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Allerton Grange School 
Allerton Grange is an all-ability, multi-cultural school in North Leeds. They 
have 1,550 students, aged 11–18 with waiting lists in every year group. They 
provide a friendly environment which is socially and culturally diverse, caring for 
each student as an individual. Every curriculum team has a nominated SEND Champion 
who pays particular attention to the learning needs and progress of SEN students, with a 
team of skilled teaching assistants delivering effective support both in lessons and in targeted 
interventions. A special SEND hub provides a central place where students can seek support and 
advice, build friendships, develop new skills and join a range of club activities. Hub Ambassadors 
take an active role as student leaders in running the Hub. 

Here, Jess Walker, Careers Leader, talks about some of the work they do around careers and 
employer engagement.  

We have trialled a number of different activities both in school and externally and have found 
that they all provide a range of benefits to students and staff, as well as the employees with 
whom we engage. 

Barclays Bank has developed a wide range of resources (Barclays Lifeskills 
www.barclayslifeskills.com) to be used in schools, some of which have been adapted for SEN 
students. We invited one of their staff to run a virtual workshop on ‘Entrepreneurial Skills’, which 
was really well-received by Year 7 and 8 students. 

It covered topics such as overcoming barriers and developing resilience and was delivered at just 
the right level, allowing students to undertake some self-reflective work. 

Students were invited to discuss the barriers they had faced in life and, on a few occasions, this 
led to a personal disclosures being made. The presenter handled this very well and our staff were 
ready to intervene and provide support, but this is something you might want to be aware of. 
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Along a similar theme of developing entrepreneurship, we invited an 
external business owner – Brian – to run a Dragon’s Den event. This was a 
2-hour workshop in which students were asked to come up with a problem or issue 
and then design a solution which they then needed to ‘sell’ to the Dragons (fellow 
students). The main topics they focused on were computer gaming and football, but 
they came up with some brilliant ideas for problem-solving products. Students had the 
opportunity to ask questions and learnt how to challenge in a respectful manner. 

We have learnt the importance of providing opportunities for interview practice, as this 
helps reduce the fear factor when students attend ‘real’ interviews. 

In the past, we have invited volunteers from the DWP (Department for Work and 
Pensions) to come in and run mock interviews with Year 11 students. Next year, we 

are planning to introduce ‘peer interviewing’ with fellow students interviewing 
each other. 

My top tips for schools who are not yet running a full 
programme would be: 

Talk to your Enterprise 
Partnership, as they 
have lots of great 
contacts with employers 
from a range of  
industries. 

Speak to other 
Careers Leaders in 
other schools to see 
what they do. 

Ask staff in school what 
contacts they have. With 
over 200 staff on site, 
there are bound to be 
some excellent 
introductions they can 
make. 

Start with one activity 
and, as you increase in 
confidence, expand 
your programmes. 
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East SILC 
East SILC is a specialist school for children 
aged 3–19 set on 3 separate sites. Children 
have a range of complex learning difficulties: 
some are on the autistic spectrum; others 
have complex medical needs; or they have 
anxiety and struggle to engage because of 
their communication difficulties.  

Here, the school’s Work Experience 
Co-ordinator, Lyndsay Thorp, talks about their 
work experience programme.  
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We work with a company called ‘Xperience’ 
who are based in Bradford and provide a very 
cost-effective service. 

to look round school and meet some of the 
potential students who are looking for work 
experience. 

They are, in effect, a broker between schools 
and employers regarding work experience and 
other placements and maintain a database of 
employers who have already agreed to offer 
placements. 

Once a placement has been set up, I usually 
accompany the student for the first few sessions 
until the employer is comfortable providing 
direct supervision and the student feels that they 
can attend without my support. 

They do all the vetting and checks with 
employers, and we have a simple agreement 
between us, the student and the employer. 
Their online system is very easy to use – we 
just log in, search by postcode and industry and 
that produces a list of employers that have 
already signed up. We then make contact and 
set up a meeting to tell them more about our 
school and our students, before inviting them 

Rather than a solid 2-week block, like many 
mainstream schools, we ask for a 2-hour a week 
placement, but for the whole academic year. 
It’s important to note that all the placements 
that our students have completed have been real 
jobs, not jobs that have been made up just for 
our students. Sometimes a Job Coach will have 
to carve the job to fit the student’s ability. 
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We also work very closely with Lighthouse 3 days a week and back with us for 2 days. 
Futures Trust, a Leeds-based specialist This placement is of particular benefit to 
college, and take part in their Supported those students whose interests are more 
Internship programme.  practical rather than academic and involves: 

gardening; light landscaping; planting & 
Students stay on roll with us but, for 3 days pruning; and other activities. 
a week, they are on work placements 
co-ordinated by Lighthouse. The partnership with Lighthouse Futures 
 Trust works very well. It enables us to 
One example is where we had 3 students  provide a more immersive and intensive work 
based at KPMG, in Leeds, who were experience placement for students who are  
supported by an on-site Job Coach employed more likely to move into employment. 
by the Trust and a Teaching Assistant. Our  
students were based in teams in IT, Catering  What is particularly rewarding for us is the 
and the Post Room and benefited from a significant difference we see in those 
10-month work experience programme students who have been on work experience. 
working alongside work-based buddies. For most of the year, we see them in a school 

and classroom setting but, when they go out 
We are also active partners in the into the ‘real world’ we see a different side. 
Lighthouse Futures Trust’s Branching Out They are in an adult environment, are being 
programme, which provides gardening and more independent and learn how to take 
landscaping experience at Lotherton Hall, in decisions. We see their confidence grow, 
East Leeds, working alongside Leeds City week by week, and this is a real privilege. 
Council’s Parks & Countryside staff, There is only so much we can do to prepare 
supported by a Job Coach from Lighthouse students for employment from the classroom  
and one of our own Teaching Assistants. through discussions and role play. Work 

experience helps them experience doing a 
As with the internship, our students are on real job in the real world. 
placement with Lighthouse Futures Trust for 
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West SILC 

West Specialist Inclusive Learning 
Centre (SILC) is a community special 
school with over 180 learners between the 
ages of 2–19 years. The school caters for a wide 
range of needs including: moderate and severe 
learning difficulties; complex and multiple learning 
needs; autism spectrum disorders; and social, 
emotional and mental health needs. Their 2 key 
pathways are: Learning to Live; and Learning to 
Earn.  

