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 The concept of career has 
changed with time to include not 
a singular path from adolescence 
through to retirement (Holland, 
1985; Super, 1957) but changing 
paths, second careers, and recyc-
ling or repeating of earlier career 
stages in midlife (Super, 1990).  
Within education, research has 
looked at career changes leading 
to elementary and secondary 
teaching (e.g., Castro & Bauml, 
2009; Eifler & Potthoff, 1998; 
Swain, Schmertzing & Schmertz-
ing; 2011; Tigchelaar, Brouwer & 
Korthagen, 2008); however, there 
has been relatively little attention 
to post-secondary education and, 
particularly, vocational-technical 
education.  
 This sub-set of practition-
ers are, by definition, second-ca-
reer teachers: vocational instruct-
ors, including those teaching 
apprenticeable trades, are re-
cruited and hired as subject-mat-
ter experts based on training and 
experience from industry prac-
tice.  As they move into a second 
career to become teachers, they 
could be expected to experience 
the usual disruptions of any mid-
life career change.  Additionally, 
they might encounter particular 
difficulties due to the differences 
between their first and second 
career cultures. The broad occu-

pational categories, commonly 
known as blue collar and white 
collar, have been shown to differ 
not only in work typically done 
and socio-economic class, but to 
use different learning methods, 
hold different values, and to have 
strong sociological separation be-
tween them (Lamont, 2000; La-
mont & Molnar, 2002; Lubrano, 
2004; Ryan & Sackrey, 1996).
 This paper describes re-
search conducted at three West-
ern Canadian technical colleges 
to explore the career transition, 
or second apprenticeship, of indi-
viduals who moved from trades 
practice to teaching trades. 

Methodology 

 This research set out to 
understand the career transition 
of tradespeople as they move to 
teaching in a college setting.  The 
research question asked were: 
what motivates tradespeople to 
move to teaching; what compe-
tencies do they bring from the 
first career to the second; how do 
they learn to teach; how does the 
vocational identity change with a 
career change; and what are the 
factors leading to satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with the teaching 
role.
 Given the relatively mea-
gre research in trades education, 
an exploratory mixed-methods 

approach was used.  Using a 
constructivist approach to create 
a qualitative dominant cross-
over mixed analysis (Creswell 
& Plano Clark, 2011; Denzin 
and Lincoln, 2005; Frels & On-
wuegbuzie, 2013) gave voice 
to the self-defined reality of the 
participants.  An electronic sur-
vey adapted portions of similar 
surveys conducted among teach-
ers, although not trades teachers 
specifically (Berger & D’Ascoli, 
2012; Dainty, 2012; Hong, 2010; 
Ruhland, 2001; Simmons, 2009; 
Watt & Richardson, 2007).  This 
new instrument gathered input 
through email invitation and 
electronic submission from trades 
teachers at three Western Can-
adian colleges; 608 invitations 
were sent and 165 completed 
surveys were returned, for a re-
turn rate of 27%.  This phase was 
followed by interpretation panels 
to explain the quantitative results 
and add further qualitative data 
(Noonan, 2002).
 The survey was con-
ducted in June 2014.  The quan-
titative data were analyzed with 
statistical analysis software plus 
manual coding of qualitative sur-
vey data.  The results of this an-
alysis were compiled and shared 
with participants who had indi-
cated a willingness to be a part 
of interpretation panels and had 
provided contact information in 
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the survey.  In September through 
November 2014, participants (N 
= 12) at the three colleges were 
asked to interpret the survey 
results and to add further quali-
tative data through discussion.  
Panel results were transcribed, 
member checked, and manually 
coded.
The 165 respondents represented 
27 trades.  Ages ranged from 26 
to 56 years or older, with the 46-
55 years category chosen by 46% 
of respondents.  Survey partici-
pants were asked to indicate the 
number of apprentices they had 
supervised while practicing their 
trade: 29% had supervised 26 or 
more while 10.3% indicated no 
supervision of apprentices.  The 
survey was dominated by male 
respondents (97.6% vs. 2.4%), 
in keeping with the ratio of male 
to female participation in trades 
generally (LeFebvre, Simonova, 
& Wang, 2012).  Years of teach-
ing experience ranged from three 
years or less (21.2%) to 18 years 
or more as the most common 
response (21.8%).  Participants 
were asked to indicate any teach-
er training prior to being hired to 
teach and the majority (85.5%) 
indicated no formal training in 
teaching. 

