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Description
This project gave student teachers a fresh
lens through which to look at the issues
around work experience in schools, by
taking the viewpoints and stories of
learners as its starting point. How do
young people in schools experience their
work placements? What does success
look like from their point of view?

The project was a partnership project
with the Edge Learner Forum, a growing
network of young people who are
working to improve the education
system and to raise the status of practical
‘hands-on’ learning. The Edge Learner
Forum is sponsored by Edge, an
educational foundation with a mission
to promote practical and vocational
learning (www.edge.co.uk).

The young members of the Edge
Learner Forum are all experts in their
own perspectives and motivations. Since
the Learner Forum was established in

2004, its members have
developed expertise in collaborating
with education professionals to articulate
their experiences and viewpoints. They
have gained experience in developing
innovative new ideas and constructive
directions for change. They have worked
in partnership with key organisations such
as the Open University, the Learning and
Skills Council, Future lab and Teachers’
TV. The Learner Forummembers come
from diverse educational and social
backgrounds; they are not the voices
that are usually heard in student forums.

The project brought student teachers
of modern languages together with
expert young members of the Learner
Forum in a collaborative environment,
challenging the usual hierarchies and
facilitating the co-development of
practical strategies for improving work
experience in schools.

This report is a record of what
has already come out of the project,
capturing the experiences and
perspectives of the young experts,
and the practical strategies generated
through their collaboration with student
teachers.

Aims and methods

Through an active collaboration
with young learners, the project aimed
to provide student teachers with the
following benefits:

•First-hand insights into the
experiences of young people on work

Improving work experience for
young learners

A learner-led project in
partnership with the Edge Learner
Forum
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placements
•An understanding of what makes
successful work experience from the
learner perspective
•Practical strategies that they can
employ to implement successful work
experience programmes in schools

To date, the project has incorporated
two distinct stages of activity:

Stage 1: Initial research and engagement

The young people came together in
a facilitated workshop to reflect on their
own experiences of work placements in
schools and visualise their ‘personal work
experience journeys’. Working in teams
they brainstormed some practical
advice for teachers in schools.

Stage 2: A seminar event targeted at
student teachers

The Learner Forum ran a seminar at the
WLE Centre, attended by student
teachers in modern languages and a
number of experts in business-education
partnerships from the Edge Foundation.
The seminar began with a facilitated
panel of Learner Forummembers talking
about their personal experiences of work
placements and their views about why
improvement is necessary. Only after all
the young members had contributed
were the student teachers and experts
invited to respond to the learners. During
the second half of the seminar, the
student teachers collaborated with the
Learner Forummembers in groups to
generate practical strategies for
improvement.

We are currently planning a further
phase of work, in which the same group
of student teachers will be invited to
collaborate with Learner Forummembers
to develop guidance that can be made
available to schools, teachers, employers
and learners.

The young learner perspective
Highs and lows of their own work
placements

The Edge Learner Forummembers who
participated in the project were invited
to reflect on their own experiences of
work placements, thinking about their
experiences before, during and after
the work placement. They were invited
to think about their experiences as
journeys, and to construct their own
personal narratives or testimonies of
work experience. (To see their personal
work experience journeys please
download the Appendix from the WLE
website)

The stories these young people
told about their work experience
and the comments they made have
been captured in the table in the next
page, articulated as the ‘highs’ and
‘lows’ of their personal experiences.

Although many of the young learners’
work experience stories were negative,
some of the young people did talk
about positive elements of their work
placements. Notably, they found that
individual staff members in the workplace
made a difference to their day-to-day
experiences by taking an interest in them
or showing faith in them. The young
people also had better experiences
when they arranged the work placement
for themselves or through their parents,
rather than through the school.

Listening to the young people’s stories in
the seminar, the student teachers
reflected that they sounded similar to
their own experiences of work experience
when at school. A Learner Forum
member summed this up with a question:
“Why is it that time has changed but work
experience has not?”

The meaning of work experience

An expert from the Edge Foundation
argued that the problem with work
experience is that nobody knows what it
is for. There is no clear agreement on the
meaning and role of work experience,
and most employers do not know why
young people are doing work
experience. With this in mind, the young
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HHiigghhss LLoowwss
Before the
placement

Schools made an effort to match work
placements our individual interests

Work experience in schools often seems
disorganized. There is often only one person
coordinating work experience and they are
overstretched.

There is not a wide variety of employers to
choose from. We are forced to choose
between limited local businesses, e.g.
hairdressers.

We were given placements by the school
that did not match our interests or
aspirations

There were no detailed plans of what was
going to happen on the work placement

We get the impression that the work
experience system is not cared about. “It’s
just somewhere to send the pupils away for
2 weeks!”