Here, Rob Lakewood shares the secrets of their 
success in terms of their bespoke work-related 
learning they provide for each student. 
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1 Our main focus, in terms of employer engagement, is on our local community, 
engaging local businesses and organisations close to our school in Farsley, West 
Leeds. There are several reasons for this:  

a. It is the student’s local community and at the core of our ‘Learning to Live’
pathway is confidence in the community. Prior to the pandemic, our pupils
accessed placements at (Morrisons, Co-op, Farsley Celtic Football Club,
McDonald’s, local cafes and shops).

b. Accessing the community benefits independence in terms of using public
transport and road safety. So, too, can teaching staff who can offer support to the
placement at short notice but are only ever a few minutes away.

c. All are customer-facing businesses which means local people get used to seeing
our students at work and develop confidence in engaging with them. It gives our
students a platform on which they can be seen.

d. It helps employers demonstrate that they are inclusive workplaces and this raises
their reputation in the local community.

2 You need to build relationships with employers and be engaged with them 
face-to-face. I live in the local community and have no hesitation in knocking on the 
door of a local business and seeing if they are interested in getting involved. I find the 
personal approach works better than a letter, email or phone call. Being part of the 
local community (as the majority of our staff are) gives us the added ability to have 
in-depth knowledge of opportunities with the community. 
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3 You need to acknowledge the fear factor – many employers won’t have had first-hand 
experience of working with someone with a disability before and might have all sorts 
of concerns that they don’t know how to express. I find they soon disappear when the 
employees visit the school and meet the students and teaching staff and begin to see 
the amazing talents that our students have. This experience really opens their eyes 
and helps them focus on their abilities, not disabilities.  

4 We see our work-related experience programme as being a journey. It starts with 
really listening to the needs and interests of our learners, and then finding bespoke 
activities that are right, for them, and that they will find stimulating and rewarding. 
They usually start working in our in-house enterprises, then hear from local business 
speakers in our careers sessions and then move onto work experience. This takes 
place a couple of hours a day, once a week for the whole school year, so they have 
time to settle in, develop skills and gain confidence.  

5 The global pandemic forced us to expand the number of mini-enterprises we had in 
school so that we could continue to involve our students in work experience. We now 
have: a radio station; car-washing service; smoothie-making business; café; allotment; 
and a reprographics service. Everything is done to professional standards – each 
business has a name and logo and students wear uniforms when ‘at work’. The 
students also receive payslips as part of these placements which are embedded as 
part of our rewards system. Every time they engage in employability activities, they 
earn rewards which are detailed in their monthly payslips. Then, at the end of the 
year, they can spend it on items they have been saving up for. This gives a much 
wider educational experience about the world of work. 

6 Preparing students for the world of work doesn’t just need to involve working with 
employers. We are currently working on a community project in the local train station 
at New Pudsey where they are taking the lead in drawing up plans to make it more 
accessible, inclusive and safe. This includes: litter-picking; painting fences; planting 
flowers and shrubs; and, in 2022, designing and painting a mural in the underpass. 
This is teaching them a wide range of skills that will help them in the workplace such 
as planning, teamwork and communication, and is also allowing them to take the 
lead and do something for the community, rather than as many of our pupils 
experience, having things done for them. 

futuregoals.co.uk 

https://futuregoals.co.uk/


Hazelbeck School 
Hazelbeck School is a secondary school for students with Special Educational 
Needs (SEN) aged 11–19. It is based in Bingley, West Yorkshire. Their aim is to help 
each student exceed their potential and achieve success as shown in their school motto – 
Enjoy, Learn, Succeed. 

The Assistant Head, Shelley Upton, shares her top tips for employer engagement. 

1 Plan specific time in the school diary. We now have 2 days a week where we just 
focus on careers and transition work (for relevant students) and this helps have a 
whole school focus and shows our commitment to securing positive destinations 
for our students. Staff, parents and carers all have good contacts with local 
employers and are usually happy to make introductions – you just need to ask 
them. 

2 Create hope and raise aspirations. We know that opportunities for our students are 
likely to be more limited than those in mainstream schools, so we need to harness 
everyone’s support to create opportunities. Students need to believe that paid 
work is a possibility for them, so make sure the language you use is positive and 
that displays in school talk about paid work and future opportunities, and don’t just 
focus on volunteering, for instance. 
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3 Students need time to settle into a work experience setting. We find that placements 
over a period of weeks and months, that have shorter hours, work better than the 
intensive 2-week model used by mainstream schools. One student supported in a 
nursery classroom at their former primary school. For the first 2 weeks, they had a 
Teaching Assistant (TA) with them, to support. Within 4 weeks this was reduced to 
just ½ day and, after 6 weeks, both the student and the school felt comfortable with 
just a check in by phone at the beginning and end of each day. 

4 We found our Enterprise Advisor at West Yorkshire Combined Authority was a great 
help. They were able to give us some really useful advice in the early stages and 
helped us access some funding. We used this virtual wallet to buy in a careers event, 
suitable for our learners and to run an Enterprise Day, in school. 

5 Work experience can take place in school as well as on placement. We run cooking 
sessions on a Friday where students make and sell soup to staff. We ordered some 
branded aprons for them to wear and they knew that, when they had an apron on, 
they were ‘at work’. This really helped for their next stage which was volunteering in 
a local café in Cottingley, where they also had to wear their Hazelbeck work apron, or 
a chef’s jacket, because they were at work! 