Results 

Motivation to Change Careers

 The most common 
choice regarding motivation to 
change careers was Teaching as 
an opportunity to share trades 
knowledge (95.8%).  Better hours 
of work, described within com-
ments and through the interpreta-

tion panels as primarily related to 
more time with family, received 
the second highest level of agree-
ment (84.3%).  The other six fac-
tors received considerably lower 
levels of agreement, from 49.1% 
for teaching as Always something 
I wanted to do, that I felt called 
to do to 13.9% for teaching as An 
opportunity for higher pay. 

Transition to Teaching

 Once the choice is made 
to change careers, a transition 
or “change from one state to 
another” occurs (Concise Can-
adian Oxford Dictionary, 2005, 
p. 1453).  This portion of the re-
search looked at the transition in 
terms of competencies brought to 
the new role and those developed 
within it.  The preferred methods 
of learning to meet the require-
ments of teaching were also 
examined.

 Teaching competen-
cies.  Participants were asked 
to rate themselves against a set 
of 17 competencies common to 
teaching, both as recalled from 
initial teaching experience and 
at the time of the survey.  The 
competency list was established 
through an analysis of existing 
frameworks (Arreola, 2007; 
Campbell, 2009; Darling-Ham-
mond, 2012; Goldhaber, 2002; 
Schulman, 1986; Rockoff & 
Speroni, 2011; Volmari, Helako-
rpi, & Frimodt, 2009).  When 
viewed through a Knowledge, 
Skills, Abilities and Other char-
acteristics (KSAO) lens (Landy 
& Conte, 2007), the retrospective 
self-ratings showed strongest 

agreement in the Abilities and 
Other categories, representing 
personality traits or character-
istics such as sense of humour, 
organization, and enthusiasm 
for teaching.  The points of least 
agreement were in Knowledge 
and Skills specific to teaching 
such as preparing lesson plans, 
use of educational technology, 
and curriculum development.  
Over time, it appears these com-
petencies are strengthened, as the 
present-day self-ratings showed 
90% or higher agreement levels. 
 The qualitative portion 
of the research supported these 
results, with interpretation panel 
participants expressing a strong 
feeling that, despite a lack of 
formal teacher training, teaching 
competencies had been gained 
through working with apprenti-
ces.  In contrast to their view of 
the tradespersons as a teacher and 
ratings of teaching competencies 
brought to the new career, par-
ticipants expressed the view that 
their employing institutions did 
not see them in the same light, 
often equating teaching compe-
tence to specific credentials such 
as an Education degree. 

 Learning about 
teaching.  Respondents were 
asked how they increased their 
knowledge and skills about 
teaching and what learning 
methods they preferred to use. 
Respondents showed a definite 
preference for non-formal over 
formal learning.  Survey ques-
tions asked what methods of 
learning had been used during 
their teaching career, ranging 
from formal classes at a univer-
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sity, to self-study, and trial and 
error.  Overall, respondents chose 
discussions with other instructors 
(96.4%) as the most often used 
method, with informal mentoring 
(87.9%) as the next most popu-
lar method.  Formal training 
through a university or college 
was chosen the least (38.8%). 
Respondents with formal teacher 
training prior to being hired as a 
teacher were more likely to indi-
cate use of formal training meth-
ods to continue learning about 
teaching. 
 Non-formal methods were 
also considered most effective.  
Mentoring was rated the most 
effective method of learning to 
teach; workshops were rated 
least effective.  The interpretation 
panels supported these results.  
Participants expressed a strong 
dislike for academically oriented 
teacher training delivered in a 
classroom setting.  They spoke in 
favour of a more practical focus, 
looking for information that 
could be easily translated into 
their work with students.  Partici-
pants praised an informal men-
torship program operating at one 
college as helpful to new teachers 

and as building on the traditions 
of trades practice. 

