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The best Work Experience Week yet!
This year’s Work 
Experience Week 
was the biggest and 
best yet – with over 
500 organisations 
taking part in 
activities across  
the country. 

Natspec member colleges took 
the opportunity to showcase 
their learners’ Work Experience 
through a variety of activities – 
from arranging placements with 
local employers to launching a 
café as a social enterprise. 

Whilst most people recognise the 
need for young people to gain 
real work experience, currently 
only one in four employers offer 
it. This number is even lower for 
young people with a learning 
difficulty or disability (LDD). 

Youth unemployment is a major 
problem – yet those with an LDD 
are more than twice as likely to 

www.natspec.org.uk

be ‘not in education, employment 
or training’ (NEET) than those 
without*. 

For these young people, the need 
for good quality work experience 
-  which allows employers to 
provide a young person with an 
introduction to working life -  has 
never been greater. 

That’s why it was great to see real 
life examples of work experience 
from colleges across the country 
as part of Work Experience Week.

BY JESSICA REXWORTHY
MARKETING, PROMOTIONS  
& MEDIA MANAGER  
AT FAIR TRAIN

Read more about Natspec’s work with Fair Train:  
www.fairtrain.org/News/Agreement-with-Natspec-colleges-to-encourage-
Work-Experience-for-disabled-learners.aspx

* Figures from Ofsted report Progression 
post-16 for learners with learning 
difficulties and/or disabilities August 2011.

SAM HOOK - A WORK EXPERIENCE SUCCESS STORY (SEE PAGE 9)
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‘I could have been 
someone…’  
‘Well so could anyone’. 

So sang the Pogues and 
Kirsty MacColl in ‘Fairy 
Tale of New York’.

That was certainly the belief that drove 
Neil Baldwin, whose story was told in the 
recent BBC docudrama ‘Marvellous’.  

Neil, who has learning difficulties, decided 
that the best way to get the job he wanted 
was to go right in and ask, and his charm, 
persuasion, passion – things you can’t 
get accreditation for – opened numerous 
doors and opportunities. 

It would be foolish to pretend this will 
work for everyone, and to be honest ‘just 
go for it’ is probably not the kind of high 
quality, impartial advice and guidance we 
are looking to offer. 

In fact, for most young people and adults with learning 
difficulties seeking work is a massive challenge. The figures, 
with only around 7% in employment, make grim reading.

One route to helping young people with learning difficulties 
or disabilities improve their chances in the job market is to 
give them experience in the work place, something which 
specialist colleges make a high priority. They can try out new 
vocational areas, develop sector specific skills, and perhaps 
most importantly, develop their employability skills in a  
real-world setting. 

Central to making this work is effective engagement with 
employers; persuading them of the benefits of taking on 
someone with a learning difficulty or disability and ensuring 
that good support is in place for employer and student 
throughout the placement. 

Jane Hatton, Natspec’s Skills patron, writes persuasively 
about this (see page 8), and when we survey our employers 
they tell us that the support they get is outstanding.

During Fair train’s National Work Experience Week in 
October, specialist colleges used a variety of approaches to 
engage with employers and thank them for their continued 
support – some of their stories are included in this edition of 
Natspec news. 

The employers who were willing to give Neil Baldwin a 
chance all found that he added value, both as a person and 
as a worker. If the above figure of 7% is to increase, more 
employers need to discover the added value of taking on an 
employee with learning difficulties or disabilities.

Chief Executive’s Welcome
BY ALISON BOULTON

ALISON WITH STUDENTS FROM QUEEN ALEXANDRA COLLEGE, BIRMINGHAM 

(Photo: Tamsin Mae Reed)
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STUDENT INTERVIEW: Liam joins  
the council for work experience
Why did you want to do  
work experience?
I have always wanted to work 
with post and I want to get 
experience of this before I leave 
college and start a job.

When and where did you do 
your placement?
In the post-room at County 
Hall in Trowbridge; I started in 
October 2014 and I will go one 
day every week in term-time until 
I leave college in July 2015.

Why did you choose that job?
I’m very keen on working with 
post. Wiltshire Council has a big 
postal facility at County Hall.

Did anyone help you or provide 
you with any help prior to and 
during your placement?
Yes, my Work Experience 
Facilitator at Fairfield helped me 
before I started and also on my 
first day. Other people will be 
helping me with transport. On 
placement, the postal team help 
me.

