Surprise! POE Lives in France! How the Compagnons Do It

John Herzog

I am glad to be at Northeastern again, partly because I haven't hung around here very often since I retired in 1995.  But mainly, I am happy to be here for some serious talk, finally, about practice-oriented education (POE), or co-op, or experiential education, or whatever term you prefer.  A main reason I came to Northeastern in 1971 was that I was intrigued by the educational possibilities of engagement between the campus population and the real world.  But during almost all of my years here, the academic and the co-op worlds remained almost entirely detached: from my and my classroom colleagues' perspective, one cohort of students left, another arrived. Seldom did people from both sectors meet to coordinate efforts; seldom did students encounter an advisor who showed interest in their learning in both the classroom and the worksite.
Things have changed at Northeastern, obviously. I am gratified and excited.  

Gratified and excited, first of all, because I believe that POE, co-op, experiential education, work-based education, internship, work-study, clinical placement, fieldwork, etc., are all slightly different versions of what most secondary and undergraduate education will look like in coming decades.  (I will explain this rash claim later in this paper.) The French have a nice word, alternance, that includes most of these terms.  But since this is a POE conference, in this paper I will use POE, generically, to refer to all of them. 
I am also gratified and excited because French compagnonnage, about which we will talk today, is the most complex and complete version of POE that I know about.  (My wife, Dorothy Herzog, and I have conducted ethnographic and psychological research on compagnonnage since 1990.)  Its program of vocational AND academic AND psychological education includes a wider range of elements than any other form of POE of which I am aware; it pushes the blanket of what POE can be, and I believe that it enjoys a degree of "success", variously measured, that other POE programs usually do not match.  I will explain and analyze the compagnonnage system in a moment.
First, one external indication of the complexity of compagnonnage: in looking over the "Call for Proposals" for the current conference, I noticed that almost all of the suggested themes contained words like "learning", "transfer", "the classroom", "knowledge", "cognitive processes", etc. There were few, if any, references to what might be called "affective processes", or even to adolescent development generally.  Is it possible that participants do not have feelings?  That their feelings do not affect, and/or are not affected by, POE involvement?  That experience as a student-worker does not impact a young person in realms such as self-image and self-concept, sense of agentiality, world view, capacity for attachment to other individuals, sense of membership in a group, etc.?  Or, to go a bit further, that it is unrelated to the availability of inspiring and reliable adult models, to mastery of adult forms of sociability, and even to overall physical competence? The answers are obvious, but the "Call" suggests, for whatever reason, that those who seek to promote POE are not much concerned with non-cognitive outcomes.

By contrast, compagnonnage is explicitly concerned with affective and personal development, as well as cognitive and physical; most of its components affect all four. 