During the
placement

We enjoyed having two weeks off
school!

We got treated as a equal by people
in the workplace

Some individual staff members were
kind 

It was good to be in a different
environment than school

We met new people from other places
and backgrounds

We were included in real meetings

We were only given mundane admin
tasks or ‘left-overs’. It felt like ‘slavery’.

It was frustrating not being allowed to do
real work. You get the feeling that you are
wasting time and it’s hard to motivate
yourself to go to work in the morning.

We got the feeling we were a bit of a
burden and not really wanted in the
workplace.

We found it long hours with not enough
breaks

We were not given much respect

We were working in an isolated way
without much communication

During the
placement

We learned to meet deadlines

Doing customer service gave us
confidence

We gained work skills like
photocopying

We learnt something practical and
useful

We did loads of work without being paid,
and we could not keep our tips

We did not learn anything and we came
away with nothing to show for it

There was no follow-up at school after the
placement

We didn’t fill out our work experience
diaries and no-one asked us to see them at
school

The placement was not relevant to our
wider learning at school, it did not feed in to
anything else we were doing

The placement did not help us making
decisions about careers
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people from the Learner Forum were
asked to articulate what work experience
means to them and what they think it is
for. 

The learners commented that the young
people at their schools look forward to
doing work experience and they
identified some of the key reasons why:

•It’s exciting because it helps you get
closer to the adult world
•To see the ‘real work situation’ and
getting a day-to-day experience of
working life
•To develop yourself to get ready for
working life
•To test out what you could become in
the future and ‘knock out’ certain options

One thing the young people were very
clear about was that work experience
should not be about punctuality and
discipline. From their perspective, school
pupils can acquire these attributes within
the school environment. Work
experience, they argued, should be an
experience that learners cannot gain
inside school.

The benefits of improving work experience

At the seminar, the learners put forward
arguments about what the UK has to gain
by improving work experience in schools.
The young people argued that people
should work hard to improve work
experience for young people in schools
because there is a lot to gain by getting it
right. In particular, they argued that there
would be two important benefits of taking
this agenda seriously:

i.Producing an effective workforce for
the future
-“Don’t we want the youth of today
going into work with a good work
ethic?”
-“Our future work force could have more
positive attitude, be more motivated
and more driven.”
ii.Increasing levels of aspiration among
young people 
-“Sometimes young people opt for the

easy option and follow the crowd.”
-“Young people are not aware of their
full potential; they are not looking outside
the box.”
-“Work experience is a ‘way of opening
people’s eyes’ by giving them new
experiences”

What makes a successful work
experience?
Working collaboratively with Learner
Forum members at the seminar, the
participating student teachers generated
a clear vision for successful work
experience from the learner perspective:

1.Being well-prepared :
Learners should go through a learning
process by getting prepared for work
experience. For instance, young people
could do research on the internet and
raise their awareness of different jobs.

2.Having clear expectations:
There should be clear communication
about the expectations of the learner and
the employer. Both parties need to know
what to expect honestly, what they will
both get out of it. There should be no
surprises!

3. Getting a real experience:
“It should be what it says on the tin”: 
Work experience should be an
experience, a real experience that
changes your perspective somehow.

Employers will benefit from giving young
people real work to do. And young
people will respond well if they feel
integrated into the team, their value 
is acknowledged, and they get
constructive feedback along the way.

4. Achieving personal goals
Above all, young people should see that
they have achieved a personal target
that they themselves set at the beginning
of the placement. They will put everything
they have into achieving these goals if
employers give them the opportunity.

Practical strategies for improving work
experience in schools
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The student teachers and the young
experts from the Learner Forum also
generated practical strategies for
improving work experience that could 
be developed and implemented in
school settings. These practical ideas
represent possible ways forward 
for schools and teachers working to

improve work experience for their pupils.
In the final stage of the project, we intend
to develop some guidance to support
schools, teachers, employers and learners
to turn these ideas into a reality. 

Project outcomes
The initial feedback we have gathered

Embedding work
experience into the
school more widely

Spread responsibility more widely 
•Have more than one person coordinating work
experience placements, so that they can work closely with
each tutor group. Ideally, schools would have a team of
people in school who are involved in work experience
arrangements. 
•Even though not all teachers can be involved in the work
experience process, more teachers across the curriculum
could be involved in identifying the learners’ personal goals
for work experience. Subject teachers have the most
knowledge about the skills and talents of individual learners.

