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Abstract
In recent years, U.S. community colleges have seen a surge in implementing
apprenticeships, particularly within their degree programs in the form of degree
apprenticeships (DAs) (Browning and Nickoli, Supporting Community College
Delivery of Apprenticeships. Jobs for the Future, 2017). Despite their role as
champions of vocational education, the school-based nature of existing vocational
programs at these institutions often lacks employer involvement. DAs engage
employers as primary stakeholders, creating a robust form of work-based learning.
This qualitative case study explores mentoring in DAs, a crucial component for
apprentice success. Harper College, known for its DA programs in modern occupa-
tions in the greater Chicago area, serves as the research site. Findings reveal
Harper’s two-tier mentoring approach: First, Harper provides coaching for appren-
tices, ensuring academic success and bridging school-to-work learning. Second,
employers also provide mentoring in the workplace, but this experience varies
greatly based on the company’s resources, size, and culture. A recurring theme
for effective workplace mentoring is that it involves a collective effort, encompass-
ing both formal and informal mentoring. Finally, Harper, as an apprenticeship
sponsor, supports new employers by offering workplace mentor training—an essen-
tial service, given that most U.S. employers are relatively new to apprenticeships.
This case study provides valuable insights into structuring mentoring in DAs to
create an integrated learning experience within the U.S. context. However, due to
the inherent limitations of a case study for generalizing findings, future research is
recommended to encompass a broader range of cases, thus generating more com-
prehensive strategies and best practices for mentoring within DAs.
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Introduction

Recently, apprenticeships, after a period of relative neglect, have received
renewed interest in the U.S. as an effective means to prepare young people for
the modern workplace. Apprenticeships became formally recognized in the
U.S. with the passage of the National Apprenticeship Act in 1937 as part of
efforts to overcome the Great Depression (Klor De Alva and Schneider 2018).
However, they have mainly existed within construction trades and unions as
secondary options for low-perform high school students, and have never fully
been established as a viable career pathway (Lerman 2013). This contrasts to
German-speaking countries where apprenticeships have been an integral part of
the overall education system, contributing to the low youth unemployment rate
and the strong economy (Hoffman 2015). The U.S. education system has rather
focused on academic preparation with an emphasis on pursuing higher education,
assuming that more academic achievement will improve career readiness
(Hoffman 2011; Lerman 2013; Hamilton 2020).

Amidst growing concerns among educators and employers that U.S. schools are
not adequately preparing young people for the demands of contemporary work
(Kuchinke 2013; Hart Research Associates 2015; Helper et al. 2016; Hamilton
2020), there has been an increasing number of initiatives aimed at reestablishing
apprenticeships with modern occupations and integrating them into the formal
education system. Notably, there is a surge in community colleges offering regis-
tered apprenticeships, formally recognized apprenticeship programs by the U.S.
Department of Labor (Browning and Nickoli 2017), within their degree programs,
referred to as degree apprenticeships (DAs). Community colleges, serving as the
primary vocational education and training providers in the U.S., play a significant
role in enhancing the employability of students (Klor De Alva and Schneider 2018).
Given their established position in U.S. vocational education, community colleges
are well-suited to take the lead in institutionalizing dual apprenticeships through
DAs—apprenticeships offered in collaboration with both educational institutions
and employers.

One of the crucial components of DAs is the mentor-apprentice relationship
(Roberts et al. 2019). The essence of apprenticeships is that young people interact
with and learn from experienced workers. Scholars (Hamilton 1990; Hamilton and
Hamilton 1997; Helper et al. 2016) have indicated that mentors not only assist
apprentices in acquiring technical skills at the workplace, but also coach them on
general workplace competencies such as punctuality, responsiveness to supervision,
and communication. Additionally, mentors often provide young people with advice
on personal and professional growth, and form emotional connections (RTI
International n.d.). For these reasons, Helper et al. (2016) argue that the mentor-
apprentice relationship is the single most important success factor of on-the-job
training.
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However, DAs are a relatively new phenomenon and little research has explored
how mentoring in DAs is implemented at U.S. community colleges. Roberts et al.
(2019) suggests that mentoring in DAs should provide a thorough induction to the
company; set workplace expectations of professionalism; facilitate learning within
and outside of the workplace; encourage development of professional networks; and
support the achievement of the job functions and competencies required for the
completion of apprenticeships. However, given that the primary purpose of
a workplace is to produce goods and services, it cannot be taken for granted that
employers have the capability to effectively provide workplace mentoring in part-
nership with higher education institutions (HEIs) (OCED 2018). Rather, employers
should be supported through policy and relevant training to play the mentoring role
successfully.

During the past three years, more than one hundred community colleges have
joined the Expanding Community College Apprenticeships (ECCA) initiative
(American Association of Community Colleges n.d.) to offer degree apprentice-
ships in both modern and traditional occupations. The growth of DAs is not unique
to the United States. Countries without strong traditions of apprenticeship are also
adopting DAs as a strategy to modernize apprenticeships and attract students and
companies. For instance, the United Kingdom has witnessed rapid growth in DAs
since the formulation of Degree and Higher Level Apprenticeships (D&HLAs) in
2014. In the 2019/20 academic year, 26% of newly launched apprenticeship pro-
grams were DAs, reflecting a 7% increase compared to 2018/19 (Hubble and Bolton
2019). With the increasing interest in DAs both in the U.S. and beyond, it is both
meaningful and timely to examine the implementation of DA mentoring.

