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Just a few miles east of the Golden Gate Bridge, the CoreNet Global Northern California Chapter 
has built a bridge of its own. But rather than deliver commuters into San Francisco, it connects 

the world of academia with that of corporate real estate (CRE). Established over 10 years ago, the 
CoreNet Global Northern California Chapter’s CoreNet Apprenticeship Program (CAP) is a 
unique partnership between the CoreNet Global Northern California Chapter and the University of 
California, Berkeley’s Hass School of Business. A powerful example of CoreNet Global’s strategic 
priority to strengthen relationships with academic institutions around the world, CAP provides 
undergraduates with real world experiences and horizon-broadening knowledge about careers in 
CRE through paid summer internships with leading organizations.

Laying the Foundation
Since its inception, over 200 students have participated in CAP and many have gone on to pursue careers 
in CRE. The program is co-chaired by Robert Teed, Vice President of Real Estate and Workplace Services 
at DocuSign and Brian Thomas, Transaction Manager at CBRE – McKesson and a CAP graduate. Each 
year, eight to 10 students earn $15 per hour during eight- to 12-week internships. “It costs less than 
$8,000 for the entire summer,” says Teed. “It is a great value, given the caliber of students and the level of 
contribution they make within the organizations.” 

The program is the brainchild of David Nelson, Senior Vice President of Global Corporate Real 
Estate at Wells Fargo. A Haas School graduate, Nelson accepted a part-time teaching post shortly after 
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    INNOVATIVE APPRENTICESHIP 

   PROGRAM BRIDGES GAP 
                 IN THE BAY AREA

A group of apprentices from the CoreNet Global Northern California Chapter’s CoreNet Apprenticeship Program (CAP) gather at a recent 

meeting. (l-r) Thomas Muchnick, Gensler, Junior Facilitator, CAP Committee; William Neri, CBRE-McKesson, Junior Facilitator, CAP 

Committee; Michael McDonnell, 2015 CAP intern; Robert Teed, VP of Real Estate and Workplace Services, DocuSign, CAP Committee 

Co-Chair; Brian Thomas, CBRE-McKesson, CAP Committee Co-Chair; Michael Stern, 2015 CAP intern; Hiu Ngan, UC Berkeley Student 
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graduation. Honored to be invited to join the faculty, he began thinking about how he 
could give back. He mentioned the idea of creating an apprenticeship program to Roger 
Gage, Executive Director at Cushman & Wakefield, who earned an MBA from the Haas 
School. Gage and Nelson took the idea to Joan Price, Principal at Gensler and then-
Chapter President, who secured Board approval. The team launched the program in 2005. 

“As a professor, it is a very rich and rewarding experience for me to see students interested 
in corporate real estate and to watch them follow the career path that I chose,” notes 
Nelson. “Having access to the crème de la crème in terms of employees is huge.” Nelson 
adds that the CAP students he has sponsored have consistently contributed significantly 
to Wells Fargo. “We have used a great deal of the input and research performed by the 
students and several have gone on to become full-time employees,” he says.

Frank Robinson, retired Senior Vice President of Corporate Real Estate and 
Workplace at McKesson, agrees. He remembers receiving the call from Nelson requesting that he 
hire a CAP student. “For me, the decision was simple. How often do you gain access to a group of 
talented college students and get the chance have their contribution?” Robinson recalls one summer 
when he and Matt Werner, Head of Client Solutions for CBRE’s Global Corporate Services, invited 
apprentices in for a session on creating powerful outsource partnerships. “We got 15 college students 
eager to learn about corporate real estate to show up without providing free beer!” Robinson quips.  

A Track Record of Success
One of the attendees at Robinson and Werner’s session was Brian Thomas, whom Robinson hired a 
few years later to work on the CBRE – McKesson team. Thomas, a CAP student in 2009, apprenticed 
with Sandy Heistand, current CoreNet Global Northern California President and Director of Global 
Real Estate at Advent Software. “My apprenticeship never officially ended,” Thomas says. “I went 
back to school in August and then returned in March to work two days a week.” After graduating in 
May 2010, Thomas became a full-time employee at Advent. In July 2011, he joined Robinson’s CBRE 
– McKesson team as a transaction analyst and was promoted to transaction manager in early 2013. 
Thomas credits CAP for opening up the pathway for him into CRE. “The program pairs up theory 
with real life application extremely well. I quickly learned the terminology and about the life cycle of 
real estate.”

Another CAP student who got easily acclimated to the profession was Samantha Martz, Director 
at T3Advisors. Martz completed her internship at Gensler in 2008. “I got so much out of the program. 
Joan Price really took me under her wing, and I got to do things that people my age rarely get to 
do,” recounts Martz, who attended client meetings, made new business pitches and even attended 
her first CoreNet Global Summit during her internship. She went on to work for The Concord 
Group as an analyst and returned to Gensler as a portfolio strategist in 2010. Martz also did stints 
at CBRE and Salesforce before accepting her current position. “My 
experience in the CAP program was incredible. It was the start of 
a great career,” she says.