6 Employer engagement needs to be 2-way in order for it to be sustainable. You need 
to keep in touch with them throughout the year, not just when you want something, 
and need to make sure the activities are working for them, too. It’s important to 
match the right students to the right opportunities – make sure they are interested in 
the role and sector and have the right skills and aptitude for the role(s). 

7 Don’t just focus on companies or businesses in terms of employer engagement. We 
have great links with our Community Café, which is run by the church, and also with 
Bingley Little Theatre. 

8 Have a plan. Set aside a certain amount of time, each week, to focus on employer 
engagement: host a local networking event where companies will be present; follow 
up recent contacts you have made; do some research. 
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Finally, remember you are not just raising the aspirations of the young person, but of their parents, 
their potential future employers and their communities. All these component parts are vital in 
recognising a young person’s potential and helping to turn their dreams of employment into a reality. 
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Lighthouse School 
Lighthouse School is based in Leeds and is Yorkshire’s first specialist free school. 
Students, aged 11 to 19, all have an autism spectrum condition (ASC). The school 
offers individualised learning for every student. They take pride in being a destination-led 
provision, ensuring that each young person follows a pathway that showcases their talents, 
interests and abilities, allowing them to achieve their full potential. 

Here, the school’s Employability Manager, Sally Dexter, talks about their Employer Speed 
Networking and Varied Programme events.  

Employer Speed Networking 

The school has had an active Careers Programme since 2018, with a range of activities taking 
place in school. In late 2019, we started working with Ahead Partnership, a Leeds-based 
organisation who specialise in encouraging employers to get engaged with educational 
establishments. 

Together, we planned our first ‘Employer Speed Networking Event’ which was only for staff, 
rather than students. This gave our staff the opportunity to share their knowledge and 
experience with employers. This included hints and tips on how best to support and engage 
people with SEND in work and how to provide a disability-friendly job application process. It also 
enabled us to build relationships with some employers before they came into school and ‘test 
out’ the event with our students’ individual needs in mind. 

It was swiftly followed by a Speed Networking Event for students in Key Stage 5. We had 4 
employers, each of whom had an information stand and 1–2 members of staff to answer 
questions. This included: Covea Insurance, Jet 2, BAM Nuttall Ltd and Leeds Museums & Galleries. 
The event was fun and informative; the employees answered a variety of questions from 
students about their jobs, skills, careers and companies. In return, our students taught them a lot 
about what a person with autism would bring to their workforce – and they couldn't have been 
more impressed. 
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These types of employer engagement events are win-win all round: 

• For students they: help them develop confidence in speaking to, and
connecting with, people in different industries; raise aspirations and
provide motivation; and broaden their knowledge on a wider range of
careers and pathways.

• For the school they: enable us to build our confidence in employer
engagement and enabled us to expand our own employer network;
and provide a rich source of material for curriculum content in the
lead-up to the event, and afterwards.

 

• For employers they: help reduce the potential fear factor, particularly 
for those individuals who have not worked with people with 
disabilities before; and introduce potential future employers to the 
range of talents that people with autism can bring to the workplace. 
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Not all the events have been face-to-face, we have also held a number of Speed Networking events 
online, held on the Zoom video chat platform. A range of employers joined students in their 
classrooms and at home via video-link to participate in fun question-and-answer-style meetings 
with the employers to find out more about their roles, companies and careers. This enabled us to 
open up opportunities to approximately half of the schools’ students. Our students asked some 
great questions, such as asking the employees to describe a typical day in their job and how they 
started work in the first instance. 

Just one example of the power of these events is a student called T who was determined to be an 
airline pilot and wouldn’t consider any other role. Gradually, through participating in a range of 
careers activities, undertaking work experience and taking part in 3 Speed Networking events, he 
has changed his mind and now wants to be a key-worker in a supermarket. He is now able to speak, 
with confidence, about his aspirations and plans for pursuing this career pathway. This has only 
been made possible by the direct employer contact he has been able to access, via school. 
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Varied Programme 

 We are fortunate at Lighthouse School to have been able to invest a significant amount of staff 
and wider school resource into Careers Education so that it is now seen as an integral part of 
everyday learning across the whole school. This enables us to provide a broad and varied 
programme of encounters, visits, experiences and events which allows us to find something 
suitable for each of our students. 

We focus on teaching Personal Development in Years 7–9, which allows the 
building of soft skills, safety and understanding of job roles. We then run an 
accredited Employability Curriculum for Years 10–14 with a greater focus on 
pathways, careers and transitional work. Here is a snapshot of some of the activities we 
deliver. 

Sixth Formers take part in work experience during their standard timetable by being 
assigned work tasks by staff and applying for roles from our internal jobs board. This 
includes: cleaning, tidying and improving the school environment; taking ownership of 
lost property; changing display boards in school; and regularly preparing the 
refreshments for visitors attending meetings or training. Internal roles include: Science 
Technician; Food Tech Assistant; Sports Leader; IT Assistant; Library Assistant; and 
Gardening Assistant. 

Students go through an application, interview, induction and appraisal process and are 
able to apply their knowledge in a real and practical sense to help them develop and 
embed their learning and understanding of work processes. We work in partnership with 
Leeds City College, who were able to offer access to their Hair, Beauty & Media Makeup 
course for 3 hours a week across a 10-week block. 10 Students would attend each week. 

Even though the subject was not necessarily of interest to them in terms of future 
careers, it was a great introduction to college life and enabled them each to 

develop greater confidence and independence. 
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Work experience with John Lewis Partnership. This took place for 2 hours a week for 20 weeks and 
involved 4 students, accompanied by 2 school staff and facilitated by a Job Coach from Lighthouse 
Futures Trust. We spent some time with 2 of their key staff looking at possible roles and tasks and 
also provided Disability Awareness training for all staff that were going to be in direct contact with 
our students.  

