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 3.  THE APPRENTICE PERSPECTIVE
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3.1 Introduction

Apprenticeship is a long established mode of learning, 
and in spite of a growing number of apprenticeship 
programmes being developed in Ireland across a 
number of sectors, challenges remain in construction 
apprenticeships. New registrations onto construction 
apprenticeships, in particular the wet trades, have 
plummeted, as outlined in chapter 1. 

In spite of considerable efforts by numerous 
stakeholders to promote apprenticeship nationwide, 
construction apprenticeship remains undervalued 
in Ireland as school leavers continue to prioritise 
“academic” third level programmes. The reluctance 
to choose a construction apprenticeship in particular 
stems from the severe impact on the jobs market 
during an economic recession which has resulted in a 
residual reluctance to enter an industry perceived as 
lacking job security. However, for wet trades specifically, 
the market has now over-corrected.

An important component of this research is insight 
provided by current apprentices registered on 
programmes across wet trades, in order to dispel some 
of the misconceptions around apprenticeship as a 
mode of learning. 

The research provides a unique understanding of the 
motivation behind choosing this career path and their 
perception of apprenticeship overall.

For the purposes of this research, a sample of current 
apprentices from Cork and Dublin across the following 
trades was undertaken:

 Bricklaying
 Painting and decorating
 Plastering
*currently no floor and wall tiling apprentices*

No. of new 
registrations (2019)

Total population 
(2019)

No. sample 
population 
(phase 3-7)

No. of usable 
responses

Response 
rate

BRICKLAYING 77 201 124 25 20%

PAINTING & 
DECORATING 30 116 86 22 26%

PLASTERING 33 91 58 12 21%

Respondents to the survey were undergoing either phase 4 or 6 of their apprenticeship, therefore at an advanced 
stage and had experience of both on-the-job and off-the-job phases. The details of the final sample population and 
response rate obtained is contained in Table 2.

Table 2 confirms a strong response rate, therefore 
can be deemed representative of the population 
overall. The breakdown of respondents per trade is 
provided in figure 18
 

Figure 18 APPRENTICESHIP RESPONDENT BY TRADE

Table 2 APPRENTICE SAMPLE SIZE AND RESPONSE RATE

Painting & Decorating

Brick & Stonelaying

Floor & Wall Tiling

41%

22%

37%
Plastering
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3.2 Motivation for undertaking apprenticeship

A number of factors shape the decision to undertake an apprenticeship and this research sought to determine the 
motivation for undertaking the programme amongst current apprentices. Results are presented in figure 19.
 

Results from the research demonstrate that family 
members are a key influence in the decision to 
undertake the apprenticeship (75% of respondents 
in agreement). The role of family members in the 
decision is critical going forward to ensure targeted 
communication and awareness. 

In line with these findings, the results demonstrate 
that people undertaking apprenticeship do so because 
they wanted to (70%) rather than being left with no 
other options due to poor grades. 77% of respondents 
opposed the proposition that they had to undertake 
the apprenticeship because they did not score highly 
enough to gain entry to an alternative programme. In 
fact, evidence from recent research8 confirms that the 
majority of current apprentices score highly enough to 
choose a range of programmes available on the CAO.

77% of respondents opposed 
the proposition that they had to 
undertake the apprenticeship 
because they did not score 
highly enough to gain entry to 
an alternative programme

8 O’Murchadha, E. (2020) As yet unpublished PhD Thesis at TU Dublin

Figure 19 MOTIVATION FOR UNDERTAKING APPRENTICESHIPMotivation for Undertaking Apprenticeship

AgreeStrongly disagree

Strongly AgreeDisagree

N/A

Motivation for Undertaking Apprenticeship
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Perhaps equally as significant is that only 16% of 
respondents agreed that career guidance teachers 
encouraged them to undertake the apprenticeship, 
with 79% confirming that encouragement did not come 
from career guidance counsellors. This is a significant 
finding as career guidance is hugely influential in the 
decision making process. Possible explanations could 
be the residual reluctance arising from a perceived lack 
of employment opportunities or it may be resulting 
from a lack of understanding of the varied and diverse 
careers qualified construction workers have available 
to them (both within and outside of the construction 
sector) globally. Either way, it is critical that this issue be 
addressed, and mechanisms by which this can be done 
are suggested in a later chapter.

16% of respondents agreed 
that career guidance teachers 
encouraged them to undertake 
the apprenticeship, with 79% 
confirming that encouragement 
did not come from career 
guidance counsellors

3.3 Perception of Apprenticeship Programme

As confirmed in table 2, respondents to the research were currently undertaking off-the-job phases, in a training center, 
on either phase 4 or 6. The intention was to involve only those apprentices that had experience of both components of 
the programme. 