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore design and delivery of
mentoring in DAs at a community college based on perceptions of primary stake-
holders—community college, employers, and apprentices. By doing so, this study
provides practical insights into effective mentoring for higher education institutions
and employers interested in offering DAs. In a broader sense, this study also offers
implications for apprenticeship research and policy, and raises awareness of the
recent growth of DAs in the U.S. among international scholars.

Brief history and missions of U.S. community colleges

Before discussing DAs at community colleges, this section provides a brief history
of this post-secondary sector and their mission. Community colleges are a unique
part of the U.S. higher education system, which promote broad access to postse-
condary education (Baker III 1994; Baime and Baum 2016). Initially established as
junior colleges, their main purpose in the early 1900s was to provide the first two
years of the baccalaureate degree so that four-year universities could focus on their
research mission. In addition to academic programs, these colleges also offered
vocational courses to serve local business and industry needs (Jacobs and Worth
2019; Vaughan 1985). The vast expansion of community colleges came from 1950
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to 1975, spurred by the Truman Commission in 1947 that promoted job skills
programs at community colleges for returning G.I.s. The local desire for greater
postsecondary education for the broad middle class also contributed to the rapid
expansion. Later, the changing social context from the 1960s through the 1980s
influenced community colleges to fulfill the needs for lifelong learning and support
for economic development (Baker 1994). In the 1990s, community colleges con-
fronted new challenges of globalization and technology innovation. These forces
have placed a great emphasis on work-based learning and training to increase
student employability and global competitiveness (Boggs 2010).

Due to changing political and economic conditions, the mission of community
colleges has evolved over time (Grubbs 2020). Currently, their core mission can be
organized into three broad functions: academic transfer, remedial/development
education for underrepresented populations, and vocational education (Baker
1994; Baime and Baum 2016). First, community colleges are to fulfill their most
traditional role of preparing students for four-year colleges or universities by
offering academic courses. Second, with their open admissions policies, community
colleges provide remedial/developmental education for those who do not possess
college-level skills, such as high school dropouts, immigrants with limited English
proficiency, and illiterate adults. Lastly, but certainly not least, community colleges
offer vocational programs, both short- and long-term, which include industry
licenses and certifications to improve the job readiness of their students (Levin
2001). This role, as providers of career technical education (CTE), which is the
U.S. brand for vocational education, is of particular interest in this study. The
following section discusses the current development of CTE and how DAs can
enhance the overall career technical education in the U.S. through strong involve-
ment of employers in providing workforce education.

Career technical education and degree apprenticeships

Traditionally, vocational education in the U.S. has been regarded as a less ideal
option for those who did not thrive at school. Perceived as a separate realm from
general education, vocational students were stigmatized as those who “work with
their hands” (Rosenstock 1991). Later, in 1990, the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and
Applied Technology Act (Perkins II) attempted to fix this dualism by emphasizing
the integration of both academic and occupational skills in vocational education
(Hayward and Benson 1993). In 2006, a further effort was made to rebrand
vocational education as career and technical education (CTE), which now serves
as the primary vocational education training at the secondary, postsecondary, and
adult education levels. The new term, CTE, was formally adopted by the Carl
D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Improvement Act of 2006 (Perkins IV)
to demonstrate the intent for reforming U.S. vocational education (Kuchinke 2013).

Currently, the CTE curriculum offers 79 Career Pathways across 16 Career
Clusters including agriculture, architecture, business, communications, health
science, hospitality, information technology, public administration, and STEM
(science, technology, engineering and mathematics) (Advance CTE n.d.). Also, it
has increased the rigor of the curriculum to overcome the previous perception of
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less demanding programs for low-performing students (Xing et al. 2020). As
a result, research (Dougherty 2016; Xing et al. 2020) indicates that the transforma-
tion and rebranding of CTE has had some positive impact in reaching more
students.

However, CTE is primarily delivered in a school-based setting, without signifi-
cant involvement from employers in providing workplace training (Renold et al.
2018). Consequently, while taking a few CTE courses at school might help students
explore some career options, it is not sufficient to fully prepare them for the world
of work (Kuchinke 2013). Moreover, CTE is still stigmatized as being of less value
than an academic program even among employers (Gauthier 2020).

In this regard, the recent growth of degree apprenticeships at community colleges
is noteworthy. DAs combine degree programs with apprenticeships, the strongest
form of workplace learning (Hamilton 2020), and involve a tripartite work-based
learning partnership, with higher education institutions (HEIs), employers, and
students as the main stakeholders (Basit et al. 2015). DAs enable young people to
gain real-world work experience while pursuing higher education with little or
no debt (Universities UK 2017). Registered apprenticeships in the U.S. require
2,000 hours of on-the-job training in addition to 144 hours of related in-class
instruction (U.S. Department of Labor n.d.-a). It is the strong involvement of
companies in training young people that differentiates apprenticeships from existing
CTE programs. As apprenticeships are gaining renewed attention, there has been
a growing interest in connecting CTE to apprenticeships to create an integrated
vocational education pathway (Kreamer and Zimmermann 2017; U.S. Department
of Education 2017).