We run Enterprise sessions in school, where students learnt to make various items. We realised we 
needed an outlet for the products and became active members of ‘Compass House’, a partnership 
between the specialist schools in Leeds and Leeds City Council’s Voice, Influence & Change Team. 
This involved students from the different schools working together to make products, making new 
friendships, learning new skills (communication, planning, using initiative, teamwork) and gaining 
valuable work experience.  

Products included: Christmas cards; candles; decorated plant pots; and framed Hama beads. We 
were then able to set up a pop-up shop in Kirkgate Market for a week in the lead-up to Christmas. 
As part of our Compass House programme, we decided to run a Sales Masterclass to help increase 
our students’ customer service skills. A professional trainer ran a workshop which looked at: how to 
speak to customers; how to present themselves at the stall (body language); and how to arrange 
the products on the table in order to increase customers’ interest. 

We run workplace visits to venues such as the Marriott Hotel in Leeds. Their staff were able to pitch 
their language levels perfectly for our students during their presentation, gave us a tour of the 
hotel and provided a napkin-folding activity for students to try out. 

My advice to schools who are in the earlier stages 
of careers and/or enterprise activities and employer 
engagement is to start with one project or idea with some 
solid partners; make sure that works first before looking to 
put on a full programme of activities. We are increasingly 
finding that employers are very keen to engage with specialist 
schools as a key part of their diversity and inclusion work and 

that the impact on their confidence and understanding of 
SEND young people will have a long-term positive 

outcome for our students and their families. 
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Oastlers School 
Oastlers School is a co-educational secondary school for up to 134 pupils aged 
11 to 19, all of whom have emotional, social and mental health disturbance. Many 
find it difficult to engage in classroom-led activities and respond better to experiential 
and hands-on approaches. 

The school find that employer engagement activities are a really effective way of attracting and 
maintaining learners’ attention. They enjoy visiting employer premises, respond well to in-school 
talks and are eager to take part in work experience opportunities. 

Engaging with employers in this way also has many benefits: 

• Learners deepen their understanding more about the range of roles that might be 
available in local businesses. 

• They are able to establish close, personal connections with staff with whom they are 
often   on   first-name   terms.  

• They begin to understand why studying and gaining qualifications is often a key step 
to gaining paid work and, in turn, this helps them engage more with formal 

education. 
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The Careers Lead, Robert Fairbairn, shares his top tips for employer engagement 

1 Companies don’t have much time, so be clear about what you want. Don’t expect 
them to understand what you are looking for as they may not know much about 
education. 

2 Start at the beginning, not the end. You may want them to provide paid work for your 
leavers, but start by inviting them into school to meet the learners. Once you get 
them to your setting, you have hopefully got them hooked. 

3 You do need to speak to the employers. I have been to lots of networking events 
where teaching staff seem afraid to make an approach. You need to remember that 
everyone loves talking about themselves and their business. Open a conversation 
about what their role is in the company and ask about their products and services. 
Then say a little about your setting, what amazing learners you have and the positive 
experiences you have of engaging with other employers. Invite them to meet some of 
the learners. 

4 People employ people, so you need to focus on creating great relationships with 
employers so that your learners are not just names on an application form. Think 
about the journey you might want to take employers on. Invite them to meet learners 
in school but in an informal setting, then ask them to come and talk at an assembly 
or to a specific class. The next step might be taking a group of learners to visit their 
premises and then they may agree to offer work experience. It’s only once they get to 
know the school, and the learners, that they are likely to consider work trials and/or 
paid employment. 

5 If you don’t ask you certainly won’t get and the worst thing that can happen is that 
they say no. Sometimes an employer just doesn’t ‘get it’ – just move on, plenty will 
want to work with you and not everyone will say yes. 

6 Have a plan. Set aside a certain amount of time, each week, to focus on employer 
engagement: attend a local networking event where companies will be present; 
follow up recent contacts you have made; do some research. 

7 Keep in touch throughout the year. All relationships need maintaining and you need 
to show a genuine interest in having an ongoing partnership with employers, rather 
than getting in touch sporadically and only when you want something, 
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Clearly, there are 2 sides to every relationship and teaching staff 
also need to prepare learners, some of whom have had years of 
being told they will not achieve anything and won’t get anywhere in 
life, so we need to build up their aspirations, belief and help them to 
engage them in the process. I talk to the learners about it being like big game 
hunting – the goal is to get them a paid job but they need to work with me to plot 
a course and agree a plan of action. 

Our staff team believe that everyone has some level of genius and it’s our job to help find it. 
Employer engagement provides rich opportunities for us to unlock hidden talents and make 
employment a reality. 
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Woodley School and College 

Woodley School and College is an aspirational special school in Huddersfield for over 
110 pupils, aged 5–19, with complex autism. Assistant Head and Careers Lead, Rosie 
Thorley, talks about their employability work. 

We are aspirational for each and every one of our students, many of whom have very complex 
support needs. We have developed 3 pathways – pre-formal, semi-formal and formal – each of 
which provides a range of options for students. 

The first stage is to find out what kind of work-related activities our students are most interested 
in. In the pre-formal group, most are non-verbal so we use observations to find out more about 
their key skills and to see which activities they find most stimulating. The students in our formal 
pathway take part in careers lessons and are able to be more specific about what kind of work 
experience they might want to take part in with our partners which include a community farm, 
local café and the Oxfam charity shop. 

Each year, we have a Careers Week which has a theme such as transport or emergency services, 
for instance. In 2021, the theme was ‘people who help us’, which enabled us to invite a wide 
range of speakers to the virtual careers fair and we were amazed by the creativity they showed in 
their presentations. 