This is why I want to offer it to you as an example of a "more complete" POE.  But first I need to explain and analyze the system.
An Overview of Compagnonnage
Compagnonnage is an education and training (formation) program that evolved out of the medieval French guild system.  In the Middle Ages, compagnons (qualified journeymen) occupied the stratum between masters and apprentices.  Masters in the ancient sense do not exist today, but compagnons still do.  They concentrate on preparing youth, who begin as apprentis (apprentices), to become skilled artisans, their successors in compagnonnage, informed citizens, and solid family men.  (On the history of compagnonnage, see Icher 1999, which is in French. Unfortunately, no similar source exists in English.)
Forms of compagnonnage existed in most European countries hundreds of years ago. Today it is viable only in France, where the need for skilled craftsmen for post-World War II reconstruction, and the efforts of a dedicated leader (Jean Bernard), retrieved it from extinction.  It has adapted to modern conditions, and grown steadily, since then.  Compagnonnage is a private program, supported mainly by trainees' payments for tuition and board, subsidies from the National Apprenticeship Program, and income from companies that contract to send employees for short-term skill-training by the compagnons.  (The best discussion of contemporary compagnonnage is Guèdez 1994, which also is in French. Again, there is no similar source in English.)
A boy usually enters at 16 or 17 as an apprenti (apprentice), one of about 4000 who do so each year,  after finishing collège (middle school), where he probably placed in the middle of or below his class.  (I emphasize that few recruits can be classified as pre-delinquent, learning disabled, "slow", etc.) Traditionally, compagnonnage was an outlet for bright and ambitious sons of peasants and manual workers, whose years in village or urban schools had ill-prepared them for classical lycée. Today, some still come from such origins, but increasing proportions are products of middle class and/or professional families, and have completed some or all of the years of lycée, and even some years of université.  They have decided that "sitting on a chair and listening to the teacher talk" is not for them, and that opportunities for satisfying employment after compagnonnage training are better than those they would enjoy after obtaining a bac from a lycée, or a university degree. (Today in France, almost all adolescents go on to some form of high school, from which about two-thirds proceed to higher education.)
The apprenti becomes an associate of a compagnonnage maison, which is like a small American college, housing 15 to 150 youths, with classrooms, workshops, dormitories, dining hall, exhibition hall, and other common areas.  The maison is administered by the prévôt (dean), who is a compagnon in his mid-twenties, the mère (mother, who counsels and organizes domestic affairs), a part-time group of young compagnons, and a council of adult compagnons from the surrounding region.
The novice immediately starts a paid, full-time job, arranged by local compagnons, in the trade that he has chosen from the 25 or so available: cabinetmaking, carpentry, masonry, automotive bodybuilding, metalworking, upholstering, pastrymaking, etc.  Ideally, his patron (boss) is a compagnon, but often he is simply a well-regarded craftsman.  The apprentice receives an entry-level, subsistence wage, as do all French apprentices, only about 5% of whom are under the wing of compagnonnage.  The beginner's income pays 85%-95% of total expenses for room, board, and tuition at the maison, and tools and personal needs. Typically, his parents pay the rest, but scholarships are also available.
More than half of all apprentices reside in a maison; the others continue to live with their parents. However, during two weeks of every eight they work, study, and live together with others in their trade in a maison for stage (intensive training), which includes vocational, academic, and moral components. These sessions are led by young compagnon in the métier called a maître de stage, who very recently concluded his own advanced formation, and who is appointed to this position for a term of two or three years .  He is the key teacher/model/ counselor for apprentices, usually passionately dedicated to his "jeunes" (young people). During stage, he lives at the maison, often sleeping in the same 16- to 18-bed dormitory with his charges. He teaches one or two scientific and technical courses related to the métier, organizes and supervises apprentices' activities in the workshop of the trade, moderates their social and communal life, and counsels them on professional and personal matters.  Between stages, he remains in telephone or e-mail contact with his youths, and visits as many as possible at their places of employment.
Academic subjects, like math, French, social studies, and design, are taught in small (for France) classes of 12 to 18 students, all from the same trade. The Government-certified teachers employ a conversational method, use the intimate tu construction in addressing individuals, and encourage questions.  Subject matter is adapted, so far as practicable, to the prospective métier of the apprentices. These are strategies that most students encounter for the first time, and that they much appreciate. Teachers sometimes exclaim at the low initial level of proficiency of certain recruits, but they also express the conviction that each can, with effort, master the subject they teach.  This faith usually is rewarded: compagnon apprentices succeed in the basic Government exams (which include academic subjects, theoretical aspects of the metier, and practical skills) sooner, and in greater proportions, than apprentices in less comprehensive programs.
After two years, completion of a small but challenging  project (travail) in his trade, passage of the Government exams, and formal initiation (le rite d'adoption), a youth becomes (if he wishes and is invited to do so) an aspirant.  About 50% of those who succeed in the exams decline the opportunity to continue as aspirants, because their training as compagnonnage apprentis enables them to get what they see as good jobs in the trade immediately, or because they are not ready for the rigors of five years as an aspirant. Compagnonnage was traditionally an all-male organization, but women have been accepted as apprentices in all métiers since the late 90's. The first women aspirants were "adopted" in 2004; compagnonnage leaders expect that in coming years qualified female aspirants will also become compagnons.
The young aspirant resides in a series of five to eight of the 125 or so large and small maisons in France, and usually one or more others in Europe, North Africa, Australia, etc.   The typical maison projects an upbeat, collegial, goal-directed ambiance, remarkable in that no one resides there who is older than his mid-twenties (the most senior is likely the Prévôt). The aspirant undertakes increasingly demanding jobs in his métier in the region of the maison, for which he now receives the pay of a skilled worker. He is also likely to push himself to prepare for more advanced Government exams, which can lead to better jobs and pay, to a professional Baccalauréate, and even to university study.  His travels among maisons and jobs are his Tour de France. (Increasingly compagnonnage leaders like to refer to it as the Tour du Monde.)
Life on the Tour is demanding (a combined total of 50 to 60 hours per week, on the job, in voluntary evening and Saturday practice in the workshop of his trade, in academic and professional classes, and in informal teaching and mentoring by and of fellow residents); sexually segregated (postponement of marriage, little partying); communal (shared chores, mutual support, no hazing); and replete with rituals (initiations, feasts on metier saints' days, traditional gestures and argot in everyday interactions).  Residents are immersed in a low-key program of moral education that transmits and reinforces the values and beliefs of the program, such as work as the means to personal fulfillment, tradition and progress as co-essentials in the practice of the métier, pride in one's efforts and products, reliability and honesty, compagnonnage as fraternity, and the centrality of family in private life.  Religious instruction and proselytization are explicitly and effectively banned.
After five or six years, the aspirant may request to become a compagnon.  If his skills and  character are acceptable to his seniors, he executes a challenging chef d'oeuvre (masterwork) in his métier and undergoes a second initiation (le rite de reception), during which he receives his symbolic regalia and his full compagnonnage nickname.  He is now an itinérant (unsettled compagnon), who will probably remain in a maison for another year or more, as a maître de stage, prévôt, or responsable de métier (leader of those in his trade), teaching and mentoring the younger boys, while working days in a well-paid outside job.  After this, he selects a city or region in which to establish himself, and becomes a sédentaire.   Many sédentaire stay active in compagnonnage formation as employers, mentors and tutors within a maison, job finders for apprentis and aspirants, advisors to the Prévôt of the local maison, etc.
French employers regard compagnons as the aristocrats of their métiers;  they are sought after, expected to set standards for other workers, and deferred to in problematic circumstances.  Compagnons see themselves as "master craftsmen" and "highly qualified workers", both formal designations in France; as custodians of the standards and future of their métier and its compagnonnage organization; and as the best possible teachers of new recruits to the trade. They  belong to networks of individuals who share common backgrounds, assist each other in obtaining jobs and clients, and participate in the affairs of the métier and the maison in their city.  They may specialize in restoration (e.g., historic buildings, antique furniture, classic cars), but more often they work in modern sectors such as construction, manufacturing, and small business.    
That, in brief, is compagnonnage POE.  The origins of the pattern are diffuse;  they are part tradition, part accident, part trial and error, even part Government mandate. Certainly they do not derive from explicit scientific or educational theory. 