What did you expect from your 
placement?
I thought my first day was going 
to be harder than it was!

Were you nervous on your first 
day – who helped you?
Yes, I was. I had support from 
my Work Experience Facilitator 
and from my work placement 
supervisor

What jobs/tasks did you enjoy 
the most?
Putting the post in pigeon-holes, 
and delivering & sorting the mail

What was your proudest 
moment whilst on placement?
Getting the placement!

How do you think the 
experience has benefited you?
It’s good to get experience of 
working for a big employer.

Any tips for other young people 
taking on work experience in 
the future?
If you want to work in a big 
environment, go to County Hall.

Liam Shephard is a student 
at Fairfield Farm College, 
Wiltshire. 

fairfieldopportunityfarm.ac.uk

LIAM IN THE POST ROOM 

http://fairfieldopportunityfarm.ac.uk
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‘Takin’ Charge’ brings together 
young people with Duchenne 
Muscular Dystrophy to help them 
plan for their future, develop the 
skills and knowledge needed to 
become more independent and 
stay fit and healthy.

Kathy Melling from the British 
Association of Supported 
Employment addressed the 
assembled students on the 
various different pathways 
to employment, whilst Marco 
Bardino of Enterprise rent-a-car, 
Tessa Oversby from Barclays 
and Jo McSherrie, Head of 
Treloar College all spoke about 
their positive experiences 
of employing people with 
disabilities.

Takin’ Charge at Treloar College
On 19th October, the lottery-funded ‘Takin’ Charge’ initiative ran 
an event at Treloar College to promote employment aspirations 
for young men with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy.

Jackie Ockenden from the 
Department of Work and 
Pensions gave an informative talk 
on ‘Access to Work’ payments, 
and Tyran Hawthorne, a former 
Treloar College student, spoke 
about his university life, having 
recently graduated from 
Portsmouth with a 1st class 
honours degree in photography. 

Following a discussion session 
between students & parents 
about their dream jobs and 
how their parents could help 
them achieve these goals, Dr 
Janet Hoskin and Celine Barry 
from Takin’ Charge summarised 
a really successful day that 
encouraged young people to 
aspire to achieve great things  
in life.

www.treloar.org.uk

The Duchenne gene is primarily found on the X-chromosome, so 
it mostly affects boys. Thanks to a number of medical treatments, 
young people with Duchenne are now living into their twenties, 
thirties and beyond.

The Takin’ Charge programme provides aspirational information for 
boys and their families about the choices available beyond school, 
including further education, training and/or employment options, 
independent living including housing options and the impact of good 
health care provision.  

Young people complete an e-portfolio that records all of the 
challenges that they have undertaken across the year. They receive 
a qualification that is accredited by ASDAN and forms part of the 
Certificate of Personal Effectiveness. 

The project also gives young people with Duchenne the chance 
to develop friendships and learn new skills such as animation, 
music and computing, and to gain the confidence to speak up 
for themselves when talking to their Members of Parliament or 
organising fundraising events.

Duchenne muscular 
dystrophy is the most 
common fatal genetic 
disorder diagnosed in 
childhood, affecting 
approximately 1 in 
every 3,500 male births 
(around 2500 people 
have DMD in the UK). 

Find out more: www.actionduchenne.org/education/takin-charge

STUDENTS GET TO WORK
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Exeter Deaf Academy signs 
up for Work Experience Week

Today’s event has been 
fantastic for raising 
awareness with local 
employers. In today’s  
society, simply having a CV 
and attending an interview 
is often not enough to 
secure a job. 

Having the chance to build 
a rapport and trust for 
employees and employers 
is imperative and so 
enabling opportunities 
for all young people, 
particularly those with 
additional needs is vital. 

Employers facilitating work 
experience placements 
and opportunities can help 
provide a level playing field 
for all.

“

Representatives from 
potential & current 
employers gathered 
at an ‘employers’ 
event’ at Rougemont 
Castle to celebrate 
the work of the 
Acadamy’s students, 
thank current work 
placement providers 
and encourage others 
to find out more.

The day included talks on the 
benefits of having deaf students 
join the assembled employers for 
work experience, Deaf Awareness 
training - including learning 
some key employability signs – 
and information on the role of 
communication support workers 
and other staff who can ensure a 
positive experience for students, 
employees and employers alike.