Mentoring in degree apprenticeships

Successful implementation of dual apprenticeships requires several interconnected
features in place. First, the workplace should be utilized as a learning environment
(Fuller and Unwin 1999; Bailey et al. 2004; Darche et al. 2009; Hamilton 2020).
Second, learning should be planned and delivered both at work and at school with
a goal of acquiring vocational knowledge and expertise (Fuller and Unwin 1999).
Third, connecting work experience to academic learning is essential for a successful
apprenticeship experience (Hamilton and Hamilton 1997; Darche et al. 2009).
Another crucial component of DAs is the mentor-apprentice relationship, the
focus of this study. Given that workplace mentors have more interactions with
apprentices than anyone else involved in apprenticeships, the importance of men-
toring for successful apprenticeship experiences cannot be stressed enough.

Mentoring is broadly defined as support and guidance provided by a member of
the work community to develop a mentee’s competence in acquiring knowledge,
skills, and self-confidence over time (Hastings and Kane 2018). While previous
research has interchangeably used various terms related to interventions occurring
at workplaces, such as coaching, mentoring, and supervision (Mikkonen et al.
2017), it commonly suggests that workplace mentoring is a collective and colla-
borative process that involves numerous social relations (Tanggaard 2005; Filliettaz
2011; Mikkonen et al. 2017). While mentoring is typically provided by experts to
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novices, as suggested in situated learning theory (Lave and Wenger 1991), it is also
often exchanged among fellow learners. The collective nature of workplace men-
toring indicates the socio-cultural nature of vocational learning (Filliettaz 2011),
where learning is regarded as an ongoing process shaped by participation in social
practice (Billett 1998) and social relations play a significant role in workplace
mentoring (Holland 2009).

Workplace mentoring can take different forms, depending on the extent of
planning involved. It can be structured, with pre-defined objectives and implemen-
tation plans, or unstructured, involving learning that takes place through everyday
work activities and interactions between experienced workers and peers (Jacobs and
Park 2009). Even when unstructured Billett (2002) argues that learning from such
mentoring is not incidental or ad hoc, since it is a result of the learning culture and
situational factors of the workplace that contribute to opportunities for participation
in learning.

In DAs, employers partner with HEIs to offer workplace mentoring that facil-
itates apprentices to apply what is learned in class. However, when employers are
new to apprenticeships, it cannot be assumed that employers are prepared to
effectively lead apprentices in workplace mentoring in collaboration with HEIs
(OECD 2018). For this reason, some more experienced HEIs provide short work-
shops and handbooks to support employers in workplace mentoring. Some HEIs
also implement their own coaching/mentoring within the school to fill any potential
gaps in workplace learning, since, depending on the company’s readiness and
resources, apprentices are likely to have a varying range of workplace mentoring
experiences (Rowe et al. 2017).

To support the learners in DAs effectively Roberts et al. (2019, p. 12) suggests
mentoring should entail the following objectives. First, mentoring should provide
thorough induction to the company. This includes establishing agreed ways of
mentoring and identifying what areas of the organization apprentices need to
understand immediately for successful onboarding. Second, workplace expectations
of professionalism should be addressed by mentors. This indicates assisting appren-
tices in understanding the organizational culture, structure, and norms, and model-
ing professional behaviors expected at the organization. Third, mentoring should
facilitate learning within and outside of the workplace. Mentors should regularly
review apprentices’ work progress, assist them in setting goals, and facilitate
reflection on the applications of knowledge and skills. Fourth, apprentices should
be encouraged to develop professional networks beyond the organization. Finally,
mentors should support apprentices to fulfill the job functions and competencies
required for the completion of the apprenticeship.

Method

Research design

This study used a qualitative approach to explore how mentoring is designed and
delivered in DAs at a U.S. community college. A qualitative study focuses on
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understanding how people interpret their experiences and make sense of them,
rather than finding cause and effect or explaining the distribution of certain attri-
butes in a target group (Merriam and Tisdell 2016). Since this research did not
intend to test or prove a hypothesis about the design and delivery of mentoring in
DAs (Creswell and Creswell 2017), a qualitative approach was the most appro-
priate. Also, a qualitative study is best-suited when a topic has not yet been well-
researched in the literature, such as the topic of this study.

In addition, this study used a case study design. This allows the researcher to
explore a case or cases—a process, program, or set of contemporaneous events—
among individuals or groups to examine the complexity of social phenomena
situated within a context (Stake 2005; Yin 2003). Apprenticeships are designed
based on the available local businesses and resources, which affects relations
among the various stakeholders. To explore in depth the complexity of how
mentoring is implemented in DAs in collaboration with the stakeholders, this
study focuses on the single case of a community college that offers DAs.

Case description

The selection criteria used for this study were (1) a community college with at least
three to four years of experience implementing DAs in modern occupations, such as
business, healthcare, and information technology and (2) whose programs were well-
established to attract employers and students. I conducted an extensive online search
to identify an ideal case using a combination of several keywords (e.g., community
colleges, modern apprenticeships, degree apprenticeships), and reviewed exemplary
stories of community colleges successfully offering DAs published by the U.S.
Department of Labor (n.d.-b) and social policy research organizations, such as Jobs
for the Future (n.d.-a) and Urban Institute (n.d.).

The case selected for this study was DA programs at Harper College in the
Greater Chicago area in the State of Illinois. Harper received an American
Apprenticeship Initiative (AAI) grant of $2.5 million in 2015 to form an apprentice-
ship team within their Workforce Solutions department. During the grant period
(2015–2020), a team of five full-time members, in addition to several part-time
marketing and sales specialists, was formed to implement DAs. During this period,
the college successfully designed ten DAs in the areas of banking, marketing/sales,
graphic art, supply chain management, and IT generalist. These programs with
modern occupations take two years to complete. Apprentices typically spend
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at an assigned company and the other days at
school focusing on coursework.

