
Balancing Work and Education: Workflow, Schedules How do you structure the 
workday, week, and month so that both education and the work get done? Mentors share 
strategies from weekly team schedule meetings, finding teachable moments during a 
workday, and ways to do up-front training to get your apprentice going and maintain focus, 
communication and motivation in the busy season.  
 
Reading that supports the topic, in the Agrarian Apprenticeship guidebook: 
Employment Agreement, Ranch/farm calendar, Skill sheet: old version 
 
Zoom link for recording:  
https://zoom.us/rec/share/3u5VEr7uxE9LeNLPwVrFWYh4RLzOT6a8hnBI_PRbmEp
4oIfhxeSnLMpc1erpBHs2?startTime=1582034438000 
 

They want to get useful as soon as possible upon arrival, and you want them to 
be useful right away as well. So how best to orient them to all that is new, 
including building their relationship with you. What will help you build a  
relationship so you support them and they can support your goals for the  
season. 

★ They are DISORIENTED in many ways when they arrive: to place, time, work, 
and you. What can help them, so they can focus on learning? 

★ Create a schedule for the first 7-14 days so they know what happens when as 
far as work, skill sheet, orientating to place, etc. This helps them orient to a 
completely new place, be on time and ready to go each day 

○ Week One 
■ What do you HAVE to do this week on your operation? Chores as well 

as other things you have to get done  
1. When are you available and when aren’t you? 
2. Can they do it with you? What do they need to know to do that? 
3. What are they going to do when you are busy and can’t work 

with them? 
■ What do you need them to learn right away in order to be helpful and 

safe? - maps of the fields, familiarize with the vehicles they’ll use, 
fences, tool shed 

■ What do they do when you aren’t available? 
■ When are you getting their contract and payroll info done?  
■ What do they already know how to do  and can you get them going 

with that --fence fixing, for example.  



1. Skill sheet baseline review will help you determine these two 
things. This happens in first 10 days and sent to NAP 

 
★ Orient to Place, Time, Work, and You 

○ Orient to Place - Consider having the italicized items on paper for them when 
they arrive or even send it to them in advance of arrival 

■ Your town/area -- bank, grocery store, post office, entertainment 
locations 

■ Any little magazines/ local newspapers, etc that are about your town, 
area will help them get a sense of the place 

■ Internet passwords, phone numbers, physical address of HQ and their 
housing 

■ Emergency contact numbers from you and from them; contact numbers 
for vet, suppliers, neighbors, etc. 

■ Give them maps of your operation, fields in relation to each other, 
maps of different fields, water points, county roads. Walk/drive the 
operation with them in the first 1-2 weeks or at least spend time with 
maps and discuss distance between areas.  

■ Show them the corrals, outbuildings -- where are tools kept, where’s 
the bulk gas tank where they gas up the ranch/farm truck? 

■ Tooley’s Trees mentors walk the property, inventory all the 
trees/shrubs currently for sale; this helps apprentice orient and get a 
sense of what all is done there, Gordon will talk about the plants’ 
characteristics 

■ Give them a sense of how changeable the weather is this time of year 
 

○ Orient to Time/Schedule: They need to understand both Big Picture 
(example: when is calving season start and end) and Daily -- what is 
today’s priority  

■ Give them a sense of the flow over the entire 8 months. Make a 
calendar of the entire 8 months with large blocks of seasonal tasks 
marked on it -- this is when we start irrigating, this is when we drag 
fields (more or less), this is when we move onto range. This helps 
them understand that what they learn changes with the seasons. For 
example, they aren’t learning range grasses in APril because we are 
focused on calving, we aren't’ on the range, and nothing is growing 
yet. They will be learning about animal health, calving issues, etc. 

■ Have a more detailed calendar/list of the chores and priorities for the 
first 2 weeks 



■ Work schedule, how you communicate the day or week priority 
tasks-- do you have a weekly meeting, do you meet every morning for 
15 minutes to line out the day? We meet briefly at the start of every ay 
to be sure everyone knows the priorities and schedule for the day 

■ What are the start/end times for the workday? If these change how is 
that communicated? Are  breaks as needed or scheduled? When is 
lunch? They may not be familiar with how changeable an agricultural 
work day is depending on season and weather. 

■ Discuss the schedule clearly enough so they know what they need to 
bring the next day: pack adequate clothing, food, snacks, water, 
sunscreen, etc 

 
○ Orient to the Work:  

■ Give them the Why: WHY are we doing this  chore - Why do you 
want that task done, what is the purpose of cleaning the barn or move 
the fence that way, etc.  

■ Show them how you want a task done, even if they say they’ve done it 
before they may not do it the way you want it done. Let them know to 
learn your way, and then you can talk about their ideas for doing it 
differently one they master your way. Be overly clear and thorough 

■ What finished job looks like  - what a good barb wire patch looks 
like, how you want a portable fence set up, correct seedling 
transplanting.  