(My wife and I have written more extensively on many aspects of compagnonnage in the following papers:  Herzog 1992, 1994, 2001, 2004, 2005; Herzog and Herzog 1997a, 1997b, 1998, 1999a, 1999b, 2000; these are available from the authors.)
Why the Compagnonnage System "Engages" Youth

I will highlight five points from the preceding, four of them briefly.
First, if you look at the specifications laid down by psychologists of adolescence of conditions necessary or highly desirable for optimal growth and development during these years (cf. Berk 1993; Feldman and Elliott 1990; Lerner 2001; Muuss 1995; Steinberg 2001), you find items such as:

--opportunities to interact often and intensively with a wide range of others;  

--access to a wide variety of settings and activities in which youths are challenged to discover and develop their own interests and talents;

--authoritative caregivers and mentors who are loving, demanding, available, and worthy of respect;                  

--supervised opportunities for youths to make their own decisions of increasing importance, and to undertake growth-promoting, if sometimes risky, activities.


Clearly, most POE-type programs provide one or several of these features; compagnonnage provides all of them. By contrast, the typical high school or college environment supplies each weakly, or not at all. (See Herzog 2005 for a lengthier discussion of this anomaly.)
Second, compagnonnage participants are continuously and intensively physically active: on the job, in the maison workshops, in weekend activities.  Work-related accidents

aside, the physical appearance and overall health of the trainees seems to improve,

year-to-year. More important, evolutionary anthropologists and psychologists have recently proposed that adolescent human juveniles seek mobility and learn better when they can engage their whole bodies in the learning process. This, compagnonnage and many other POE programs provide such opportunities better than conventional schools. (This subject is discussed more thoroughly in Wilson 1998 and Herzog 2004.)
Third, consider the "age integration" inherent in the compagnonnage system.  Each youth lives in a maison inhabited by young people within a range of eight to ten years of each other.  Within this group, even the youngest apprentice sees many others a few years or more older than him/herself, one or more of whom can serve as a model and inspiration for his own development. Les anciens (adult compagnons) come and go day to day, at the maison; they also are variously admirable and exhibit palpable interest in their prospective colleagues.  Finally, at work the trainee must satisfy his boss, learn aspects of the trade from him and co-workers, elaborate social skills so as to become a useful team member, and sometimes interact with clients and customers.  This is a much richer "stew" than that found in most POE programs, and leagues ahead of what high schools and colleges usually provide.