The overwhelming majority agree the apprenticeship programme is as they expected (74%) and 97% of respondents to 
the research confirmed that they are satisfied with their decision to undertake the apprenticeship. 

A number of issues are uncovered to support the encouraging outlook of the apprenticeship in terms of how people are 
treated on site, the range of skills they can apply and exposure to the use of new technology, as demonstrated in figure 20.
 

Figure 20 APPRENTICE PERCEPTION OF ON-THE-JOB PHASES

AgreeStrongly disagree

Strongly AgreeDisagree

N/A

Perception of On-the-Job Phases of Apprenticeship

I am regularly asked to undertake tasks un-related 
to my apprenticeship

I am treated equally to other employees

Oppurtunities exist to use technology on the job

I have opportunity to do a range of taskes related 
to my apprenticeship

I can apply what I learn in training centre

Perception of On-the-Job Phases of Apprenticeship

I am regularly asked to undertake tasks un-related 
to my apprenticeship

I am treated equally to other employees

Oppurtunities exist to use technology on the job

I have opportunity to do a range of taskes related 
to my apprenticeship

I can apply what I learn in training centre

Perception of On-the-Job Phases of Apprenticeship

I am regularly asked to undertake tasks un-related 
to my apprenticeship

I am treated equally to other employees

Oppurtunities exist to use technology on the job

I have opportunity to do a range of taskes related 
to my apprenticeship

I can apply what I learn in training centre
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One third of respondents confirmed that they are 
regularly asked to undertake tasks that are not related 
to their apprenticeship. There are numerous reasons 
why this may occur, most notably that an apprentice 
may be the most junior person on site therefore 
more likely to be asked to undertake more general 
tasks. This may be explained due to earlier phases of 
apprenticeship whereby the apprentice commences 
with an employer without any prior knowledge of the 
construction process, not least trade specific skills. A 
pre-apprenticeship orientation in areas such as health 
and safety, manual handling and building regulations 
may result in the apprentice being more valuable to 
the employer at an earlier stage thus mitigating the 
problem of being required to do unrelated tasks.

One interview respondent involved in the off-the-job 
training of apprentices provided a potential solution to 
address this issue:

“Currently phase 2 is a 20/22 week block. In my 
opinion, this is too long. I think phase 2 should be 
delivered in 2 parts (say A+B). Part A, first 10 weeks of 
the current phase 2 would become phase 1. This would 
provide newly registered apprentices with health 
and safety skills, Safepass etc. plus an introduction 
to the trade, tools and some hand skills. This change 
in sequence would result in a more appropriate first 
stage of apprenticeship. This change could also make 
the new apprentice more attractive to employers.” 

William Lacey, TU Dublin

The off the job phases are very positively viewed by 
current apprentices with curriculum content deemed 
applicable in the workplace and relevant to the trade. Of 
those apprentices that express an opposing viewpoint, 
it is marginally more pronounced within painting and 
decorating than the other two trades in question. The 
main comment made in this regard was the suggestion 
that the curriculum should be updated to better reflect 
industry practice.
 

Figure 21 APPRENTICE PERCEPTION OF OFF-THE-JOB PHASES

AgreeStrongly disagree Strongly AgreeDisagree

Apprentice Perception of Off-the-Job Phases

Content taught in 
the training centre 
is relevant to the 
workplace

The content is 
relevant and 
appropriate to 
my trade

There is sufficient 
use/demonstration 
of available 
technologies

Apprentice Perception of Off-the-Job Phases

16%
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As is evident from figure 21, one area that perhaps 
requires further exploration is within the use of 
technology, whereby just below half of respondents do 
not believe there is sufficient use of technology in the 
programme. These opinions were evenly split between 
bricklaying and painting and decorating respondents.  

In the context of digitisation and new innovations in 
construction processes and practice (e.g. modular 
construction), this may be a cause for concern going 
forward.

Overall, however current apprentices are very positive 
about their experience in undertaking the programme 
and 82% of apprentice respondents confirmed they 
would recommend the apprenticeship to a friend or 
family member.

3.4  Summary

This chapter provided unique insight in relation to 
the motivation and experience of current wet trade 
apprentices, which do not include floor and wall tiling. 

It is clear from the research that respondents were 
motivated to undertake the apprenticeship and 
encouraged by family members, and it is not the 
case that they had few options available to them. 
Interestingly, there was general agreement that career 
guidance counsellors were not the driving force behind 
the decision.

In general apprentices are satisfied with the 
programme, although more emphasis on technology 
would be welcome and in some instances an updated 
curriculum was noted as being warranted.

Wet trade apprentices tend to be pleased with their 
decision to undertake the programme and the vast 
majority would recommend it to a family member or 
friend. 
 

82% of apprentice respondents 
confirmed they would 
recommend the apprenticeship to 
a friend or family member. 
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 4.  FUTURE OUTLOOK FOR WET TRADES