Our students also get paid when they are ‘in work’. They log the hours they do in a book and our 
admin team then create a pay-slip which they receive each month. They are asked to each choose 
something they want to buy and, at the end of term, they are able to use the salary they have 
earnt to make the purchase. 
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The biggest challenge I face is time. Building up relationships with employers does take a 
long time. From the research to making the first approach, inviting them to school, 
discussing the ways in which they can help and then planning the first activity. You do need 
to set aside enough time and it’s something you need to work at. You also need to be 
prepared to accept some knock-back’s from employers who don’t feel they have the time or 
resources to commit. 

The next destination for most of our students is likely to be a specialist college or day 
provision, as opposed to paid work. However, we firmly believe that employer engagement 
is a crucial part of their development and that it really helps to raise their aspirations. Our 
aim is to make the world bigger for each of our students, not smaller, and employer 
engagement provides so many benefits:  

develops life-skills provides experience of  
handling money 

helps students understand 
the importance of 
punctuality 

enables them to develop 
transferable skills that  
they take wherever they 
go 
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Wakefield College 

Wakefield College has been providing education and training in the Wakefield 
District since 1868. It currently supports over 8,000 students – of all ages and abilities – 
studying a broad range of courses from pre-entry level through to higher education and 
professional qualifications. The College is committed to working in partnership with local 
schools, employers and learning providers to transform learning, attainment, achievement and 
progression for everyone in the District and from further afield.  Their mission is: Transforming 
lives through learning by enabling young people, adults and employers to fulfil their full potential.  

Niari White, one of the Supported Internship tutors at the College, talks about some of the work 
they currently do in terms of Employer Engagement.  

The College has a special “Flex” department which has been specifically set up to support learners 
who have had additional support in school, have an EHCP, a learning difficulty or other support 
need. The department supports c 100-120 young adults each year.  Having a dedicated focus 
enables us to provide a tailored programme for each student and agree what their next steps will 
be – this might include studying for qualifications, gaining work experience or undertaking some 
more vocational activities.  
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Our programme is very varied, so as to accommodate the needs and interests of 
all our students. They often start with having access to “taster sessions” where they 
learn about different types of employment across a range of sectors. These may include 
tailored lessons and activities on site, hearing from external speakers or going to visit an 
employer on their site. Our “Get Set” programme provides more specific support around 
applying for work (such as cv-writing, mock interviews etc) alongside work experience in the 
workplace, which can be for 1 or more days each week. We also have some more intensive 
“Supported Internship” programmes which we run with Project Search and are based at 
Pinderfields Hospital and Next. Here students are fully immersed with an employer and are 
based on their site for 5 days a week. We see our work in this area as being part of a 
progression route with the intention of raising the aspiration of our students until they reach 
a point whereby they feel fully prepared for paid employment. 

I would share the following advice:  

•   Avoid duplication. The College is a large organisation, so we have a 
central database where we keep all records of employer engagement. 
This means staff can find out what a particular employer has done 
before and, if they have not been active for a while, can attempt to 
re-engage them. It prevents the same employer being approached 
multiple times by the same organisation.   

• Collaborate. We know it’s not just the College who are looking for 
work-based learning, so we are active members of the Wakefield 
Supported Internship Forum. This allows us to meet with local schools 
so we can all collaborate to share best practice and avoid 
over-whelming local employers. 

• Seek a face-to-face meeting. Although your first approach may be by 
phone or email, don’t over- whelm them with information at this stage, 
just share enough to enable you to have a meeting with them. It’s so 
much easier to talk about your programmes when you are in the same 
room as them – and it’s often harder for them to say now. 

• Provide clear information. Employers will want to know exactly what is 
expected from them, what impact it might have on their business and 
what support they can access.  It’s really important – from the start – 
that you set clear expectations and understand that their No 1 priority 
is likely to be their business. Accordingly you need to be flexible. You 
may want 5 students to have a 3-day-a-week work placement, but it 
might be better to start with 1 student doing 1 day a week at the 
beginning of a relationship. Once they see what the benefits are, they 
often agree to take on more students and for more than 1 day. 
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• Match students to employers. We all want placements to be 
successful so it’s really key to match employers and students. We 
spend time with our students, finding out their skills and talents and 
seeing what areas they are most interested in. We use this information 
to produce an “About Me” document that is a means of introducing 
them to the employer. It highlights their interests and abilities and also 
points out where they may need extra support. We often use this to 
search the database for suitable employers and, if we don’t find any, we 
do our own local research and make an approach. 

•   Preparation.  This is important for all experiences but, in particular, 
when you are bringing a new employer on board. They may be fearful 
of the unknown and your role is to make them feel comfortable. 
Explain what support is there – both for them and the student – and 
that it’s available throughout the placement. Give examples of other 
employers you work with – see if they are willing to talk to the new 
employers and share their experience. Get staff to go on site first – 
meet the team where the student will be working, to a risk assessment, 
ask to read all the health and safety and other relevant policies, offer 
some general Disability Awareness training. 

•   Persevere. Don’ put off making the first call – just go for it, the worst 
that can happen is that they will say no. And do be prepared for some 
no’s, as you are bound to meet some resistance but the joy of setting up 
a new partnership outweighs all the rejections you might receive. 

futuregoals.co.uk 

https://futuregoals.co.uk/


In partnership with 


	Structure Bookmarks
	Engage with... Employers 
	Case Studies 
	Case Studies 
	Educator Resource Pack 
	Educator Resource Pack 
	Link
	Allerton Grange School 
	Allerton Grange is an all-ability, multi-cultural school in North Leeds. They have 1,550 students, aged 11–18 with waiting lists in every year group. They provide a friendly environment which is socially and culturally diverse, caring for each student as an individual. Every curriculum team has a nominated SEND Champion who pays particular attention to the learning needs and progress of SEN students, with a team of skilled teaching assistants delivering effective support both in lessons and in targeted inte
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	Along a similar theme of developing entrepreneurship, we invited an external business owner – Brian – to run a Dragon’s Den event. This was a 2-hour workshop in which students were asked to come up with a problem or issue and then design a solution which they then needed to ‘sell’ to the Dragons (fellow students). The main topics they focused on were computer gaming and football, but they came up with some brilliant ideas for problem-solving products. Students had the opportunity to ask questions and learnt
	My top tips for schools who are not yet running a full 
	programme would be: 
	programme would be: 
	Talk to your Enterprise Partnership, as they have lots of great contacts with employers from a range of  industries. 
	Figure