Fourth, note the absence of the "mindlessness" about coming and going, to and from, co-op assignments that I observed during my years---a decade ago, I emphasize!---at Northeastern.  Most entering apprentices are excited, sometimes a bit intimidated, about their job placement, although after two years they are ready for a change.  The Tour de France is viewed by most as a personal challenge ("Am I up to it?) and as a precious opportunity to  master all aspects of the métier, to an extent superior to that attained by youths in other apprenticeship programs and by students at lycées techniques, who likely remain in one town or region during all of their professional training.  The energy they display for and on the Tour is impressive.

The Uses of Affect in Compagnonnage Education

But the subject I want to talk most about is the use of affects, or emotions, or feelings, in the compagnonnage system.  The program both mobilizes (or elicits) and molds (or nurtures) participants' feelings.  I want to show you, without using a specific psychological theory, some of the ways in which the program works with and on the youths' feelings. It is often the case that both elicitation and nurture occur in the same program element.  I will not try too hard here to separate them out.
Perhaps the most pervasive affect "heightener" in compagnonnage is what anthropologists call "change of residence at adolescence", a prod towards maturity employed in many cultures around the world.  In order to participate in compagnonnage, the teenager leaves home to live in a maison.  There, for the first time in his life, the youth confronts peers and adults entirely on his/her own; he/she takes care of his personal needs, such as clean clothes, enough sleep, and paying the monthly pension; he sleeps in a dormitory;  he deals with a real boss; he learns the cultural patterns of a new region; etc.   All these new facets of life arouse emotions such as fear, curiosity, desire for acceptance, separation anxiety, etc.
But in moving from his/her parents' home---a more traumatic event in France than in the US---the teenager gradually learns to focus his fears about the world out there more appropriately;  he learns the techniques and satisfactions of belonging to a group; he redirects his curiosity towards adult activities; he reformulates his feelings about his parents and pre-apprenticeship copains (buddies); his self-evaluation improves as he sees that he is capable of satisfying  personal needs and that jobs and career await him
The Tour de France is another "mobilizer" of affect, especially for aspirants, beyond its function of requiring changes of residence.  Stories of experiences on the Tour are common, and fascinating, dinner table topics. Everyone is curious about the quality of life in different regions and about the ambiance of specific maisons.  Many compagnonnage trades are practiced differently from region to region (for example, slate roofs in the Loire Valley, clay tiles in Provence); trainees welcome resultant opportunities to expand their knowledge. On another level, they identify with compagnons of the nineteenth century, and with the rougher life sur la route that these men endured:  the Tour becomes a romantic adventure!   And one almost inevitably encounters friends from previous maisons in a new house.  Thus the Tour, in prospect and in process, provokes participants' curiosity, fascination with risk-taking, aspirations for achievement, sense of connection with others, and certainly a bit of fear.

The Tour not only arouses participants' emotions, it molds them.  For example, it reduces youths' fears of "the other", of new places, and of unfamiliar customs, and of how they will cope with them. "Compagnonnage makes us men", some youths say. As the itinérant continues on his Tour, he is more frequently moved to assist his younger colleagues, to be a good example, to counsel; in other words, he experiences the stirrings of pro-social and parental emotions. He feels himself becoming a more knowledgeable and competent practitioner than agemates who stayed at home for apprenticeship or technical training.  He sees that he is increasingly valued by employers, year by year, and he is able to fantasize and plan about his future more pragmatically. The collegiality of successive maisons enhances his sense of belonging and solidifies his feelings of connection with fellow compagnons and their organizations.
A youth's decisions to 1) seek permission to construct his travail (apprenticeship project); 2) draw up and submit plans for that piece of work; 3) complete the project, while continuing regular duties; 4) submit to expert review of what he has done; 5) ask (or not) to be initiated as an aspirant, 6) undergo the rite d'adoption; and (later) make the same six decisions again, with respect to his chef-d'oeuvre and his possible initiation as a compagnon, provoke intense engagement in self-evaluation and consideration of his possible future identities.  In his mode of response to these pressures, the young person in a sense formulates his own public statement about his technical competence and personal qualities, and seeks confirmation of this by respected others.  Via this process, he likely achieves heightened self-awareness, and experiences shame or pride, fatigue and exhilaration, feelings of inclusion or rejection, etc., as the case may be.
Details of what happens at initiations, which are adaptations of procedures from the Middle Ages, are privileged information except to those who have experienced them. Both apprentices and aspirants express excitement, apprehension, and even fear as the day of induction approaches.  They worry that they won't be able to "answer the questions" correctly, even though older youths have tutored them;  they are concerned that "les anciens" (in this case, initiation officials) will reject them at the last moment (this seems never to happen); they fear that they may experience physical pain (we are assured that this is no longer part of the process, although initiates must stay awake all night and conduct themselves appropriately throughout).  They are very uptight young men a day or two before the ceremony! 
The morning after initiation, they re-enter the ordinary world in a state of exhausted bliss.  "We learned a lot!", they say. "Now we know what compagnonnage is really about!"  But they will not tell an outsider what they have learned, except to hint that the subject matter has to do with morality and proper interpersonal behavior, and they will not describe the processes through which they were instructed. To do so would violate a solemn oath they took during the rite, to which they will probably adhere for the rest of their lives. Clearly, initiations both provoke and nurture the emotions of participants.
Compagnonnage makes more mundane efforts and attempts than the preceding to stimulate and direct feelings.  For example, prévôts, maîtres de stages, and responsables are seen, and see themselves, as models of personal and professional behavior for younger members to observe and copy; ideally, only those who are likely to attract this kind of attention are selected for such positions.  Many participants at all levels acknowledge that they admire and attempt to emulate one or more admirable older members of the métier, commonly their maître de stage or an early employer.    
Youths develop a sense of affiliation with the maison community and marked pride in their métier. The first of these is promoted through participation in chores, such as dining room cleanup; mutual aid with workshop projects and homework assignments; being prompt, participative and non-cliqueish at meals, especially dinner; participating reliably in house meetings, banquets and other events in the compagnonnage calendar, excursions to cultural sites near the maison, etc., organized by the house or the métier.  The latter is furthered by voluntary attendance at corrections (evaluations) of chef-d'oeuvres and travails and at other participants' initiations; use of compagnonnage nicknames (which are bestowed by the métier) when interacting with maison residents and other compagnons; display of one's métier-specific canne (walking stick) and couleur (riband worn across the chest) on appropriate ceremonial occasions; etc.
     
