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The APPRENTICE EXPERIENCE 
 

An Early History 
 

 
Contemporary records indicate that the Newport 
News Shipbuilding & Dry Dock Company’s 
Apprentice School was founded in 1919.   But 
that is when the school, per se, came into physical 
being within the fenced confines of the shipyard.     
 
Very early in the shipyard’s history, a traditional 
(albeit informal) program of vocational training 
was initiated; apparently along the lines of other 
industrial apprenticeship programs then in vogue 
(i.e. largely conducted via the ‘over-the-shoulder’ 
method of training).   Thus, the Apprentice 
Experience actually started sometime in the late 
19th century. 

 
When, exactly, that took place is lost in history.   But it is well documented that the first 
apprentice certificate was awarded to Norwood Jones upon completion of his ‘time’ – on 
April 4, 1894; just eight years after the shipbuilding company itself was founded.   In 
1959, the school’s annual publication – then called the Binnacle – was dedicated to Mr. 
Jones, still hale and hearty at that time, as the photo below attests, remembering and 
honoring him as the school’s first graduate. 
 
On November 9, 1911, shipyard records indicate that: 
“Mr. Post (the shipyard president then) has approved 
the proposed co-operation with the public schools for 
the opening of evening classes; that Shipyard 
apprentices attending and making progress there will 
be given increases in pay and time credits in the 
length of shop courses; also co-operation with the 
Y.M.C.A. for evening classes in mechanical drawing 
and a general plan of encouraging all boys employed 
by the Shipyard to attend evening classes.”   
 
Later that same year, on December 1st, new 
apprentice rules were put into effect, introducing for 
the first time a school curriculum and a requirement 
for periodic reports by the foremen.   Those apprentices already enrolled had the option 
of continuing under the old arrangement or of accepting the new rules with small 
increases in rates of pay – contingent on attending evening classes or pursuing some other 
definitive course of study. 
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Company records further indicate that a senior member of management was nominated to 
arrange with the local public school authorities for the evening use of their classrooms, to 
procure a volunteer faculty, to determine the courses of study and to devise “ways and 
means of getting the boys to attend, behave and study”.    One of those early faculty 
members, J. B. Woodward, Jr., later became president of the Company. 
 
As this 1914 photograph clearly indicates, shipyard-sponsored education in the evenings 
was much more ‘formal’ than the hit-or-miss ‘absorption’ method utilized in the 
Company’s shops, and on its platens and shipways during normal working hours.       
 

This arrangement, coupled with 
the technical advances in 
shipbuilding that came with World 
War I, served to further illustrate 
the need for the establishment of a 
full-time school within the 
Company’s physical plant.   By the 
middle of 1919, more than 400 
apprentices had completed their 
training and been certified as 
craftsmen in a variety of trades, 
including some basic design 
disciplines. 

    
Executive Order Number 24, issued on July 1, 1919 by Homer L. Ferguson, the 
Company’s president at that time, changed the Rules for Apprentices to provide for day-
time attendance – on paid time - at a school within the confines of the shipyard.   This 
landmark order also established, for the first time, for a cadre of paid instructors (but 
initially, only on a part-time basis). 
 
The next month, G. Guy Via was 
appointed as the first Supervisor 
of Apprentices and alterations 
were made to a one-story, wooden 
building, previously used during 
World War I as a restaurant, and 
situated approximately where the 
Company’s present clinic is 
located.   Then, just another month 
later, formal class work was initiated in this modest facility by three instructors with 126 
apprentices in attendance.    
 
This new-found, more-formal educational element of the Apprentice Experience clearly 
was intended to augment the then on-going program of vocational training.   According 
to The Shipbuilder, the Company’s employee publication in 1919: “All lessons are 
designed to eliminate much that is uselessly theoretical, and to present those things which 
are part and parcel of the boys’ trades.” 