Vocational Identity 

 Vocational identity was 
defined by Marcia (1980) as a 
clear identification with a particu-
lar occupation or vocation, based 
on commitment following active 
exploration of possible identities.  
Creating a vocational identity 
is a part of career development 
(Graves, 1989; Korthagen, 2004; 
Simpson, 1967) and of overall 
identity formation throughout life 
stages (Erikson, 1980).  Vocation-
al identity was explored within 
the survey by one question: Are 
you a tradesperson, a teacher, or 
both? If you met someone for the 
first time today, how would you 
describe yourself to this person?  
Respondents could choose one 
or more of three options: I’m a 
tradesperson (welder, electrician, 
etc.); I’m a teacher/instructor; 
and I’m a teacher/instructor in 
(welding, electrical, etc.). 
 Respondents most often 
agreed with I’m a teacher/in-
structor in my trade; however, 
the other two statements were 
also agreed to in the majority of 

instances.  Frequency counts are 
shown in Table 1 below.

 Interpretation panel par-
ticipants expressed the view that 
they saw themselves as teachers 
while in trades practice through 
teaching apprentices, and that 
this role led them to consider the 
move to full-time teaching for 
a long time prior to making the 
transition.  One participant sug-
gested this previous practice of 
teaching apprentices may make 
the transition to full-time teach-
ing easier for tradespeople than 
other vocational teachers.  An-
other participant, however, saw 
a more defined change in roles 
occurring, linked to the transition 
from trades to college culture, 
saying “as an instructor, you are 
moving from blue [collar] to 
white. You are becoming part of 
the white [collar world].” 

Satisfaction in the New Role

 The final section with-
in the research asked about the 
satisfaction respondents felt as 
teachers, both currently and in 
comparison to their beginning 
days as a teacher.  Sources of 

Table 1

Vocational Identity Frequency Counts and Missing Data for All Respondents

Statement Agree Disagree No 
Response Total

I’m a tradesperson 86 37 42 165

I’m a teacher/instructor 92 33 40 165

I’m a teacher/instructor in my trade 140 5 20 165
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satisfaction and dissatisfac-
tion and qualitative comments 
were also gathered.  Overall, 
respondents rated themselves 
as somewhat satisfied (34.5%) 
or highly satisfied (60%) with 
teaching.  This high level of satis-
faction (94.5%) reported by par-
ticipants suggests that the career 
transition from tradesperson to 
trades teacher has been success-
ful for this sample group. 
 Most respondents said 
they were as satisfied with the 
role of teacher currently as when 
they began (45.5%), or were 
more satisfied currently (38.2%).  
From a list of factors that could 
lead to satisfaction, respondents 
most often agreed with the 
statement I feel rewarded when 
students succeed (99.4%).  The 
statement I feel my work is val-
ued by my institution received the 
least agreement (47.8%). 

Discussion and 
Recommendations

 This research explored the 
career transition of tradespeople 
to teachers and its findings relate 
to this specific group; however, 
they may also hold true for others 
moving from industry to teach-
ing.  Recommendations emerged 
that could assist in a successful 
transition to the second career 
of vocational post-secondary 
teacher.  Recruitment efforts 
should focus on the opportunity 
to train the next generation and 
continue within the first career in 
a new way within a new role, and 
promote the improved work-life 
balance possible as a teacher. The 
opportunity for continued con-

nection to the first career, through 
leave for industry practice, 
should be a part of the employ-
ment package. 
 When providing teacher 
training programs, a focus on 
practical and non-formal process-
es is more likely to be accepted 
by trades teachers than more 
academic methods.  Teacher 
training specifically designed 
for trades, building on the ap-
prenticeship learning model, and 
utilizing practices of non-formal, 
tacit learning, could support the 
pre-existing identity of teacher. 
 Creating a stronger sense 
of inclusion could help retain 
trades teachers.  Trades teachers 
want to see institutional manage-
ment recognize their work and 
the contribution of trades pro-
grams to the college.  This rec-
ognition, whether in the form 
of a casual conversation, being 
featured in institutional adver-
tising, through inclusion of jour-
neypersons in the management 
ranks, or other means, would be 
welcomed and would encourage 
retention of teachers.
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