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INSTRUMENTMAN TRAINING PROGRAM
by Don Zierath, Personnel Engineer
lowa Highway Commission

A month from this coming Friday, on Jan. 4, the fifth class will begin a ten-week course of instruction in
the instrument work involved in highway surveying. The Instrumentman Training Program has proven very
valuable in many respects. This is substantiated by the fact that this will be the fifth year that it will be offered. I
understate that from time to time at your conferences, you have had reports on this course and I know that you
have heard periodically from the course through invitations to have some of your men attend. I would, therefore,
like to use the time available today to point out two features of the course that the Highway Commission and
their engineers feel are very important and worthwhile.

The first feature that we feel is worthwhile is the quality of training. The course was developed by and is
administered by the Engineering Extension Service of Iowa State University. This course is not an amateur
effort. It is a professional product and as such, stands very high, we feel, in the field of technician training. The
instructors, who are graduate and/or registered engineers from the residency offices of the Commission, attend a
two-day school before the course begins each year to learn how to teach an adult group such as this. The
instructors for this year’s course will come to Ames Dec.17-18 and spend two days going over the material of
the course with a man from the Psychology Department of lowa State who will train them how to teach.

The course material is reviewed annually and is being improved by addition, deletion and shifting all the
time. As an example, we found that approximately one-third of the graduates become inspectors. There are
several reasons for this, none of the least of which is the personality and aptitude for supervisory responsibility
of the individual student. Some men just make better inspectors than they do instrumentmen or party chiefs. The
important point here is that when we recognized this, the course was modified accordingly.

Four and one half days are now devoted to instruction covering inspection procedures and problems and
a full day inspection trip of projects in progress. Here also, the instructors are engineers fully qualified in their
fields.

In recognizing this, we didn’t mean to imply that the money spent training the men who became
inspectors was wasted. To the contrary, this man was a better inspector because of his understanding of
surveying, his ability to read blueprints and his ability to read stakes and interpret them accurately.

The course itself is very intensive. The class load is seven hours a day with homework assignments that
keep the students busy for an additional two to five hours each night. As I’m sure everyone realizes, this is more
intensive than even a college curriculum. Another important point is that the class work is not just “book
learning,” but is heavily loaded with practical application.

The second feature that we feel is definitely worthwhile is the results we have come to expect from the
graduates of the course. An even 250 men from our construction offices have graduated from the course, plus 18
from our preliminary survey parties. Of the 250 from construction, 203 are still on the payroll. Taking all items
into consideration, this is a lower turnover rate than any other single group of employees in our organization.
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We have found that the graduate is qualified to independently handle any type of survey problem that is
encountered in highway construction. Their ability is somewhat limited in complexity. Most of the men are
limited in their ability to handle a party of men. This, of course, is primarily due to a lack of supervisor ability
and a lack of confidence on the part of a young man. This can be seen in the fact that 12 of the 48 graduates
form the class of 1959 are party chiefs, while only two of the 55 graduates from the class of 1959 are party
chiefs. Recognizing this, most of the resident engineers assign the graduates that are going into survey work as
an instrumentman, on a party with an experienced party chief for the first season to gain experience and the
confidence they need. Most of the men are ready for a party of their own by the time the second season rolls
around.

To complete the statistics, here is a breakdown of the men who have attended the courses from the
construction offices:

250 attendees
203 still employed
88 inspectors
75 instrumentmen
33 party chiefs
7 office

47 no longer on the payroll
16 entered college
7 entered military service
7 entered the ranks of the unemployed
17 resigned for miscellaneous reasons

There is no other place within the state where a man has the opportunity to receive the intense training in
the specific field encompassed by this course. The only alternative to this type of training is the on-the-job by
yourself or the men on your staff. This we all allow is time-consuming and spotty at best.

Without reservation, we feel this course has been a success beyond all expectation. The annual
Instrumentman Training Course has and is filling a real void in the shortage of qualified technicians.
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