■ Give them feedback on what they did well and where the can do it 
better--where the fence is tight enough and where they need to make 
it tighter, for example 

■ Be Patient - it may take them months to do it as well as you want it 
done 

■ How long it can take – let them know it will take them much longer 
to do a task. Be reasonable with what you expect. Do task with them.  

■ Where are tools kept? Do they go back there at the end of the day? 
■ show them how YOU make sure you have the tools you need,            

eliminate the need to drive back and forth for things, etc.  
■ Some operations have a “basic toolbox” that has the tools you use for a              

job: bring with you to far pastures so that you can do maintenance on              
fencing, water while you’re there 

■ Consider driving a different vehicle with them every day when you go            
to do a chore, talk about the quirks of that vehicle. Then have them              
drive it back -you get a sense of them as a driver 



■ Safety check on any equipment you want them to use --this doesn’t 
have to happen right away but make time for it before you need them 
to run the tractor or use the fence stretcher 

■ “When in Doubt” List or “Things to Do when there’s nothing to 
Do” List”: when you are busy, when they finish a task and don’t know 
what next to do: 

1. White board, flip chart, Asana or other program 
2. there’s always something they can do -- inventory oil filters, fix 

fence, study health issues, etc. Skill Sheet baseline will help you 
know what to put on this list 

3. This helps them learn to be proactive looking for the next task 
 

○ Orient to You: Who you are, what you love about your work, what you 
hope to teach them. They’ve come to learn how to do the work, but also 
to have a role model, a mentor, someone who helps them understand 
what it means to choose an agrarian life--how you find joy, how you 
handle what’s hard 

■ Have a social, celebratory meal with them in the first week--tell 
stories about how you both grew up, or how you started your 
operation, etc 

■ Tell them your vision/Holistic Goal/long range plan for your life and 
operation - they want to help you achieve that 

■ Tell stories about your good times and some troubles with the 
operation 

■ Ask them about their goals for their professional and personal life. 
Look for commonalities and places where you complement each other 

■ Ask them what they are most excited to learn 
■ Look for opportunities to enjoy the work -- tell them how you build 

that in to your day (watching cows eat, listening to them) 
 

★ Tips for getting people started 
○ Show them how to put all tools away after a job, at the end of the workday. 

Do tasks together and then clean up together too.  
○ Let them know a mistake is a learning opportunity. Have them say back 

instructions so you know they really understood it.  
○ Recognize that they may not know things that are obvious to you, like they 

may not know what a “flake” of hay is 
○ don’t overwhelm with too much info at first,  
○ Incremental building of tasks and steps to accomplish something.  Slow down 

and break it into incremental steps that I take for granted.  



○ Repetition important, assure apprentices that it’s OK to ask  
the same question again, things that are obvious to us aren’t obvious to 
someone else. 

○ Have LOTS of patience, it is going to take time for them to learn. Let them 
know that doing it right is more important than doing it fast.  

 
★ At end of first week have a check in with apprentice. This helps you both get in 

the habit of touching base to see how things are going, if apprentice is overwhelmed, 
needs some additional teaching on a task, and helps you know if your mentoring is 
working for them. 

○ Can ask a few short questions. They may not have a lot to say the first few 
weeks, but they will eventually, and you make it clear that feedback and 
check ins are just a normal part of the work schedule and environment 

○ Sample questions: 
■ What’s something that was fun, exciting or really stimulating for you 

this week? 
■ Was there anything we did or talked about this week that was 

confusing, hard to learn, that we should schedule more time to discuss 
and do? 

■ Was there anything in particular I did this week as a mentor that was 
especially helpful or useful for you? 

■ Was there anything I did that was confusing, difficult or unclear? 
 
After they’ve been there awhile:  

○ Start including them in the decision making process: “how do you think 
we should do this task?” “how far do you think we need to move the fence for 
today’s ration?”  

○ Weekly/Seasonal Planning – get them involved, have them plan and 
facilitate the weekly team meeting so they start to practice thinking ahead  

 
Motivation and Monotony: 

○ Groundhog day: Ranch/farm life can be monotonous.  Tell them up front that 
monotony will happen, that it’s ok to talk about when it happens, so we can 
see how to change the schedule or tasks to make the work day more dynamic 

○ Let them know you feel the monotony too. Talk about the doldrums, how one 
season’s tasks get old and dull but then the season will change and it’s new 
again 

○ Often they only need a short break to get recharged 
○ If they are experiencing burn out, we’ll try to give them an extra day off, or 

come in late one day to get some extra rest  



○ Come up with games to play while doing boring tasks: For example, if you are 
offloading trailer full of plants,  stand in a line and as you pass them down, 
tell a story, each person says one sentence.  

 
  


