
 

Spotlight on… Work experience placements at school or college  

  

Policy Context  

 

Traditionally, work experience placements consisted of entire year groups of 14 year olds 

being off timetable for a two week block at the same time in the academic year, in which they 

got to experience a real working environment, sometimes in the sector they were interested 

in. Whilst this is still a reality for many teenagers, unfortunately many others do not get this 

opportunity as it is no longer compulsory for secondary schools to administer. 

 

Thankfully, many schools still see work experience as a vital part of the curriculum and have 

continued to offer it to their learners. This has led to disparities in provision around the country 

and encouraged a ‘postcode lottery’ of opportunities. As a result of this employers are finding 

that young people are less work ready and the need for work experience in schools and 

colleges to return is high on the agenda from pressure groups lobbying Government. To 

counteract this somewhat, the Government introduced 16-19 Study Programmes which can 

be delivered in sixth forms as well as FE colleges and by training providers. Work experience 

is a compulsory part of these programmes and now forms part of the Ofsted Common 

Inspection Framework. 

 

The reduction in schools managing placements has led to work experience becoming more 

employer-led, which has resulted in a new challenge to get employers engaged, especially 

those in sectors which aren’t traditionally renowned for offering work experience, such as 

within SMEs. For those employers who are engaged, work experience generally works well, 

as it has gradually become more flexible to meet the needs of employers and individuals. At 

the same time there has been an increase in studio schools and career colleges, who manage 

placements on an individual basis and link with local employers to deliver these. These 

placements can last from a week full time to day release over a year, and aim to complement 

learners’ studies whilst preparing them for the next transition in their lives.  

 

Unlike Apprenticeships or Traineeships, work experience is not a government initiative, so 

there are no strict criteria about what is offered when, or who is eligible. There were also no 

criteria for delivering an effective work experience programme, which is why Fair Train, in 

consultation with industry partners, developed the national Work Experience Quality Standard 

accreditation, which allows organisations to work towards a set of frameworks, ensuring best 

practice.  

 

Although work experience is usually undertaken alongside qualifications, it can quite often 

lead to other positions, for example a Traineeship or Apprenticeship, which could in turn lead 

to permanent employment, making it not only valuable for the learner but also an effective 

recruitment tool for the employer. Undertaking a work experience placement also gives the 

learner the opportunity to start building their CV, and is often seen as a ‘foot in the door’ to 

other employment opportunities.  

http://www.fairtrain.org/quality-standard


How can the Work Experience Quality Standard help?  

 

Offering a work experience placement can be an excellent starting point for employers wanting 

to take the first step in recruiting young people into their business. As the length of the 

commitment is flexible, and there are no financial obligations in terms of salary, placements 

also offer a low risk approach for employers looking to increase their capacity, diversify the 

age profile of their workforce, benefit from new skills, and improve their productivity.  

 

Many employers offer work experience initially and then go on to offering Traineeships or 

Apprenticeships as a more permanent solution. However, welcoming young people into your 

organisation for the first time can be a daunting challenge. There are many perceived barriers 

to employers such as time and cost commitments, or simply a lack of knowledge of where to 

start. This is where Fair Train can provide the independent support you need.  

 

The national Work Experience Quality Standard provides a framework to ensure that all 

elements of hosting a successful work experience programme are in place. A well-structured 

and considered programme will lead to a high quality experience for the individual, and greater 

outputs for the employer. It is important to consider all aspects of the work experience 

placement, from setting expectations at the start, to ensuring that the learner is given the right 

level of support. Facilitating reviews throughout and at the end of the placement are also key 

elements of a high quality experience. The Work Experience Quality Standard not only 

enables you to put these in place; it helps you to develop an ethos within your organisation to 

ensure that work experience is viewed as a valuable component of your business model.  

 

Fair Train is able to offer free advice and guidance to help you plan, run and evaluate exciting 

and challenging work experience programmes tailored to your own organisational needs.  

 

Work experience in action  

 

Fair Train works with a range of organisations who are accredited with the Work Experience 

Quality Standard, from small charities with just a few staff to large corporates like Sky. 

Whatever the size of the organisation, the key is to ensuring quality is not compromised. 

Ealing, Hammersmith and West London College works with a range of employers to offer 

placements to their learners. Here are some examples of their recent placements: 

 

Lyric Theatre: Over 12 days, performing arts students learnt how to produce and market a 

master class, form a company and showcase a performance. As part of the placement 

students were taken out to see a show and then tasked with writing a review on the 

performance, and did a performance showcasing the work they had done and some of the 

skills they had learnt.  

 

Ronnie Scott’s Jazz Club: Music technology students undertook a week’s work experience 

where they experienced working within various departments including sound & engineering, 

front of house, film & editing, box office and bar, and floor set up. One student was so 

impressive that they were offered part-time work within the Sound Tech department.  

 

Otis Ltd: The world’s leading manufacturer of lifts, escalators and Trav-o-lators. As part of 

Cross Rail and Transport for London’s £91m contract they have opened up their head office 



to students who would like to advance their knowledge and training of the working world. 

Students took part in a taster day to understand the work of Otis. They were also given training 

on how to be effective in job interviews, and advice on what employers are looking for and the 

practical steps in achieving employment. 

Catalyst Housing: In 2013 Catalyst Housing Ltd successfully bid to regenerate the Havelock 

Estate in Southall. As part of the bid Catalyst committed to creating opportunities for local 

people and local businesses. Catalyst and Ealing Council approached the college to offer an 

opportunity for IT students to gain valuable work experience helping to plan and carry out an 

event called ‘Meet the Supplier’. Students successfully planned and delivered the event as 

part of a bespoke work experience programme.  

 

Livingwell TXTM8 services: Living well is an independent non-profit social enterprise 

organisation that focuses on the delivery of innovative health services that reach and support 

people from a young age. They currently run a text mate service where young people are able 

to text a question relating to sex, sexual health, relationships, peer pressure, etc. Within 30 

minutes a response is given with relevant information and advice for free.  

 

The TXTM8 service worked closely with health and social care students providing a week’s 

work experience with training leading towards students becoming TXTM8 ambassadors. 

Students gained experience by visiting clinics, attending talks and sessions at Charing Cross 

Hospital where they were able to speak to various doctors and nurses that work within the 

sexual health department. They also visited local schools/colleges and promoted information 

on sexual health advice to young people.  

 

As a result, 12 of the 15 students continued to do outreach work within the community, and 

also attended further training sessions steering them towards being part of the RITE Start 

programme. This is a service that works with the local schools in the community delivering 

classes on sexual health and support to young people. 

 

How Fair Train is adding value  

 

Fair Train tries to break down the barriers associated with work experience and encourages 

more employers to realise the benefits of high quality work experience. We have produced 

widely circulated fact sheets to help with this, which are available on our website. We also 

organise Work Experience Week annually, which is a national campaign designed to 

encourage employers and learning providers to showcase best practice and celebrate work 

experience. In addition to this, all organisations accredited with the Work Experience Quality 

Standard can benefit from access to a range of supporting documents, from work experience 

policies to individual learning plan templates, to help develop their provision even further, 

alongside free advice and support from Fair Train staff, assisting them to continue to increase 

the quality of their work experience programmes.  

 

If you are interested in finding out more about how you can offer work experience placements 

for young people, please contact us at enquiries@fairtrain.org.uk  

mailto:enquiries@fairtrain.org.uk