Reach out to employers and offer them support to get
involved
•Invite a wider range of employers to get involved with
school life. For instance, the school could bring employers 
in to talk to young people about different jobs. Hearing these
talks would help learners to “look up in life” and might cause
them to explore something new. School could also host
conferences and job fairs where employers let students
know about different jobs. 
•Go to different employers and sell the idea of work
experience in terms of its benefits to them. Young people
could also get involved in persuading employers to take this
seriously.
•Provide employers with practical advice on the best way
to engage with learners in the workplace.

Planning and
preparing for work
placements

Matching placements to individual motivations
•Carry out one-to-one interviews with each student in
advance to help them decide what they want to do and
make sure they find something appropriate to them as an
individual.
•If students are not sure what placement they want to do,
try and understand what interests them and make
suggestions.
•Invite career advisors or employers to give a talk to
students informing them of what’s really involved in different
jobs drawing on specific details and experiences.

Supporting students to make the best of their experience
•Introduce preparation lessons before learners go on work
experience. Use DVDs of work experience as learning aids in
lessons, to help students learn how to make the most out of 
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their work experience placement. They could facilitate a
discussion with the students about how they can turn around
a bad experience , things they could say to empower
themselves.
•Give learners the support to find their own work
experience placements and approach employers for
themselves – this would be a very valuable learning
experience in itself.
•Hold mock job interviews for students going on
placement.
•Before the placement help each student to come up 
with a list of requirements that they want to achieve for
themselves (after the experience this requirement list can 
be discussed and ticked off to show progress).
•Help learners to negotiate a ‘contract’ with their employer
about what they want to do on their placement and what
they want to gain from it.  The contract could include:

Basics like dates and times 
Realistic jobs and goals
What employer will do and what student will do
Induction plan

Following the work
experience through

Gathering continuous feedback
•Ideally, teachers should make visits to the workplace
during the course of the placement to ensure that work
experience is going well and there are no problems. If this is
not possible, a regular text or email would be useful.
•After the placement, carry out final interviews with 
the learner and the employer, including:

A one-to-one interview with the learner to hear their
views without the employer present. This interview could
be used to see whether the placement has changed their
view of what they want to do in the future, to see what
else they would like to do, and to make sure it all went
well.

A meeting with the employer after the placement 
has ended to see what the student’s qualities were while
working and what they need to improve on.

Have a meeting to bring the employer and the 
learner together to exchange feedback on both sides,
including feedback to the employer about how to
improve the experience.

Integrating work experience outcomes in the wider school
curriculum
•Review the learners’ work experience records or 
‘diaries’ and facilitate a group discussion about the 
learners’ experiences in lessons.
•Support the learners in class to make use of what 
they have done on their work placement, for instance by
incorporating it into a piece of coursework. For instance, in
the Modern Languages students can write or talk about 
their placement in a foreign language.
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from the participating student teachers 
in modern languages indicates that this
project has enriched their thinking by:

•Prompting them to consider how 
they can contribute to integrating work
experience into the wider school
curriculum
•Providing them with a first-hand
understanding of the needs of learners 
in the system
•Challenging their existing beliefs 
and assumptions about the needs and
motivations of learners
•Affirming the importance of work
experience and its potential benefit for
the learners
•Inspiring them to carry out their own
further work and investigation looking at
the issues relating to work experience 

and schools
These outcomes will be revisited and
reassessed through a follow-up
evaluation after a 3 month period. 

The testimonies, lessons and strategies
generated through this project will be
produced as a resource pack for
teachers to use when planning and
implementing work experience
programmes in their institutions. This pack
will be produced as a CD-rom, to include
audio-visual clips of learner testimonies.
The resource pack is intended to serve as
an effective practical framework to
guide their work in this area, particularly 
in order to facilitate a more effective
dialogue between employers, learners
and employers.

Comments about the project from participating student teachers:

“I hope to remember the feedback of these young people in my future career so that
I may contribute to ensuring work experience is a useful and integrated part of the
curriculum.”

“To be able to establish relationships with learners outside the classroom in a non-
hierarchical environment is crucial for us to remain aware of young people’s needs.”

“There is always room for improvement and the most valuable comments are those
coming from the students.”

“You get real perspective from fresh experiences.”

“It would be good to see more parties of young people brought into the IOE to
exchange views and to challenge our beliefs and assumptions.”

“Today’s learners challenged some of my views and opened my horizons.”

“You already seem to be doing the right things – so more of it perhaps? More young
learners into more PGCE providers.”

“Its made me think closely about the purpose and processes of work experience and
how all can benefit and the potential obstacles to it being a positive experience.”

“The young people have brilliant ideas and that’s who we are working for.”

“A real insight into work experience from the perspective of all parties involved.”

“The student voice is so important.”

“Learners are the main focus and therefore we cannot underestimate what we can
learn from them.”