	Ask staff in school what contacts they have. With over 200 staff on site, there are bound to be some excellent introductions they can make. 
	Figure
	Speak to other Careers Leaders in other schools to see what they do. 
	Figure

	Link
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	Start with one activity and, as you increase in 
	conﬁdence, expand 
	your programmes. 
	P
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	Figure
	East SILC East SILC is a specialist school for children aged 3–19 set on 3 separate sites. Children have a range of complex learning difﬁculties: some are on the autistic spectrum; others have complex medical needs; or they have anxiety and struggle to engage because of their communication difﬁculties.  Here, the school’s Work Experience Co-ordinator, Lyndsay Thorp, talks about their work experience programme.   
	Figure
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	We work with a company called ‘Xperience’ who are based in Bradford and provide a very cost-effective service. 
	to look round school and meet some of the potential students who are looking for work experience. 
	They are, in effect, a broker between schools and employers regarding work experience and other placements and maintain a database of employers who have already agreed to offer placements. 
	Once a placement has been set up, I usually 
	Once a placement has been set up, I usually 
	accompany the student for the ﬁrst few sessions 
	until the employer is comfortable providing direct supervision and the student feels that they can attend without my support. 
	They do all the vetting and checks with employers, and we have a simple agreement between us, the student and the employer. Their online system is very easy to use – we just log in, search by postcode and industry and that produces a list of employers that have already signed up. We then make contact and set up a meeting to tell them more about our school and our students, before inviting them 

	Rather than a solid 2-week block, like many mainstream schools, we ask for a 2-hour a week placement, but for the whole academic year. It’s important to note that all the placements that our students have completed have been real jobs, not jobs that have been made up just for our students. Sometimes a Job Coach will have 
	to carve the job to ﬁt the student’s ability. 
	Figure
	Figure
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	We also work very closely with Lighthouse 3 days a week and back with us for 2 days. Futures Trust, a Leeds-based specialist This placement is of particular beneﬁt to college, and take part in their Supported those students whose interests are more Internship programme.  practical rather than academic and involves: gardening; light landscaping; planting & Students stay on roll with us but, for 3 days pruning; and other activities. a week, they are on work placements co-ordinated by Lighthouse. The partnersh
	Figure
	West SILC West Specialist Inclusive Learning Centre (SILC) is a community special school with over 180 learners between the ages of 2–19 years. The school caters for a wide range of needs including: moderate and severe learning difﬁculties; complex and multiple learning needs; autism spectrum disorders; and social, emotional and mental health needs. Their 2 key pathways are: Learning to Live; and Learning to Earn.  Here, Rob Lakewood shares the secrets of their success in terms of their bespoke work-related
	Figure
	Figure
	Figure
	Figure
	Figure
	3 
	You need to acknowledge the fear factor – many employers won’t have had ﬁrst-hand experience of working with someone with a disability before and might have all sorts of concerns that they don’t know how to express. I ﬁnd they soon disappear when the employees visit the school and meet the students and teaching staff and begin to see the amazing talents that our students have. This experience really opens their eyes and helps them focus on their abilities, not disabilities.  
	4 
	We see our work-related experience programme as being a journey. It starts with really listening to the needs and interests of our learners, and then ﬁnding bespoke activities that are right, for them, and that they will ﬁnd stimulating and rewarding. They usually start working in our in-house enterprises, then hear from local business speakers in our careers sessions and then move onto work experience. This takes place a couple of hours a day, once a week for the whole school year, so they have time to set
	5 
	The global pandemic forced us to expand the number of mini-enterprises we had in school so that we could continue to involve our students in work experience. We now have: a radio station; car-washing service; smoothie-making business; café; allotment; and a reprographics service. Everything is done to professional standards – each business has a name and logo and students wear uniforms when ‘at work’. The students also receive payslips as part of these placements which are embedded as part of our rewards sy
	6 
	Preparing students for the world of work doesn’t just need to involve working with employers. We are currently working on a community project in the local train station at New Pudsey where they are taking the lead in drawing up plans to make it more accessible, inclusive and safe. This includes: litter-picking; painting fences; planting ﬂowers and shrubs; and, in 2022, designing and painting a mural in the underpass. This is teaching them a wide range of skills that will help them in the workplace such as p