After several years of successfully implementing apprenticeships, Harper also
hosted national apprenticeship conferences in 2018 and 2019 to share best practices
with interested higher education institutions in the United States. As of 2021,
Harper had worked with about 55 employers. Depending on their size and hiring
strategies, some employers hired one or two apprentices at a time, but some hired in
the double-digits to fill their entry-level opportunities each year. At Harper, com-
panies covered college tuition and full-time salary for apprentices. This could add
a financial burden to employers, but the State of Illinois provides a tax credit of
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$3500 per apprentice per year, which brings down the entire two-year apprentice-
ship tuition to approximately $5500. Overall, employers indicated a 94% satisfac-
tion rate, and about 65% of companies have returned to hire additional apprentices.

Participant recruitment

Target participants were those who had been involved in implementing mentoring
in DAs, including both apprenticeship team members at Harper and those who had
served as workplace mentors at partner companies. In addition, apprenticeship
graduates were targeted to capture their experience of mentoring in DAs.

Purposeful sampling was used to recruit target participants through emails,
online introductions, and online search using LinkedIn, a large professional net-
working platform in the United States. Participation was voluntary without any
incentives or compensation. Using the contact information on the Harper website
(https://www.harpercollege.edu/apprenticeship), I first made a contact with the
director and the manager of Harper apprenticeship programs in 2019. This led to
more introductions through snowball sampling. Following the director’s recommen-
dation, recruitment efforts were focused on DAs within the Department of Business,
Entrepreneurship and Information Technology, which has the largest student enroll-
ment among all the departments offering DAs.

The main challenge in participant recruitment was recruiting workplace mentors
and graduates. Recruiting workplace mentors was done directly through email
outreach by the Harper apprenticeship manager, and I did not have any control
over the process. Nine workplace mentors were contacted, and only two who
demonstrated interest were interviewed. Recruiting graduates also turned out to
be somewhat challenging since some host company did not want their apprentices
to share their experiences publicly. This created a nuanced tension, and, as a result,
graduate recruitment was done solely through a LinkedIn search without any
involvement from the Harper apprenticeship team. Twelve graduates were con-
tacted on LinkedIn, and two volunteered to join the study.

Participants

In the end, a total of eight participants made up the study: two workplace mentors
and two graduates, as mentioned above, and four Harper staff. These core appren-
ticeship team members were in the Workforce Solutions department at Harper
during the grant period (2015–2020) and included (1) the director who supervised
the entire DAs, (2) the manager who oversaw the operations and conducted regular
workplace visits, (3) the academic coach who provided coaching for apprentices at
Harper, and (4) the part-time mentor trainer who provided training for workplace
mentors. Table 1 presents a list of the eight participates and their roles.

Data collection

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews, online observation, and
document analysis. First, interview questions were designed based on the literature
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review to explore the design and delivery of mentoring in DAs. These questions
included:

• For Harper: Describe how mentoring in your DAs is designed and delivered.
What types of support do mentors provide? What types of support does Harper
provide for workplace mentors?

• For workplace mentors: Describe how workplace mentoring is designed and
delivered at your company. What types of support do you provide for appren-
tices through mentoring? How is it structured?

• For graduates: Describe mentoring that you received during your apprenticeship.
How was it structured? How did it help with your apprenticeship experience?

All the interviews were conducted and recorded via Zoom. Recorded files were
saved on my personal hard drive that is password-protected. Each interview lasted
for 60–90 min on average. Recorded interview files were transcribed and shared
with the participants to ensure accuracy.

In addition, I was invited to observe online mentor training conducted by
Mentor Trainer. Since apprenticeships are still new to most employers in the
U.S., Harper provided two half-day training sessions for new workplace
mentors. Sessions were usually scheduled two weeks apart to allow some
time for participants to apply what they learned and reflect between the
sessions. The training was previously offered in-person, but due to the restric-
tions with COVID at the time of the study, it was handled virtually through
Zoom. I attended both sessions in February 2021. The participants were four-
teen female mentors from a healthcare provider that had just launched
a nursing apprenticeship program with Harper. At the beginning of the first
session, the mentor trainer introduced me and briefly explained the purpose of
my participation. Once the sessions started, I turned off my microphone and
camera not to interfere with their activities and conversations as an “observer
as participant” (Merriam and Tisdell 2016, p. 144). Detailed field notes were
recorded using word-processing software during the observation to retain the

Table 1 Participants with their roles
# Group Title Role
1 Workforce solutions

at Harper
Staff 1 (director of
apprenticeships)

Supervised/developed apprenticeship programs and
forged new partnerships

2 Staff 2 (manager of
apprenticeships)

Supervised operations and recruit companies

3 Staff 3 (academic coach) Provided coaching for apprentices
4 Mentor trainer Trained workplace mentors
5 Workplace mentors Workplace mentor 1 Served as a HR manager at a digital printing and

marketing company
6 Workplace mentor 2 Served as a vice president at an insurance company
7 Apprenticeship

graduates
Graduate 1 Graduated from the general insurance

apprenticeship
8 Graduate 2 Graduated from the banking and finance

apprenticeship
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training topics, activities, questions from the mentors, responses and reactions,
and my observations on the facilitation style and techniques.

