (not shown here). It will also contain space for additional questions that will be 

developed as the process unfolds. The basic questions are shown in the following table along with the basic 

research question to which they relate. In the interviews, I will probe for specifics and participant views 

and theories on each of these points. 

Basic research 
question 

Type of Participant 

Instructor/Mentor Apprentice/Intern Employer 

Identifying info Name, Date, Location Name, Date, Location Name, Date, Location 

Ice breaker Thank you for meeting 

with me. As I said when 

we scheduled, I am doing 

research on ___ programs 

and would like to hear 

how your program works 

and your views on what 

works best and what you 

would do to improve it. 

But before we get into 

that, I think it would be 

interesting to learn how 

you personally got into 

this field? 

Thank you for meeting 

with me. As I said when 

we scheduled, I am doing 

research on ___ programs 

and would like to hear 

how your program works 

and your views on what 

works best and what you 

would do to improve it. 

But before we get into 

that, I think it would be 

interesting to learn how 

you became interesting in 

this career and what you 

did before you entered 

this program. 

Thank you for meeting 

with me. As I said when 

we scheduled, I am 

doing research on ___ 

programs and would 

like to hear how your 

program works and 

your views on what 

works best and what 

you would do to 

improve it. But before 

we get into that, I think 

it would be interesting 

to learn how you 

personally got into this 

field? 

 

What types of 

knowledge in the 

What types of skills do you 

think you are most 

What types of skills do you 

think you are learning 

What areas of skill are 

the apprenticeship/ 
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Basic research 
question 

Type of Participant 

Instructor/Mentor Apprentice/Intern Employer 

discipline are best 

taught experientially 

and what types are 

best taught in a 

classroom or text or 

online instruction? 

effective teaching in this 

program? 

What types of skills do you 

wish the apprentice/ 

intern brought with him or 

her and what types of 

skills do you think would 

be better taught in a 

classroom? 

most effectively in this 

program? 

What types of skills do you 

think you are not getting 

from the program and 

how do you expect to get 

them? 

internship program 

effective at preparing 

your hirees for work in 

your field? 

What areas of skill are 

missing in these hirees 

that you believe the 

apprenticeship/ 

internship program 

should do a better job 

of addressing? 

 

 

What are the most 

effective ways to 

teaching experiential 

or tacit knowledge in 

this field and which 

are the least? 

Can you tell me 

specifically, the 

techniques you use to 

teach the various skills of 

this job? 

Which techniques seem 

the most effective and 

which would you like to 

change? 

How does your instructor/ 

mentor approach the 

project of instructing you 

in the various job skills? 

Which of these techniques 

reach you and which do 

not? 

If you hire people who 

come from both inside 

and outside an 

apprenticeship/ 

internship program, 

how would you 

compare their 

competence on the 

job? 

 

 

How is learner 

performance 

evaluated and is the 

How do you determine if 

the apprentice/ intern has 

learned the required 

How are you evaluated in 

your program? 

Do you feel that the 

Does the 

apprenticeship/ 

internship program that 

you use cover what is 



LEARNING FROM APPRENTICESHIP STRATEGIES 17 

 

Basic research 
question 

Type of Participant 

Instructor/Mentor Apprentice/Intern Employer 

evaluation effective? skills? 

How would you change 

this method of 

evaluation? 

evaluations relate to what 

you are taught, are fair, 

and relate to the job you 

will be doing when you 

graduate? 

needed to work for 

you? 

Is the program's 

assessment of 

graduates' skill levels 

accurate and helpful to 

you? 

 

 

How is feedback 

delivered to the 

learner and is it done 

effectively? 

How do you deliver 

feedback to the 

apprentice/ intern? 

How does this process 

contribute to the 

apprentice's/ intern's 

growth or would you do 

things differently? 

How do your instructors/ 

mentors give you 

feedback? 

What do you learn from 

this process and how do 

you wish the process 

would change? 

How does the 

apprenticeship/ 

internship program 

solicit feedback from 

you on the job-

readiness of your new 

hires? 