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	Hazelbeck School Hazelbeck School is a secondary school for students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) aged 11–19. It is based in Bingley, West Yorkshire. Their aim is to help each student exceed their potential and achieve success as shown in their school motto – Enjoy, Learn, Succeed. The Assistant Head, Shelley Upton, shares her top tips for employer engagement. 
	1 Plan speciﬁc time in the school diary. We now have 2 days a week where we just focus on careers and transition work (for relevant students) and this helps have a whole school focus and shows our commitment to securing positive destinations for our students. Staff, parents and carers all have good contacts with local employers and are usually happy to make introductions – you just need to ask them. 
	2 Create hope and raise aspirations. We know that opportunities for our students are likely to be more limited than those in mainstream schools, so we need to harness everyone’s support to create opportunities. Students need to believe that paid work is a possibility for them, so make sure the language you use is positive and that displays in school talk about paid work and future opportunities, and don’t just focus on volunteering, for instance. 
	Figure
	Figure
	3 Students need time to settle into a work experience setting. We ﬁnd that placements over a period of weeks and months, that have shorter hours, work better than the intensive 2-week model used by mainstream schools. One student supported in a nursery classroom at their former primary school. For the ﬁrst 2 weeks, they had a Teaching Assistant (TA) with them, to support. Within 4 weeks this was reduced to just ½ day and, after 6 weeks, both the student and the school felt comfortable with just a check in b
	4 
	We found our Enterprise Advisor at West Yorkshire Combined Authority was a great help. They were able to give us some really useful advice in the early stages and helped us access some funding. We used this virtual wallet to buy in a careers event, suitable for our learners and to run an Enterprise Day, in school. 
	Figure
	5 Work experience can take place in school as well as on placement. We run cooking sessions on a Friday where students make and sell soup to staff. We ordered some branded aprons for them to wear and they knew that, when they had an apron on, they were ‘at work’. This really helped for their next stage which was volunteering in a local café in Cottingley, where they also had to wear their Hazelbeck work apron, or a chef’s jacket, because they were at work! 
	6 
	Employer engagement needs to be 2-way in order for it to be sustainable. You need to keep in touch with them throughout the year, not just when you want something, and need to make sure the activities are working for them, too. It’s important to match the right students to the right opportunities – make sure they are interested in the role and sector and have the right skills and aptitude for the role(s). 
	7 
	Don’t just focus on companies or businesses in terms of employer engagement. We have great links with our Community Café, which is run by the church, and also with Bingley Little Theatre. 
	8 
	Have a plan. Set aside a certain amount of time, each week, to focus on employer engagement: host a local networking event where companies will be present; follow up recent contacts you have made; do some research. 
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	Finally, remember you are not just raising the aspirations of the young person, but of their parents, their potential future employers and their communities. All these component parts are vital in recognising a young person’s potential and helping to turn their dreams of employment into a reality. 
	Lighthouse School Lighthouse School is based in Leeds and is Yorkshire’s ﬁrst specialist free school. Students, aged 11 to 19, all have an autism spectrum condition (ASC). The school offers individualised learning for every student. They take pride in being a destination-led provision, ensuring that each young person follows a pathway that showcases their talents, interests and abilities, allowing them to achieve their full potential. Here, the school’s Employability Manager, Sally Dexter, talks about their
	Figure
	These types of employer engagement events are win-win all round: 
	Artifact
	•For students they: help them develop conﬁdence in speaking to, andconnecting with, people in different industries; raise aspirations andprovide motivation; and broaden their knowledge on a wider range ofcareers and pathways.
	Artifact
	•For the school they: enable us to build our conﬁdence in employerengagement and enabled us to expand our own employer network;and provide a rich source of material for curriculum content in thelead-up to the event, and afterwards.
	Artifact
	P
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	• For employers they: help reduce the potential fear factor, particularly for those individuals who have not worked with people with disabilities before; and introduce potential future employers to the range of talents that people with autism can bring to the workplace. 
	Not all the events have been face-to-face, we have also held a number of Speed Networking events online, held on the Zoom video chat platform. A range of employers joined students in their classrooms and at home via video-link to participate in fun question-and-answer-style meetings with the employers to ﬁnd out more about their roles, companies and careers. This enabled us to open up opportunities to approximately half of the schools’ students. Our students asked some great questions, such as asking the em
	Figure
	Link