Lunch was served by Deaf 
Academy students who chatted 
with participants about their own 
work experience, and explained 
how many of the perceived 
barriers to work placements 
could be swiftly removed. 

Students also spoke in a Q&A 
session about their work 
experience placements and the 
opportunities that have since 
opened up for them.

Nicky Snell, Business 
Development Manager at PGL 
Training said: 

“It has been fantastic to have 
the opportunity to interact with 
the Deaf Academy’s students 
and find out more about their 
activities. Today’s event has 
provided me with a range of 
information and experiences  
I can share with my colleagues 
and help raise awareness of the 
Deaf Academy and its students.”

www.exeterdeafacademy.ac.uk

SHARING STORIES OVER LUNCH 

“JAMES FOSS
EMPLOYMENT SERVICES 
MANAGER AT ST LOYE’S 
FOUNDATION
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The café is the main provider of internal work 
experience for Freeman College students and 
hosted an exhibition illustrating the range of 
work experience students from the college have 
undertaken.

The café, who’s staff prepare and serve food to 
the public is a social enterprise, and much of the 
organic and biodynamic produce used is grown on 
the college’s city site, High Riggs. The café is also 
supplied with freshly-baked bread on a daily basis 
by students working at the on-site Sterling Works 
bakery.

Chris Harrison, Commercial manager at Fusion café 
& Sterling Works Bakery said, “I am delighted to be 
involved in providing an authentic work experience 
for students within Freeman College. 

In both Fusion café and Sterling Works Bakery, 
Freeman College students experience first steps in 
the world of work.”

Fusion Café hosts exhibition of 
work experience placements

Cllr. Peter Rippon, Lord Mayor of Sheffield visiting 
these social enterprise projects said, “I am highly 
delighted with the work happening at Freeman 
College and wish them every success for the future. 
I and the Lady Mayoress are happy to help promote 
the college in any way during our year in office.”

College students have also worked with The 
Sheffield Teaching Hospital’s Neonatal Unit, one 
of their city partners. Robert Coombs, Neonatal 
Consultant on the hospital’s Jessop Wing said “We 
thank the fantastic Freeman College students for 
their beautifully designed and made Christmas 
presents for The Jessop Unit babies: a real win-win 
collaboration. Look forward to seeing you all soon 
to create this year’s gifts.”

The skills the students gain in these valuable 
work experience situations develop important 
transferable skills and build self-esteem; 
supporting students with their transition into paid 
work and the voluntary sector.

Freeman College joined in celebrations for this years’ Work Experience Week by 
hosting an exhibition and celebrating their social enterprise, Fusion café,

rmt.org/freeman

STUDENTS TAKE A BREAK FROM WORK TO POSE FOR THE CAMERA

http://rmt.org/freeman#.VIBh0ouENz0
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Queen Alexandra College &  
Fair Train liaise with employers

For the first time in Work 
Experience Week, Fair Train & 
QAC hosted an event to raise the 
profile and importance of work 
experience to both students and 
employers.

An impressively wide range of 
employers, including Hobby 
Craft, Alexander Mann, National 
Grid, Cadbury’s, the BBC, 
Halfords, Sport Birmingham, 
Sampad and The Big Lottery 
Fund got involved.

Employees from each 
organisation introduced a variety 
of vocational areas including 
Sport, Health & Social Care, IT, 
Art and Creative Media, and gave 
presentations on the type of 
work carried out, how to write a 
good CV and top interview tips.

The BBC brought some cameras 
for the students to handle. Rani 
Randhawa, HR Business Partner 
for BBC English Region said: 

“We were invited to come 
along to the college to speak to 
students on interview skills and 
techniques, expectations from an 
employer’s perspective and what 
opportunities and job roles we 
had in our organisation. 

I found the whole experience 
very rewarding both personally 
and professionally. It was 
so lovely to be able pass on 
information about the BBC to 
the students who were all very 
engaged and interested in media. 
They asked lots of questions, 
which is always encouraging 
because you know they have 
taken on board what you’ve said 
and want to know more, and they 
actively took part in operating 
the camera equipment we 
brought along.”

More positive feedback came 
from Rebecca Ellis, representing 
the Big Lottery Fund: 

The National Grid, Cadbury’s, The BBC, Halfords, Sport Birmingham 
& The Big Lottery Fund get involved in Work Experience Week.

www.qac.ac.uk

“I found the whole experience very rewarding 
both personally and professionally. It was so 
lovely to be able pass on information about 
the BBC to the students who were all very 
engaged and interested in the media.” 