Finally, the Train-the-Trainer (TTT) manual, a 28-page online document
created by Harper College (2015) for the mentor training, was analyzed as
a supplemental resource to verify findings from the online mentor training
observation.

Data analysis

Data analysis in qualitative research is the process of meaning-making to
answer research questions (Flick 2018). As suggested by Bogdan and Biklen
(2011), data analysis occurred simultaneously with data collection to draw
tentative themes that could then be followed up in subsequent interviews.
I first transcribed and organized data in MAXQDA2020, qualitative data
analysis software. Second, while reading through each transcript, I color-
coded data with notes, reflections, and questions to observe themes. This
was repeated until themes were identified and organized since data analysis
in qualitative research is an iterative process (Merriam and Tisdell 2016).
Finally, codes were grouped into three themes and nine subthemes to answer
the research question.

To ensure validity and reliability, data was first collected from various
stakeholders and through several resources for data triangulation. Next, the
findings were further verified through email exchanges with the apprenticeship
program manager at Harper for member checking (Creswell and Creswell
2017). Finally, the findings are presented here with thick and rich descriptions
(Merriam and Tisdell 2016).

Findings

This study reveals that mentoring within Harper DAs adopts a two-tier
approach: academic coaching provided by Harper and workplace mentoring
from each employer. Academic coaching at Harper focuses on holding appren-
tices accountable for their academic progress, while workplace mentoring
emphasizes the acquisition of both technical and soft skills essential for
workplace success. However, the actual scope of their coaching/mentoring
extends beyond these primary goals, bridging learning between school and
work to create an integrated learning experience and jointly manage appren-
tices in DAs. Given that existing literature tends to focus more on mentoring
taking place in the workplace (Giacumo et al. 2020), this two-tier approach
constitutes a unique aspect of mentoring in DAs at Harper.

With this approach as the overarching theme, this study’ findings are
organized into three themes and nine sub-themes. The first two themes explore
the structure of DA mentoring through academic coaching at Harper and
workplace mentoring on the job. The third theme investigates how Harper
supports companies in implementing workplace mentoring by training their
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mentors, with an emphasis on their role in connecting learning at school
and work.

Academic coaching at Harper—academic success and beyond

Support academic success for apprentices

The primary goal of academic coaching in Harper DAs is to ensure successful
academic progress for apprentices since failed courses can lead to disqualification
from the apprenticeship program. Staff 3, who served as the academic coach, met
with apprentices on a regular basis, both as a group and individually, to check on
their academic progress, encourage them to stay on track, and sometimes simply
facilitate a group study. While academic coaching often occurs at community
colleges to support learners, what sets it apart in the context is DAs is that
Harper actively engages employers in this process, enabling an additional layer of
accountability for the academic success of apprentices, as outlined in their agree-
ment according to Staff 3:

I always tracked for all their grades. I had direct connection to all the
instructors, so I knew if they were not going to class, if their behavior was
not appropriate in class. And I immediately had to address these things with
the company as well, because that was an agreement between this college and
the companies, for them to have an idea what’s going on with their students.

Her interactions with employers would also bring up behavioral and/or performance
issues of apprentices at work, which led to the extended scope of academic
coaching at Harper as discussed in the next section.

Support apprentices to develop professionalism at work

While the primary goal of academic coaching in DAs at Harper is to ensure the
academic success of apprentices, frequent interactions with apprentices also enabled
Staff 3 to assist them in developing professional behaviors and navigating issues at
work. For example, Staff 3 would arrange group coaching sessions to address
workplace issues as they emerged. Topics were as simple as calling the boss
when they became ill, being punctual at work, or commonly addressed soft skills
topics such as SMART goal settings, time management, and leadership develop-
ment. Staff 3 emphasized the importance of flexibility in adjusting coaching topics
to address workplace issues in a timely manner:

I would advise the apprentice you need to talk to your manager, and this is
how I would approach that situation. Coaching topics really depended on what
was going on. If there were a lot of people really struggling with certain
things, then, okay, next week, we’re going to get together and discuss that.
I think that flexibility is key.

This example indicates that coaching at Harper extends beyond ensuring aca-
demic success to connect school and work since successes at these locations are
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interconnected in DAs. This also demonstrates that coaching provided by Harper
enabled the joint management of apprentices with employers, which is a crucial
function of mentoring within DAs, as discussed in the following section.

Facilitate joint management of apprentices between Harper and employers

On-going interaction between Harper’s academic coach and employers facilitated
joint management of apprentices as they discussed concerns over academic progress
and workplace issues and sought to address them collectively. This was especially
helpful since most employers in the program were still learning about how to best
support apprentices to achieve their goal of cultivating a long-term talent, as
demonstrated in Staff 3’s story:

I’d make sure that employers were doing what they’re supposed to be doing,
because companies in the U.S. aren’t used to apprenticeships. So a lot of what
I had to do was to work with them to figure out how to support apprentices,
(sometimes) suggesting some ideas and thoughts. For example, we had an
apprentice who was good with academics. But he had more insecurities and
fear of messing up. I advised the company that you need to encourage him
every single step of the way, telling him that he is doing a great job. As soon
as the company changed their whole philosophy on how to coach him, they
saw a total or complete change in him. After the summer, the student came
back to me and said, I’ve really grown up, like I’m taking responsibility…
And now he’s training all these other apprentices at his company.