	Varied Programme 
	 We are fortunate at Lighthouse School to have been able to invest a signiﬁcant amount of staff and wider school resource into Careers Education so that it is now seen as an integral part of everyday learning across the whole school. This enables us to provide a broad and varied programme of encounters, visits, experiences and events which allows us to ﬁnd something suitable for each of our students. 
	We focus on teaching Personal Development in Years 7–9, which allows the building of soft skills, safety and understanding of job roles. We then run an accredited Employability Curriculum for Years 10–14 with a greater focus on pathways, careers and transitional work. Here is a snapshot of some of the activities we deliver. Sixth Formers take part in work experience during their standard timetable by being assigned work tasks by staff and applying for roles from our internal jobs board. This includes: clean
	Work experience with John Lewis Partnership. This took place for 2 hours a week for 20 weeks and involved 4 students, accompanied by 2 school staff and facilitated by a Job Coach from Lighthouse Futures Trust. We spent some time with 2 of their key staff looking at possible roles and tasks and also provided Disability Awareness training for all staff that were going to be in direct contact with our students.  We run Enterprise sessions in school, where students learnt to make various items. We realised we n
	My advice to schools who are in the earlier stages of careers and/or enterprise activities and employer engagement is to start with one project or idea with some solid partners; make sure that works ﬁrst before looking to put on a full programme of activities. We are increasingly ﬁnding that employers are very keen to engage with specialist schools as a key part of their diversity and inclusion work and that the impact on their conﬁdence and understanding of SEND young people will have a long-term positive 
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	Oastlers School 
	Oastlers School is a co-educational secondary school for up to 134 pupils aged 11 to 19, all of whom have emotional, social and mental health disturbance. Many ﬁnd it difﬁcult to engage in classroom-led activities and respond better to experiential and hands-on approaches. The school ﬁnd that employer engagement activities are a really effective way of attracting and maintaining learners’ attention. They enjoy visiting employer premises, respond well to in-school talks and are eager to take part in work exp
	Engaging with employers in this way also has many beneﬁts: • Learners deepen their understanding more about the range of roles that might be available in local businesses. • They are able to establish close, personal connections with staff with whom they are often   on   ﬁrst-name   terms.  • They begin to understand why studying and gaining qualiﬁcations is often a key step to gaining paid work and, in turn, this helps them engage more with formal education. 
	Figure
	The Careers Lead, Robert Fairbairn, shares his top tips for employer engagement 
	The Careers Lead, Robert Fairbairn, shares his top tips for employer engagement 
	1 
	Companies don’t have much time, so be clear about what you want. Don’t expect them to understand what you are looking for as they may not know much about education. 
	2 
	Start at the beginning, not the end. You may want them to provide paid work for your leavers, but start by inviting them into school to meet the learners. Once you get them to your setting, you have hopefully got them hooked. 
	3 
	You do need to speak to the employers. I have been to lots of networking events where teaching staff seem afraid to make an approach. You need to remember that everyone loves talking about themselves and their business. Open a conversation about what their role is in the company and ask about their products and services. Then say a little about your setting, what amazing learners you have and the positive experiences you have of engaging with other employers. Invite them to meet some of the learners. 
	4 
	People employ people, so you need to focus on creating great relationships with employers so that your learners are not just names on an application form. Think about the journey you might want to take employers on. Invite them to meet learners in school but in an informal setting, then ask them to come and talk at an assembly or to a speciﬁc class. The next step might be taking a group of learners to visit their premises and then they may agree to offer work experience. It’s only once they get to know the 
	5 
	If you don’t ask you certainly won’t get and the worst thing that can happen is that they say no. Sometimes an employer just doesn’t ‘get it’ – just move on, plenty will want to work with you and not everyone will say yes. 
	6 
	Have a plan. Set aside a certain amount of time, each week, to focus on employer engagement: attend a local networking event where companies will be present; follow up recent contacts you have made; do some research. 
	7 
	Keep in touch throughout the year. All relationships need maintaining and you need to show a genuine interest in having an ongoing partnership with employers, rather than getting in touch sporadically and only when you want something, 
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	Clearly, there are 2 sides to every relationship and teaching staff also need to prepare learners, some of whom have had years of being told they will not achieve anything and won’t get anywhere in life, so we need to build up their aspirations, belief and help them to engage them in the process. I talk to the learners about it being like big game hunting – the goal is to get them a paid job but they need to work with me to plot a course and agree a plan of action. Our staff team believe that everyone has s
	Figure
	Woodley School and College 
	Woodley School and College is an aspirational special school in Huddersﬁeld for over 110 pupils, aged 5–19, with complex autism. Assistant Head and Careers Lead, Rosie Thorley, talks about their employability work. We are aspirational for each and every one of our students, many of whom have very complex support needs. We have developed 3 pathways – pre-formal, semi-formal and formal – each of which provides a range of options for students. The ﬁrst stage is to ﬁnd out what kind of work-related activities o
	Figure
	The biggest challenge I face is time. Building up relationships with employers does take a long time. From the research to making the ﬁrst approach, inviting them to school, discussing the ways in which they can help and then planning the ﬁrst activity. You do need to set aside enough time and it’s something you need to work at. You also need to be prepared to accept some knock-back’s from employers who don’t feel they have the time or resources to commit. The next destination for most of our students is li
	develops life-skills 
	provides experience of  handling money 
	helps students understand the importance of punctuality 
	enables them to develop transferable skills that  they take wherever they go 
	Wakeﬁeld College 
	Wakeﬁeld College has been providing education and training in the Wakeﬁeld District since 1868. It currently supports over 8,000 students – of all ages and abilities – studying a broad range of courses from pre-entry level through to higher education and professional qualiﬁcations. The College is committed to working in partnership with local schools, employers and learning providers to transform learning, attainment, achievement and progression for everyone in the District and from further aﬁeld.  Their mi
	Figure
	Our programme is very varied, so as to accommodate the needs and interests of all our students. They often start with having access to “taster sessions” where they learn about different types of employment across a range of sectors. These may include tailored lessons and activities on site, hearing from external speakers or going to visit an employer on their site. Our “Get Set” programme provides more speciﬁc support around applying for work (such as cv-writing, mock interviews etc) alongside work experien
	•   Avoid duplication. The College is a large organisation, so we have a central database where we keep all records of employer engagement. This means staff can ﬁnd out what a particular employer has done before and, if they have not been active for a while, can attempt to re-engage them. It prevents the same employer being approached multiple times by the same organisation.   
	• Collaborate. We know it’s not just the College who are looking for work-based learning, so we are active members of the Wakeﬁeld Supported Internship Forum. This allows us to meet with local schools so we can all collaborate to share best practice and avoid over-whelming local employers. 
	• Seek a face-to-face meeting. Although your ﬁrst approach may be by phone or email, don’t over- whelm them with information at this stage, just share enough to enable you to have a meeting with them. It’s so much easier to talk about your programmes when you are in the same room as them – and it’s often harder for them to say now. 
	• Provide clear information. Employers will want to know exactly what is expected from them, what impact it might have on their business and what support they can access.  It’s really important – from the start – that you set clear expectations and understand that their No 1 priority is likely to be their business. Accordingly you need to be ﬂexible. You may want 5 students to have a 3-day-a-week work placement, but it might be better to start with 1 student doing 1 day a week at the beginning of a relation
	• Match students to employers. We all want placements to be successful so it’s really key to match employers and students. We spend time with our students, ﬁnding out their skills and talents and seeing what areas they are most interested in. We use this information to produce an “About Me” document that is a means of introducing them to the employer. It highlights their interests and abilities and also points out where they may need extra support. We often use this to search the database for suitable emplo
	•   Preparation.  This is important for all experiences but, in particular, when you are bringing a new employer on board. They may be fearful of the unknown and your role is to make them feel comfortable. Explain what support is there – both for them and the student – and that it’s available throughout the placement. Give examples of other employers you work with – see if they are willing to talk to the new employers and share their experience. Get staff to go on site ﬁrst – meet the team where the student
	•   Persevere. Don’ put off making the ﬁrst call – just go for it, the worst that can happen is that they will say no. And do be prepared for some no’s, as you are bound to meet some resistance but the joy of setting up a new partnership outweighs all the rejections you might receive. 
	Figure
	Figure
	Figure
	Figure
	In partnership with 








