
S-OJT  in Brief   

Competence is a person’s relative 
ability to perform a task. Some people might 
be very good at a task – such as an expert. 
Someone else might be just beginning to learn 
how to perform the task, or a novice. Table 1 
shows human competence categorized into a 

taxonomy ranging from a novice to that of a 
master. 

By Ronald L. Jacobs 
 
How do people learn to do their jobs? 

Research shows that most individuals learn 
their jobs in the actual workplace, not in 
corporate classrooms or other off-the-job 
settings. But much of this learning is informal 
or unstructured, which often results in 
unpredictable training outcomes. Therefore, 
an increasing number of organizations have 
begun to use Structured on-the-job training 
(S-OJT), since it combines the consistency 
and reliability of formal classroom training 
programs and the relevance of learning in the 
actual work setting. 
 
Challenge for Organizations 

What makes a company successful? 
Good products? Most advanced technology? 
Best customer service? All of these are 
important for success. But, none of these are 
more important than the people who work in 
the company. Specifically, it’s the knowledge 
and skills that people use to do their work. 
Unfortunately, the needs of organizations are 
constantly changing. The challenge for 
organizations is having the means to help 
employees update their knowledge and 
skills – or their competence – in the most 
efficient and effective ways possible.   
 
What is Competence? 

 
Changes in Competence 

Employee competence in organizations 
is subject to continuous change. Seven related 
situations occur that affect employee 
competence: 

 
 New-hires: Full-time, Part-time, and 

Temporary 
 Promotion 
 Rotation and transfer 
 Continuous improvement efforts 
 Multi-skilling 
 Technology 
 New products or services 
 Customer requirements 

 
S-OJT and Competence 

S-OJT is one of the best ways that 
companies can address their competence 
issues. But, S-OJT does not make employees 
into expert employees immediately. No 
training program can do that. S-OJT helps 
employees to work independently, faster and 
better. 

One who is new to the task and 
lacks the ability to perform it.

Novice

One who can reliably perform 
the task, but this person has 
limited experience.

Specialist

One who has performed the 
task repeatedly and can do it 
with ease.

Experienced 
Specialist

One who can do both the 
routine and non-routine cases 
of the task.

Expert

The real expert among experts. 
This person sets standards for 
others.

Master

One who is new to the task and 
lacks the ability to perform it.

Novice

One who can reliably perform 
the task, but this person has 
limited experience.

Specialist

One who has performed the 
task repeatedly and can do it 
with ease.

Experienced 
Specialist

One who can do both the 
routine and non-routine cases 
of the task.

Expert

The real expert among experts. 
This person sets standards for 
others.

Master

 

 

™ 
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Meaning of S-OJT Meaning of Unstructured OJT 
Structured on-the-job training (S-OJT) 

was first introduced in the 1980s to help 
organizations respond to the challenges of the 
global economy. 

Unfortunately, most training that occurs 
at the work setting is unplanned, or 
unstructured. All of us have experienced 
unstructured OJT. Some people call 
unstructured OJT “Follow Joe training” or 
“Sit by Sally training.” This means that the 
training will be done merely by watching 
someone else do it. 

S-OJT is defined as “The planned 
process of developing competence on units of 
work by having an experienced employee 
train a novice employee at the work setting or 
a location that closely resembles the work 
setting. Five key points in the definition are: 

 Unstructured OJT usually has the 
following features: 

 Rarely achieves the desired 
training outcomes  Experienced Employee – A person 

who knows the task and has been 
qualified as an S-OJT trainer. 

 Often includes inaccurate or 
incomplete content 

 Relies too much on individuals 
to communicate  Novice Employee – A person who 

lacks the knowledge and skills to 
perform a task, has the prerequisites, 
and is ready to learn. 

 Trainers often use different 
methods each time 

 Employees are uncertain 
whether it’s appropriate to 
share  

 Planned Process – The trainer uses the 
S-OJT Steps to guide how to deliver the 
S-OJT Module. The module contains all 
the information required to conduct the 
training. 

 Some employees fear to share 
their know-how 

 
View S-OJT as a system  Task – A specific unit of work within a 

job. A task is not everything that a 
person does, but just a small part. 

S-OJT differs from unstructured OJT in 
making use of a planned process. Carrying out 
the planned process with a system view helps 
ensure that the training will be efficient and 
effective. The system view of S-OJT has two 
major implications: First, S-OJT is a system 
in itself. Second, S-OJT should be developed 
and used systematically. 

 Work setting – This is the location of 
S-OJT, only if the training does not 
affect production or service delivery. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
S-OJT system 

As a system, the training inputs, 
training processes, and the training outputs 
can be identified. The system also recognizes 
that S-OJT occurs in an organizational setting. 

Planned Process 
 S-OJT Module 
 S-OJT Steps 

Experienced 
Employee 

Novice Employee

Work Setting 

Task 
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4. Prepare the S-OJT 
modules 

5. Deliver the S-OJT 

6. Evaluate and
troubleshoot the S-OJT

2. Analyze the work
to be learned

3. Develop S-OJT
trainers

1. Decide whether 
to use S-OJT 

 
 
S-OJT process 

Figure 2 presents the second implication of the system view—an orderly process is needed 
for the design, delivery, and evaluation of S-OJT. In general, the six process steps shown are the 
ones that allow us to put together a system in the most effective and efficient ways possible. 
 

The S-OJT process should be 
considered a subset of the larger 
performance improvement process. 
As such, S-OJT process should be 
used only after a through analysis 
of the gap between the current/ anticipated 
and the  
desired performance outcomes.  
As stated, S-OJT is appropriate  
only when the cause of the gap is 
caused by a lack of appropriate 
employee competence to perform as 
expected. 
 
 

Training Inputs Training Process Training Outputs 

• Novice employee • Training performance 

• Experienced employee • Work performance 

• Trainee development • Training location 

• Task to be learned • Get ready to train 

• Technology • Deliver the S-OJT Module 

• Ensure the trainee has learned

Organizational Context 

Figure 1. The S-OJT system 

Figure 2. The S-OJT Process 
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Benefit of S-OJT 
S-OJT makes use of the principle that 

training is most effective when it occurs as 
close as possible to the work. Many 
companies use S-OJT alone or to complement 
other training approaches, such as classroom 
training. 

The following outcomes have been 
reported:  

 Reduced training times  
 Lower training costs 
 Improved quality rates 
 Increased development 

opportunities for employees 
 
A case study suggests that S-OJT 

provides approximately twice the financial 
benefits and five times the efficiency 
compared to unstructured OJT. 

 
 

For more information: 

 Jacobs, R. (2003). Structured on-the-job training: 
Unleashing employee expertise in the workplace. 
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

 Jacobs, R., & Osman-Gani, A. (2005). Workplace 
learning and training: A cross-cultural 
perspective. Singapore: Pearson. 

 Jacobs, R. (ed.). (2002). Implementing structured 
on-the-job learning: A casebook. Alexandria, VA: 
American Society for Training and Development. 

 Jacobs, R. (ed.). (November, 2001). Planned 
training on the job. In Advances in Developing 
Human Resources series. San Francisco: Sage. 

 
Ronald L. Jacobs, Ph.D. is a professor of 

Workforce Development and Education at the 

Ohio State University. He also serves as Interim 

Director of the Center on Education and Training 

for Employment. email:Jacobs.3@osu.edu

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Copyright © Ronald L. Jacobs 2005 4



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for high quality pre-press printing. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later. These settings require font embedding.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