The three sub-themes in academic coaching discussed so far indicate that the scope
of coaching at Harper goes beyond academic success to bridge the educational
institution and the workplace. This theme is also salient in workplace mentoring,
which is discussed next.

Mentoring at the workplace—workplace success and beyond

Support workplace success for apprentices

The importance of workplace mentoring cannot be stressed enough since, as Mentor
Trainer stated, “A mentor is the one person who has the most contact with the
apprentices, so if the apprentice is going to be successful, it is going to be the direct
result of the mentor.” Staff 1 also affirmed the importance of mentoring by simply
stating, “Everyone knows that the better the mentors, the better the apprentices.”

To ensure workplace success for apprentices, workplace mentors established
regular meetings with apprentices to check for appropriateness of work, coach for
work skills as well as handling workplace issues and dynamics, and even offer
support for issues outside of work, as Workplace Mentor 2 commented:

I go through their log. I make sure that their work is appropriate, and that it’s
not clerical in nature, that it is driven by the position that they’re going to
eventually move into once the apprenticeship is complete. I (also) want to be
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sure that they’re not struggling with any of the concepts, so if we need to
spend more time on instruction we will. We (also) try to be as open as possible
with all our employees to help them through the struggles they are having.
I think they felt a lot more emotional support, especially in 2020.

Connect learning at school and at work

Another significant aspect of workplace mentoring in the context of DAs is “con-
necting what apprentices are learning at school and at work,” as mentioned by Staff 2.
Harper emphasizes workplace mentors serving as the linkage between the academic
and business world by helping apprentices apply in-class learning at the workplace.
However, due to the structured and sequenced nature of academic courses, which
may not always align with the specific job skills required in the workplace, linking
school learning with on-the-job experience on a day-to-day may seem somewhat
ambiguous, as Workplace Mentor 1 expressed:

As an employer, we need more structure and understanding how to better
apply the skills they’re learning day to day to help them get where they need
to go.

In this regard, Workplace Mentor 2 recognizes that the alignment of learning at
school and work in DAs appears to be defined at a high level, in terms of general
knowledge and competencies required for the occupation, rather than at a granular
level:

Harper teaches more of general education… (while) the training that we do is
a lot more specific to the job. We are not really able to arrange their work
around their learning at Harper because their courses are more general, but
they’re right in line as far as what they’re doing and what they’re learning.

This comment provides an important insight into what it entails to serve as the link
between school and work as a workplace mentor: (1) being cognizant of what
apprentices are learning at school, (2) making a connection at work when applic-
able, and (3) providing extra accountability for their academic progress when
needed. This role as the link between school and work is emphasized in Harper’s
mentor training, which is discussed further in the final theme section.

Structure of workplace mentoring varies greatly depending on companies

Exploring how employers structure workplace mentoring in this learn-and-earn
degree pathway is certainly one of the key interests of this study. Interviews
revealed that employers commonly implemented formal, regular touchpoints with
apprentices, utilizing predefined agendas to monitor their progress. This practice
was consistently observed in workplace mentoring in Dual Apprenticeships (DAs).
In addition to these scheduled meetings, interviewees reported experiencing varying
degrees of structured versus unstructured mentoring, depending on the company’s
level of preparedness and available resources. For example, Graduate 1 described
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her mentoring experience at a large insurance company as highly structured with
multiple mentors assigned whenever she rotated through different departments.
Since her company hired a group of apprentices to train altogether, she undergone
structured on-the-job training with her cohort of apprentices. In contrast, Graduate 2
was the very first and only apprentice at the local bank where he served. He
expressed that he was “their guinea pig in the sense that they were all learning on
the fly.” However, he added that in some ways, “everyone mentored” the only
apprentice that they had. These comments seem to demonstrate that U.S. employers,
still new to apprenticeships, are in the process of establishing best practices for
themselves.

Who serves as a mentor also varies among companies. While manager-level
employees appear to be commonly assigned as a mentor, this was not always the
case in the study. Workplace Mentor 2, the vice president of her company, initially
served as a mentor herself, until the company learned how apprenticeship works
and assigned one of the supervisors to take up the role. In Workplace Mentor 1’s
company, the HR department plays an official role as a mentor. This has been
working well, since it allows apprentices to have “consistent mentorship throughout
their program” even when they move between different departments and managers.

Regardless of how mentoring is structured, a common theme emerged that gives
a sense of what creates successful workplace mentoring experiences, which is
discussed below.

What creates effective workplace mentoring experience

One notable observation I made regarding successful workplace mentoring is that it
requires a concerted effort through both formal and informal mentoring within the
organization. While a registered apprenticeship in the U.S. mandates an assigned
mentor to work with an apprentice, in reality, it takes more than one mentor to help
apprentices to grow their skills and become acclimated to the company. Workplace
mentoring is a team effort. An assigned mentor is formally responsible for checking
apprentices’ work progress to ensure their accomplishment of the required compe-
tencies. At the same time, other colleagues may support apprentices through
informal mentoring to help them onboard with the job, understand the organiza-
tional culture and norms, model professional behaviors, and teach specific job skills
(Roberts et al. 2019).

