
Enhanced Four-Step Apprenticeship 
Ladder 

A structured framework for developing junior talent in the age of AI. Each level includes 

objectives, real-world tasks, AI’s role, and metrics for advancement. 

Level 1: Foundations — 'Learning the Tools & Basics' 

Learning Objectives 

• Set up local environments and repositories confidently 

• Understand project structure and naming conventions 

• Gain comfort with version control, build pipelines, and documentation 

Sample Tasks 

• Configure IDEs, SDKs, and dependencies 

• Improve inline comments or update documentation 

• Reproduce and document a bug from logs or user reports 

• Write simple unit tests with AI-generated suggestions 

AI’s Role 

• Use AI as a tutor to explain error messages and syntax 

• Generate draft test cases or boilerplate docs 

• Encourage prompts like 'explain this code' rather than 'write this code' 

Metrics for Advancement 

• Successfully sets up a full local environment 

• At least 5 merged PRs with minimal rework 

• Can explain 3–5 AI-generated code snippets in their own words 

Level 2: Feature Fragments — 'Owning Small Pieces' 

Learning Objectives 

• Learn to adapt AI suggestions, not just copy them 

• Build small but production-quality contributions 

• Understand testing and code review processes 

Sample Tasks 

• Add a new endpoint or small feature toggle 

• Refactor a function for clarity or performance 



• Create or update CI/CD scripts with mentor oversight 

• Write integration tests for existing features 

AI’s Role 

• Generate draft implementations to speed learning 

• Suggest refactorings or performance optimizations 

• Provide sample test cases that the junior must review and adapt 

Metrics for Advancement 

• Completes 10+ PRs with <25% rework 

• Demonstrates ability to debug AI-generated code independently 

• Writes documentation for at least one feature fragment 

Level 3: System Threads — 'Crossing Boundaries' 

Learning Objectives 

• Understand interactions between services or modules 

• Learn performance profiling and troubleshooting techniques 

• Begin contributing to design discussions 

Sample Tasks 

• Investigate a performance issue across two services 

• Contribute to incident postmortem and write lessons learned 

• Implement a logging or monitoring improvement 

• Refactor shared libraries or APIs 

AI’s Role 

• Assist in analyzing logs and suggesting fixes 

• Generate draft scripts for monitoring or performance testing 

• Summarize documentation for cross-service architecture 

Metrics for Advancement 

• Completes at least one cross-service fix that passes QA 

• Contributes to incident review with meaningful insight 

• Demonstrates ability to evaluate multiple AI-proposed solutions 

Level 4: Ownership — 'Becoming a Multiplier' 

Learning Objectives 

• Take responsibility for small features or subsystems 

• Develop architecture decision records (ADRs) 



• Mentor peers at Levels 1–2 

Sample Tasks 

• Lead delivery of a scoped feature from design to release 

• Draft and present a technical ADR for team review 

• Pair with Level 1 juniors on debugging and test writing 

• Present learnings in a sprint demo or brown-bag session 

AI’s Role 

• Support in writing ADR drafts and summarizing alternatives 

• Generate comparative code approaches for evaluation 

• Help prepare presentations, diagrams, or documentation 

Metrics for Advancement 

• Successfully delivers a feature end-to-end with minimal mentor intervention 

• Authors at least one ADR or technical doc adopted by the team 

• Mentors at least two juniors and documents outcomes 

• Consistently demonstrates judgment in when to trust vs. override AI suggestions 

Key Principles 
• Right-sized work: Assign tasks that challenge without overwhelming. 

• AI as practice partner: Never the crutch, always the sparring partner. 

• Mentorship cadence: 45 minutes a week per junior, spread across 3 short sessions. 

• Progression: Move up only when both metrics and mentors confirm readiness. 

 

Disclaimer: These materials are provided for informational and educational purposes only 

and do not constitute professional advice. Use of these resources is at your own discretion 

and risk. The author assumes no liability for any direct or indirect loss or damage arising 

from their use. For more insights and resources, visit www.briancnewman.com. 

http://www.briancnewman.com/