RANI RANDHAWA 
HR BUSINESS PARTNER FOR 
BBC ENGLISH REGION

“We thoroughly enjoyed 
ourselves. The warm welcome 
received from the staff and 
students on arrival at the college 
was lovely. It was great to see 
the enthusiasm showed by the IT 
students during both sessions. 
We hope that the presentation 
gave the students an insight 
into the functions of the Fund’s 
IT Helpdesk and helped them 
to think about a possible career 
route into IT.”

Kerenza Palmer, Employment 
Pathway Manager at QAC was 
also delighted with the outcome 
of the collaboration, commenting: 
“The week has been a great 
success. It has been invaluable 
for the students to meet a variety 
of different employers who have 
been generous with their time 
and advice to our students on 
various aspects related to work 
experience.”
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The value of work experience

Jane Hatton, Natspec  
Skills patron shares 
her views on why work 
experience is a valuable 
tool for employers.

Traditional recruitment methods, such 
as CVs or application forms followed 
by interviews are known to be poor 
predictors of future performance. 

Quite often young disabled people 
emerging into the world of work may 
lack confidence, and an interview with 
strangers where they are expected to 
think on their feet and articulate well-
crafted answers to unknown questions 
may take them way out of their comfort 
zone. This means that often they will be 
considered unsuitable for the role and 
consequently rejected.

However, the challenge for the recruiter 
or employer is to find the best person 
for the job, not the best person at selling 
themselves at interview. A period of work 
experience can offer a number of benefits 
for both candidate and employer.

For the candidate, they are able to try out 
a particular role, decide if they like it and 
feel they can learn how to do it well. With 
appropriate support they can bring out 
existing skills and learn new ones. 

Often, undiscovered talents will emerge, 
which can be further developed to 
the benefit of the candidate and their 
employer. The candidate can get a feel 
for the workplace and whether they feel 
comfortable and confident there. Usually 
highly motivated to gain the most from 
their experience, they are keen to learn 
and to work hard.

The benefit for the employer is that they have a real 
opportunity to see the potential of the young person. 
Through offering appropriate support, often provided by the 
college or Access to Work, they can identify and explore the 
skills and qualities of the young person. 

This is a much more realistic way of assessing someone’s 
performance in a role. It may be that the person turns out to 
be ideal, and the risk of appointing them is much less than it 
would be to hire a stranger on the strength of an interview.

In short, offering work experience not only enables the 
employer to offer a young disabled person the opportunity 
to explore and showcase their skills, it’s also a much less 
risky way of assessing and recruiting talent.

BY JANE HATTON
NATSPEC SKILLS PATRON & 
FOUNDER OF EVENBREAK

Jane is the founder of Evenbreak, a non-for-profit 
organisation that assists disabled jobseekers find work 
with employers who will value their skills. She won 
second prize in the 2014 Social Entrepreneur of the Year 
Award for her work.

Find out more: www.evenbreak.co.uk

JANE SHARES HER EXPERTISE 
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Two work experience success  
stories from National Star  
College students

Bistro work benefits Ben

What a difference a year makes 
When teenager Sam Hook joined 
National Star College, he was so shy 
that he would find a quiet spot at 
lunchtime to avoid the other students.

Sam, who uses a wheelchair, joined the Skills for 
Work training programme at the college. A year 
on, the 19-year-old has a paid part-time job at 
recruitment company RE Resource Group and 
travels by bus to work.

 “I have gained lots of confidence and have learned 
to become more independent,” said Sam. “My 
greatest achievement from my time at National 
Star is to obtain a paid job, which I am very happy 
with.”

His employer, Richard East, Managing Director 
at RE Resource says; “Sam is reliable and a hard 
worker. You rarely get such consistency.”

“I felt my disability was holding me back. I just needed an 
employer to give me a chance.”
Before Ben Hodge was accepted 
on a Marks & Spencer funded 
traineeship at National’ Star’s 
Star Bistro restaurant last year, 
he had struggled to find work.

“I was applying for 10 jobs a 
day and whilst sometimes I 
was offered interviews, I never 
seemed to get any further,” said 
Ben, who has mild cerebral palsy. 
“I felt my disability was holding 
me back and I just needed an 
employer to give me a chance.”