Other success stories include Zack Bernstein, the very first CAP 
student to intern at Wells Fargo in 2005. Bernstein went on to work 
for Wells for five years before moving on to a private equity firm 
focused on real estate. Another apprentice, Taniel Baghdikian, 
interned at Wells a few years ago. Nelson notes that he will be 
returning to the company soon as a real estate negotiator for Wells 
Corporate Properties.

Filling a Void
The program also serves a previously unmet need of the University, 
according to Nancy E. Wallace, Professor and Chair of the Real Estate 
Group at the Haas School. “While there were already significant career 
resources for graduate students, there was nothing for the undergraduates. 
Students had to rely on central campus recruiting, which presented 
significant limitations,” Wallace recalls.

The University has a large international student population, and 
CAP has placed students from all over the globe, including England, 
Australia, Egypt and China. Although most students intern with 
local companies, a student was placed in London in 2014 and this 
year, one worked in Hong Kong. “The students come back from 

Interested in organizing your own chapter-

based apprenticeship program?

Leaders of Northern California’s CAP offer 

the following tips:

1. Forge an alliance with an academic institution.

2. Leverage chapter leadership to provide 

internships.

3. Reach out to potential host companies 

throughout the year.

4. Enlist the communications committee to get the 

word out.

5. Create a database to keep in touch with 

students and track progress.
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their experiences with a much more concrete vision of the issues that companies face with regard to 
real estate. This clarity helps them enter their senior year more prepared. They learn what skills are 
needed in the workplace so they can choose electives that are geared to the career they want to pursue,” 
Wallace says.

She adds that the program is also unique in that it attracts diverse students. Wallace describes the 
course Nelson teaches as a “gateway” class with large attendance. Generally, there are approximately 120 
students who come from diverse educational backgrounds, such as business, architecture, urban planning, 
engineering and economics. Consequently, the CAP students have a broad range of interests. “Forming a 

close alliance with CoreNet Global through Nelson has been important 
for the success of the program,” says Wallace. “Our students come in 
knowing nothing about corporate real estate; however, when a professor 
stands up in class and says ‘this is a great program,’ they believe it.”

Challenges and Opportunities
But for all of CAP’s success, Wallace admits that administering the 
program requires a significant amount of work. In the beginning, 
Joon Lee, Vice President of Corporate Properties at Wells Fargo and 
a member of Nelson’s staff, served as program coordinator. CoreNet 
Global volunteer Lynda Ward took over the administration from 2008 
to 2012. Today, CAP is student-run, with Brian Thomas performing 
administrative duties and funneling more responsibility to the students. 
At the beginning of the year, Nelson has the program coordinator come 
to class and present the program to students. 

“Syncing the academic schedules with those of corporate sponsors 
has also proved challenging,” Thomas says. Students apply in early 
October and are inducted in early November. Internships starts in late 
May and conclude in late August. “Getting the right internships lined 

up during that specific time frame has been tough. We continually promote the program and ask companies 
to put interns in their staffing plans each year.”

Another obstacle the CAP committee is working to overcome is keeping in touch with participants 
after they complete their internships and graduate. This past May, the committee hosted a reunion for 
participants with that goal in mind. “We are in the process of creating a more robust database for keeping in 
touch with apprentices and tracking their progress. We also just got Board approval to offer each apprentice 
a complimentary, one-year membership in CoreNet Global,” Thomas states.

Despite the challenges, all evidence suggests CAP is thriving. Nine students participated this past summer 
at a number of host companies, including Advent Software, CBRE, CRESA, Hamilton Zanze, JLL, 
McKesson, Visa and Wells Fargo. Heistand says the value CAP has added to the Northern California Chapter 
is multifaceted. “We have grown into a unique and thriving multi-generational community with strong 
engagement at all levels and the CAP program is a large part of the reason. Our most senior executives, some 
of whom are retired, give generously to our younger professionals by hiring our CAP interns. Members of our 
Young Leaders’ Group play an important role by helping integrate the CAP students into our community. 
Each constituency extends itself to help the other and the results are inspiring.” 

Based in San Francisco, Calif., Erin Carew is founder and principal of Instigate 
Marketing & Public Relations. She is a long-time member and supporter of the 
CoreNet Global Northern California Chapter. 

“Having access to the crème de la crème in terms of employees 
is huge. We have used a great deal of the input and research 

performed by the students and several have gone on to become 
full-time employees.” 

David Nelson speaking with a group of CAP students at the CoreNet 

Global Northern California Chapter’s January 2014 meeting. 
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