Interviews clearly demonstrated the combination of formal and informal mentor-
ing that contributes to the positive mentoring experience. This was also intention-
ally arranged by the assigned mentor. For example, Workplace Mentor 2
purposefully included a layer of colleagues, such as supervisors and co-workers,
to invest in apprentices. This was one of the key strategies to get apprentices
acclimated to the company’s culture and help them develop a sense of belonging:

I’m very involved (as an assigned mentor). And then the actual supervisor is
talking to the apprentice constantly. So she’s much more involved in the day-
to-day stuff. We also have their co-workers totally involved in this and we do
it for a reason. Their co-workers know what their work is like, and they can
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help them to be a lot more efficient on the job. So I think that’s worked very
well as far as getting them acclimated to our culture.

Informal mentoring could even involve an experienced apprentice mentoring
a novice apprentice, as was the case with Graduate 2. When he started to feel
stuck in a “monotonous tone with the position” during his 2nd year of apprentice-
ship, his manager encouraged him to mentor a new apprentice who had just
graduated from high school. This peer mentoring relationship provided Graduate
2 with renewed motivation for his apprenticeship and turned out to be “one of the
highlights of the apprenticeship program.”

Facilitating informal mentoring between an apprentice and existing employees
has another advantage. It increases organizational commitment to the apprentice-
ship. For example, after an initial “disjointed” mentoring experience, Workplace
Mentor 1 strategically involved other managers in the planning and hiring process
to get them more invested and create a more integrated process:

If you’re involved in hiring the apprentice, you are going to be involved in
managing and helping the apprentice to develop more like long term relation-
ships. Previously, it was much more like our executive team hired the
apprentices, and then handed them off. We’re taking away the handoff. This
is going to be a very integrated program.

Mentor training provided by Harper

So far, I have explored a two-tier arrangement of mentoring in the Harper DA
programs. Now, this section dives into how U.S. employers, who may not be
familiar with the idea of degree apprenticeships, prepare themselves for workplace
mentoring, and what role, if any, Harper plays in supporting them. Rowe et al.
(2017) suggests that some experienced HEIs develop their own short workshops
and handbooks to support employers in DAs. This is the case with Harper. Harper
provides training to equip new workplace mentors to be successful in their roles.
The last theme of the study explores the primary focus of mentor training at Harper.

Mentor Trainer stated that mentors are “teachers, role models, networkers,
counselors and life-long learners.” They should be “people-oriented, open-
minded, flexible, empathetic and collaborative” to facilitate the experience of
apprentices. Harper College (2015) presents mentors’ responsibilities as: supervise
and manage the apprentice’s OJT at the workplace; monitor their academic pro-
gress; motivate the apprentice by teaching them about the work, developing their
skills, providing them with feedback and recognizing their achievements; and help
them be aware of co-worker expectations, the company culture, and the organiza-
tion’s policies and procedures.

These roles encompass both traditional workplace mentoring goals and unique
objectives for DAs, such as monitoring the apprentice’s academic progress.
According to the Mentor Trainer, the training is “not radically different from regular
training for a new group of supervisors.” The agenda covers commonly addressed
leadership and supervisory skills, such as communication, learning and coaching
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styles, delegation, and building trust. The main distinction lies in the emphasis on
how to successfully support apprentices at work, especially by stressing the two
goals described below.

Raise awareness of apprenticeships

First and foremost, the training should raise awareness of apprenticeships at the
company since most participants join simply because they were told to do so by
their supervisor, without any prior understanding of apprenticeships:

Their supervisor and manager came in, and said, we are gonna start appren-
ticeships, and I want you to become a mentor. So there is an eye-opening
experience when I get to work with some mentors who didn’t really have any
idea what this is all about…If there is no other reason to conduct this class, it
is about the awareness of what apprenticeship is about.

This awareness includes that apprentices are less experienced than typical new
hires, thus requiring an “extra level of attention,” especially at the beginning. For
that, Mentor Trainer encouraged mentors to establish “how much time you should
spend with your apprentice and what you should be doing.”

Help mentors serve as the linkage between the academic and business world

The second theme emphasized in the mentor training was to challenge mentors to
serve as the linkage between the academic and business worlds. As the one who
oversees apprentices at the workplace, a mentor needs to be cognizant of what
apprentices are learning at school and be intentional about connecting it to their
work, as described earlier. What is striking is that Harper takes this role one step
further. Mentors are not just expected to understand and make connections to what
apprentices are learning at school, but also to provide a certain level of account-
ability for their academic performance. This attribute of mentoring is unique for
apprenticeships, and therefore needs to be reiterated throughout the training, as
expressed by Mentor Trainer:

We have many case studies, “you received a call from the apprenticeship
office. There is an issue in academic progress. What are you gonna do with
it?” The first reaction that comes up is “why do I care? They are doing a good
job in my place. It’s up to them to do a good job in the classroom.” That
creates a case for us to say, you do have to care. That’s part of the unique
attribute of the mentor. I always try to instill that accountability in my
training.

However, Mentor Trainer added that this level of accountability is not necessarily
“embraceable by some of the schools.” He is now providing mentor training for
dozens of community colleges, but some colleges are concerned about emphasizing
this level of accountability in the mentor training since “maybe they are not aware
of that, or they don’t have the manpower to make that happen.” A mentor’s
accountability for apprentices’ academic progress could certainly facilitate joint
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management of apprentices. However, the comments from Mentor Trainer appear to
indicate that the level of expected alignment between school and work may look
different among apprenticeship providers, and each needs to determine what level
of alignment to pursue and evaluate their practice.