How does your 

feedback translate into 

changes in the 

program? 

 

 

Is motivation an issue 

in apprentice/intern 

learning and what 

techniques are used 

to motivate the 

What do you do, if 

anything, to motivate your 

apprentice/ intern? 

How would you change 

your practice in this area? 

Does your apprenticeship/ 

internship program do 

anything that either 

positively or negatively 

affects your motivation? 

How motivated are 

individuals you hire 

from this 

apprenticeship/ 

internship program 
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Basic research 
question 

Type of Participant 

Instructor/Mentor Apprentice/Intern Employer 

learner? How would you change 

this? 

compared to other 

sources? 

What would you like to 

see this program 

differently to improve 

your new hires' 

attitudes? 

 

 

Is the overall outcome 

of the program 

successful for both 

learners and their 

future employers? 

Other than what we have 

already discussed, what 

aspects of the program 

are most successful for 

both the apprentices/ 

interns and for their 

future employers? 

How would you change 

the program? 

Other than what we have 

already discussed, what 

aspects of the program 

are most successful for 

both you and for your 

future employers? 

How would you change 

the program? 

Other than what we 

have already discussed, 

what aspects of the 

program are most 

successful for both the 

apprentices/ interns 

and for your, their 

future employers? 

How would you change 

the program? 

 

How are instructor/ 

mentors prepared to 

work with 

apprentice/interns 

and what measures 

are taken to evaluate 

and improve the 

How are you prepared for 

your role as an instructor/ 

mentor? 

What regular measures 

are taken to evaluate and 

improve the program? 

How are your instructors/ 

mentors prepared their 

role as an instructor/ 

mentor? 

How would you prepare 

yourself for this role 

sometime in the future? 

What is your 

assessment of the 

quality of instructors/ 

mentors your new hires 

saw in the program? 

How would you change 

this? 
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Basic research 
question 

Type of Participant 

Instructor/Mentor Apprentice/Intern Employer 

program?  

Thanks and 

explanation of the 

second round of 

interviews. 

Thank you for your time. 

As we discussed when we 

scheduled this interview, I 

am interviewing people in 

this field and in three 

other fields about their 

apprenticeship/ internship 

programs. When those 

interviews are complete 

and analyzed, I'd like to 

come back to do two 

things. I will want to show 

you my write-up of this 

interview to make sure I 

have things right and to 

give you a chance to add, 

or even change, anything. 

I will also want to get your 

reaction, without naming 

names, to data about 

instructional techniques 

or theories that I learned 

from my other interviews. 

I expect to have all this 

ready by ___ and will 

contact you at that time. 

Again, thank you for your 

time and your ideas. 

Thank you for your time. 

As we discussed when we 

scheduled this interview, I 

am interviewing people in 

this field and in three 

other fields about their 

apprenticeship/ internship 

programs. When those 

interviews are complete 

and analyzed, I'd like to 

come back to do two 

things. I will want to show 

you my write-up of this 

interview to make sure I 

have things right and to 

give you a chance to add, 

or even change, anything. 

I will also want to get your 

reaction, without naming 

names, to data about 

instructional techniques 

or theories that I learned 

from my other interviews. 

I expect to have all this 

ready by ___ and will 

contact you at that time. 

Again, thank you for your 

time and your ideas. 

Thank you for your 

time. As we discussed 

when we scheduled this 

interview, I am 

interviewing people in 

this field and in three 

other fields about their 

apprenticeship/ 

internship programs. 

When those interviews 

are complete and 

analyzed, I'd like to 

come back to do two 

things. I will want to 

show you my write-up 

of this interview to 

make sure I have things 

right and to give you a 

chance to add, or even 

change, anything. I will 

also want to get your 

reaction, without 

naming names, to data 

about instructional 

techniques or theories 

that I learned from my 

other interviews. I 

expect to have all this 
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Basic research 
question 

Type of Participant 

Instructor/Mentor Apprentice/Intern Employer 

ready by ___ and will 

contact you at that 

time. Again, thank you 

for your time and your 

ideas. 

 

 


