A load of books does not equal one good teacher. 

—old Chinese proverb

Section Three:  Arranging an Internship or Apprenticeship


An internship or especially an apprenticeship represents an investment of a considerable amount of your time and possibly your money; it also represents a considerable investment of time and possibly money for the mentor who agrees to take you on.  It is sensible and con​siderate, therefore, not to jump at the first opening you find, but to try to find one that will in fact be mutually rewarding.  Even before you know exactly what you want or need—while you are still taking introductory courses, for instance—you can already start asking questions and gathering information about possible future training places and mentors.  Whenever you meet people involved with biodynamics, ask them where they did—or are doing—their training and what they experienced.  Take every opportunity to visit farms or gardens, especially during the growing season.  Observe how things are done, ask questions or, best of all, offer to help out for a while.  Consider traveling around as a “wwoofer”.  In this fashion you can gather valuable impressions about the range of diversity that exists and about the character of specific places and people.


Once you have a good idea about what you want or need to learn, you can begin approaching those places or people that impressed you favorably and inquire about the possibility of an internship or apprenticeship.  You should also, of course, scan the intern​ship or apprenticeship positions listed by various organizations, but don’t limit yourself only to those places or people who already have interns or appren​tices or are advertising for them—take the initiative and inquire any​where you feel com​fortable.  In some cases your initiative and your clear plan of action may impress them so much that they may accept you even though they had not intended to take on any interns or apprentices.  In any case, you will need to demonstrate to your prospective mentors that you will be an asset to their farm.  They will be looking particularly for people who have a passion for agriculture, who are able and willing to do hard physical labor in all kinds of weather, and who are respectful and reliable.


The most important thing to determine during your visit, however, is whether there is a good match between your mentor’s needs and expectations and your own legitimate needs and expectations.  Be aware that some perfectly nice people and places may nevertheless not be a good match for your particular needs.  Don’t short-change yourself.  In any case, before you fully commit yourself to a position, make sure you are clear about the following items:

Employment and Housing

· the overall length of the internship/apprenticeship; any period of probation

· the daily, weekly and seasonal schedule; any scheduled vacation time; any time off to attend agricultural conferences/workshops

· the type of work you would be expected to do

· stipend, wages, in-kind payment, etc. and how often paid; payroll deductions (Social Security & Medicare [FICA], federal & state income taxes, etc.)

· any end-of-season bonus, support to attend agricultural conferences/workshops

· any needed work permits, visas, etc., and who is responsible for getting them

· insurance (health, workers compensation, automobile, etc.)

· housing/living arrangements, meals and domestic responsibilities

· access to vehicles, laundry equipment, computers, books, etc.

· any costs for room and board, utilities, telephone, etc.

· what you would need to bring (e.g., bedding, work clothing, tools)

Learning

· the skills you would have the opportunity to acquire (compare with the Checklists of Skills in Appendix B)

· evaluations & reports (letter of recommendation, certificate of completion, etc.)

· availability of the mentor for consultation after the end of the internship/apprenticeship

Policies

· policies regarding visitors, pets, television, music, smoking, drinking, etc.

· policies regarding sickness, breakage, early departure

· grievance procedures


Your prospective mentor may have a written sheet that covers some or all of these items, but if any are omitted or ambiguous, don’t hesitate to ask further questions.  Be sure that you discuss in detail your living arrangements (especially if you are sharing housing or meals and you have allergies or dietary restrictions) and also matters of insurance (who is responsible for exactly what).  You may want to ask the mentor for the names and contact information of prior interns or apprentices he or she has had.  If you have a problem with any of the mentor’s policies, mention this and explore whether there is any possibility of modifying them.  (If you have done your homework and already looked at a variety of positions, it will be easier for you to negotiate with the prospective mentor.)  Then take a break.  Think over the whole situation; compare it with your other options.  You need to decide whether to keep looking for further options or to choose among those that you have already explored.  Remember, of course, that some positions—especially the most desirable ones—will be filled quickly.


When you have made your choice, contact the mentor you have chosen and ask whether he or she has any kind of internship or apprenticeship agreement already written up.  Even with the best of people and intentions, misunderstandings can arise, so it is very important to create a written agreement at the beginning of your internship or apprentice​ship.  If the mentor already has a written agreement form, review this carefully, resolve any problem areas and then keep a copy of the agreement signed and dated by both yourself and the mentor.  (If you want to modify part of a pre-printed agreement form, this part can simply be crossed out and a new part written in by hand, as long as both you and the mentor sign your initials next to this modification.)  On the other hand, if the mentor does not already have an adequate agree​ment form (most “learning contracts” are not sufficient) you should draft your own letter of agree​ment.  (For some sample agreements and information about “learning contracts,” see Appendix D.)


Writing a letter of agreement is not as hard as you may think; simply write a letter addressed to the mentor (either handwritten or typed) and describe the terms and con​ditions of your internship or apprenticeship as you understand them.  Write a short descriptive para​graph for each item on the above bulleted list that applies to your situation.  If the mentor has a written list of policies or other contractual material, you can refer to this material in your letter and attach a copy of it.  Conclude your letter by writing: “If this is also your under​standing of our agreement, please sign and date this letter below.”  Show a draft of your letter to the mentor, work out any unclarities or misunderstandings, revise the letter if necessary and then mutually sign and date it.  Both of you should keep a copy of the final, signed agreement.  


If your prospective mentor balks at signing any agreement at all, try explaining that a written agreement simply serves as an objective reminder of what you both have already agreed to verbally.  If the mentor still balks at putting your agree​ment in writing, consider this an ill omen and re​consider your training options.


For some specialized training needs, it may be difficult for you to find a suitable mentor.  In this case you may have to advertise your needs and/or look beyond the relatively small pool of biodynamic farmers and gardeners to the larger sustainable agriculture movement.