The 22-year-old recently started 
his eight-week placement at the 
local Holiday Inn. 

General manager Ronald George 
is delighted with Ben’s work as 
a guest assistant and hopes 
the placement will lead on to a 
permanent role. 

“Throughout my career there 
have been people who have 
been willing to take a chance on 
me and offer me opportunities 
to step up the ladder,” said Mr 
George. “Ben is a good worker 
and all the team enjoy working 
with him. He just gets on with it.”

Both of these stories highlight the struggles faced by SEN 
students as they try to find their way in the world of work, but 
also the fulfilment they feel when forward-thinking employers 
sees the potential of what they can do, not what they can’t. 

www.natstar.ac.uk

THE STAR BISTRO

SAM ON RECEPTION
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Derwen hosts ‘thank you’  
lunch for employers 

The college invited employers, industry champions 
& the Mayor of Oswestry to a ploughman’s lunch 
at The Bradbury Food Centre to thank everyone 
involved with their work experience programme, 
and for their continuing support.

Guests were invited to judge the food, which used 
produce grown and prepared in the college’s work 
experience and commercial outlets, in order to 
help decide which brands would be most popular 
and successful.

During the event the college outlined its new 
‘industry champions’ initiative, through which 
employers give advice on industry standard 
training, ensuring the college is teaching up to date 
and relevant skills. Neal, an ex-student, described 
his experiences after leaving college and the job he 
had secured at a social housing enterprise - work 
experience being a major factor in his success.  

Laura Jones, Projects Co-ordinator talked about 
next year’s inclusive skills competitions and 
encouraged work experience providers to get 
involved as judges and supporters. Guests were 
then invited to ‘have a go’ at activities including 
napkin folding and seed planting, with assistance 
from students.

Social Media campaign report
Derwen ran a successful social media 
campaign during Work Experience 
Week focused on its work experience 
programme. The launch celebrated working 
in partnership with Fair train and achieving 
Gold Award status, while the rest of the 
campaign covered outstanding relationships 
with local employers, who provide over 140 
placements a week for students.

The programme of Work Experience Week 
activity was a huge success – Derwen’s 
twitter account saw a large increase in 
followers during the campaign, whilst 
employers spoke positively about 
their partnerships with the college and 
appreciated the recognition the college  
had given them.

Derwen College hosted a lunch at their Bradbury Food 
Centre to celebrate and thank everyone involved with 
Derwen’s work experience programme.

www.derwen.ac.uk

THE MAYOR OF OSWESTRY COMES TO LUNCH
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Ruskin Mill hosts a successful 
Catering & Retail Forum
Local employers inspire students to embrace work experience  
in their local area. 
To raise students’ awareness of the opportunities 
available to them, Ruskin Mill College hosted a 
Catering & Retail Forum.  

Advertised widely around the college using posters, 
leaflets, the college ‘Daily Facts’ and the Student 
Council magazine, ‘Student Voice’, the Forum was 
held on 16th October. 

Employers from three local businesses – Bob 
Martin from The Co-operative Food Store, Nick 
McCordall from Ruskin Mill Café and Nigel Foster 
from The Scrumptious Bakery – gave presentations 
to the assembled students.

The three speakers described their roles, their 
expectations of future employees, the tasks that 
students may be asked to do in work experience 
and the importance of reliability and punctuality 
when working as part of a team.  

The students listened intently throughout the 
employers’ speeches and then worked in teams  
to come up with questions for the speakers,  

which ranged from queries about the length of a 
working day & if uniforms would need to be worn 
to the qualifications required and how students 
would go about setting up work experiences with 
the businesses in attendance.

This final question resulted in an introduction 
in order to set up a work experience placement, 
whilst another employer asked for more students 
to be referred to him and said that he had several 
spaces available for work experience.

At the end of the forum the students handed 
the employers a thank you ‘goodie bag’ and 
refreshments.

Students’ feedback was overwhelmingly positive, 
saying they’d found the forum interesting and 
informative and they’d enjoyed meeting people 
for whom they may be able to do work experience 
with in the future.

www.rmt.org/ruskin

In 2015, Natspec will be 
celebrating its 30th anniversary. 
Our next edition of Natspec news will look back 
at the work of the organisation over that time and 
the changes in education for young people with 
learning difficulties and disabilities.

Celebrating  
30 years of 
Natspec

www.natspec.org.uk