Sédentaires---older compagnons who live and work in the region---play an important, if mostly informal, role in trainees' emotional development. Typically, these are busy men who have become at least moderately successful in their métier; nonetheless, they take time to visit the maison to have dinner with the youths, to demonstrate or teach specific techniques in the métier, to advise the Prévôt, to participate in a correction or an initiation, to demonstrate appropriate compagnonnage dress and decorum, and perhaps to personify the possibility of economic success in compagnonnage. Often they are accompanied by their wives and children. Many sédentaires invite small groups of youths to Sunday family dinner (an important occasion in France), at which compagnonnage customs and values may be discussed, and  compagnonnage history and myths retold. Apprentices and aspirants seem to feel personally validated by the attentions of these elders; they sometimes choose them as informal mentors, and go to them for advice about prospective jobs and cities on the Tour.
Clearly, participants' affects are continually mobilized and molded by these and other components of the program during their years as apprentices and aspirants, to the extent that some maison residents seem on long-lasting, non-chemical "highs", so eager and energetic are they as they go about their affairs.

Conclusion

I said at the beginning of this piece that compagnonnage is probably the "most complete" form of POE in operation today; I hope that you at least understand why I make this claim, even if you don't quite agree with it.
I also said, early on, that I believe the POE, etc., programs we have today are precursors of what will be the basic format of the secondary and college education of near future. I say that because compagnonnage, among other forms of POE, exhibits the capacity to fully engage  almost all of the adolescents and youth who enroll in it.  The young people we have seen in the maisons in France want to learn, for the most part enjoy learning, and do learn! 
The same cannot be said for the majority of students attending what I call the "school and classrooms model" of education, which is the one most of us here probably experienced in our own school and college days, and to which most of our POE students return when a sojourn in the "real world" comes to an end.  But there are lots of reasons to think that major proportions of today's youth do not want to and cannot engage themselves in learning in the traditional environment.
Today, the mass media and slightly older peers occupy increasing proportions of the lifespace and waking hours of youth, and transmit specific messages about what it is important to know and do. They project unrealistic fantasies of the future, often focused on the worlds of entertainment and professional sports, which by implication do not require school learning.  Parents today are minimally available as models, mentors, and disciplinarians; their own behavior may well be less "conventional" than that of their own parents' generation.  The expanding service economy lures young people towards low-paying, dead-end jobs. In many communities, schools are under-funded and teachers are underpaid and stressed, leading to classrooms that seem irrelevant, disorganized, and boring. Many students rebel or drop out; the majority simply goes through the paces, inauthentically.  Only a minority is productively engaged.  (On this topic, see Herzog 2005 for a fuller discussion.)
POE, and especially the "more complete" model I have been discussing, does engage young people. That is why it will become the new basic format.
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