So far, this study explored the two-tier mentoring approach in DAs at Harper that
enables joint management of apprentices and how Harper supports workplace
mentors through training. Figure 1 below captures the key findings of the study.

Discussion

This qualitative case study provides an in-depth account of what mentoring in DAs
entails at one U.S. community college. Based on the findings, I offer several
suggestions for successful mentoring in DAs.

First, to ensure successful mentoring in DAs, HEIs should be prepared to provide
extra support for employer partners, particularly in countries without a strong
apprenticeship tradition. The study highlights the crucial role played by Harper in
supporting employers to offer workplace mentoring. Harper conducts two half-day
training sessions for new workplace mentors, educating them on the vision and role
of apprenticeship mentoring to set them up for success. Through ongoing interac-
tions with partner companies, Harper reinforces the mentor’s role not only as
a supervisor for on-the-job training but also as a guide to the company culture to
help apprentices acclimate to the company. These responsibilities generally align
with the five domains of mentoring in DAs suggested by Roberts et al. (2019). HEIs
interested in offering DAs should assess the support needed for employer partners
based on their preparedness and available resources.

Fig. 1 Two-tier mentoring in degree apprenticeships at Harper with key findings of the study

SN Soc Sci (2024) 4:44 Page 17 of 22 44



Second, HEIs and employers should establish a mentoring structure to
collectively oversee apprentices and develop communication plans. Harper
achieves it through a two-tier approach, combining academic coaching at the
college and workplace mentoring on the job. This collaboration involves both
parties determining the desired level of alignment between the two training
locations. For instance, based on their agreement, Harper involves employers
in ensuring academic accountability for apprentices struggling with their
grades. The level of alignment can vary across different DA programs, but
it is essential for HEIs and companies to reach a mutual agreement on how to
manage apprentices collaboratively through mentoring to ensure their success
in DAs.

Third, employers need to be strategic about including a wider range of indivi-
duals, such as supervisors, entry-level employees, or even other apprentices, in
mentoring apprentices both formally and informally. This study verifies that
successful delivery of workplace mentoring requires a concerted effort. This
finding is consistent with previous research (Tanggaard 2005; Filliettaz 2011;
Mikkonen et al. 2017) that acknowledges the mentor’s role as a shared respon-
sibility due to the socio-cultural nature of vocational learning (Filliettaz 2011).
For effective workplace mentoring in DAs, companies should establish regular
formal meetings with apprentices to check their progress toward predefined
competencies and provide support for work-related issues. Simultaneously, com-
panies should strategically expand their use of informal mentoring, as it not only
helps apprentices acclimate to the company but also enhances organizational
commitment to apprenticeships.

Finally, at the policy level, more resources should be allocated to disseminate
best practices in mentoring that create integrated learning experiences within dual
apprenticeships. One of the advantages of countries with a strong tradition of
apprenticeship is that most skilled workers have been an apprentice themselves,
therefore understanding how to guide apprentices at work (Hamilton 2020) and
ensure the acquisition of competencies aligned with work-based learning curricula
for their respective occupations. This is not the case in the United States. However,
with the recent growth and interest in registered apprenticeships, the government
has funded a variety of resources, including online courses, webinars, handbooks,
and video tutorials, to assist employers in mentoring apprentices. These resources
cover diverse topics, encompassing the role of mentoring, diversity and equity in
apprenticeship mentoring, as well as strategies for retaining apprentices through
effective on-the-job learning (WorkforceGPS 2023). While this represents a positive
step toward establishing apprenticeships in the U.S., there remains a need for
guidance on how schools and companies can collaborate to jointly manage appren-
tices through mentoring. For instance, this study indicates that U.S. employers may
lack clarity on the day-to-day aspects of connecting learning in DAs in collabora-
tion with schools. Addressing this lack of clarity, the findings highlight the mentor’s
role in being aware of learning at school and making connections at work when
applicable, all while recognizing that learning alignment generally occurs at a high
level, rather than at a granular level. Disseminating this insight can enhance role
clarity among key stakeholders managing learning in DAs.
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Conclusion, limitation, and recommendations

As an exploratory study of a new learn-and-earn degree pathway, this research
contributes to the limited body of existing studies on degree apprenticeships
in the context of a U.S. community college. It delves into the dynamics of
the tripartite relationship in work-based learning, with a specific emphasis on
mentoring as a crucial element in fostering a successful learning experience. The
findings of this study provide a foundational framework outlining the key
features of mentoring in DAs, elucidating how these elements synergize to
optimize learning in dual apprenticeships. These insights can be invaluable for
practitioners and researchers seeking to enhance the quality of these educational
initiatives.

While this case study has provided an in-depth description of a journey of one
U.S. community college to design and deliver mentoring in degree apprentice-
ships, a case study is limited in generalizing the findings. Also, it only included
a small number of workplace mentors due to the recruitment challenge. While the
mentors who participated provided rich insights into the research question, which
was also supplemented by interviews with graduates, I recommend that future
research include more cases to have a greater in-depth analysis of challenges and
strategies for mentoring in DAs. Such research could formulate evidence-based
principles and recommendations for effective workplace mentoring as a guide for
interested HEIs and employers. It could also enrich the experiences of student
apprentices as more HEIs in the U.S. and beyond offer DAs to bridge the gap
between school and work.
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