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Work Experience: Foreword
The world of work is ever changing and for young people there are so many opportunities to choose from that it has become almost 
impossible to decide which career route is best. The only true way to get a realistic view of the workplace, in any given sector, is to 
experience it, and then make decisions based on those experiences alongside careers advice and guidance. But with 80% of school 
students aged 14-18 not having any part time work, and therefore no experience of the workplace, it is essential that students take 
advantage of work experience placements with local employers, businesses and third sector organisations to fully understand what 
work is about.

Currently businesses in Oxfordshire, in common with the rest of the UK, report a significant skills gap and difficulty filling posts. With an 
ageing population and a changing global position for the UK, this problem is set to worsen if the young people, who form the future 
workforce, are not able to make appropriate career choices and have no chance to develop employability skills in a realistic setting.

Work experience can help to address these issues. It is simply an experience of work, often lasting one week, and takes place in 
employer’s premises with the student acting as an employee. The emphasis is on development of generic skills needed in the workplace, 
completing `hands-on’ tasks and is an opportunity for the student to become more confident and mature in an adult environment.

However, there are currently not enough work placements on offer to enable all students to participate in work experience, which is 
especially significant in areas where children’s outlook is limited by the examples of employment around them.

That is why we have produced this Work Experience Handbook to show you what’s involved, how simple it can be to organise, the 
benefits to you as an employer/business and to encourage you to offer a placement this year and for many to come!

Helen Haines, Skills Manager, OxLEP

Types of work experience
Parental arranged
Parents can arrange work experience that is neither endorsed nor 
supported by a school/college – so the parents have sole duty of 
care for their child (of any age). There are no official guidelines for 
such placements, but employers must still adhere to employee 
health and safety laws.	

Pre-16 block
The traditional and long-established model for work placements 
of which most people will be aware. The objective of this 
placement is to give young people aged 14–16 a taster of being 
in the workplace, a chance to see and develop the skills needed 
and to gain confidence in an unfamiliar environment, usually for 
one or two weeks.	

Post-16 block
Many schools and colleges encourage students in sixth form 
(aged 16–18) to organise work experience for themselves. This 
will most likely be to further develop employability skills, and to 
enhance future applications for university, apprenticeships or 
employment. Most often this is for a week.

Students with special needs
A bespoke placement is arranged to suit the student’s individual 
needs (usually 14+). The duration and frequency of attendance 
will vary and may change over time as the student’s confidence 
increases. It may start with a teacher also in attendance.	

As part of a qualification
Many qualifications require an element of work experience. 
Students will spend time with an employer to apply what 
they have already learned in theory in a real-life setting. Work 
experience is a key component of the 16 to 19 Study Programmes 
and Traineeship Programmes, and can vary in duration.	

Paid work experience
Some companies offer comprehensive long-term work 
experience programmes, with a short paid component of a 
few weeks followed by mentoring and events over a period of 
months that could lead to a job or apprenticeship. One example 
of this is the EY Foundation’s Smart Futures programme, which 
targets state school pupils and includes work placements with 
around 70 companies.
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As an employer it’s important to give work experience placements so young 
people know what career opportunities are out there and can make informed 
decisions about their future. As a business we get to meet some great students, 
at times we have offered employment at a later date and it helps our industry 
for the future. The students benefit by understanding more of what work life is 
like and deciding on career paths. On placement, we get them to do just about 
everything as long as it’s safe,  from hands on work with tools, to tidying up, 
to ringing customers and suppliers, helping to quote and organising work. The 
process to arrange a placement is fine, schools can help you out and you can 
always meet the student first. Offering work experience is a great thing to do for 
your business and the community and also for the students.

—Carl Vink, Managing Director, GA Electrical & Mechanical

Challenges
Many businesses are put off offering work experience because of the perceived challenges:

Lack of knowledge - When first offering work experience, it is difficult to know how to set it up, what level the student can work at 
or what activities to offer them.

Lack of time and resource - The process of putting together work experience is expected to be labour-intensive for the company, 
perhaps due to the anticipation of reams of paperwork.

However, most challenges can be overcome with good communication, an understanding of the process and what’s involved, and 
having realistic expectations. Communication with a school through a direct contact for work experience can make everything much 
easier, as they can advise you on the process and tell you about the student. The process itself is relatively straightforward and shouldn’t 
involve a huge number of forms; even the health and safety element simply clarifies and confirms what you should have in place as 
a business already. Schools now understand that your everyday business operations must come first. The hardest part is devising a 
programme and teaching the student key skills as part of it. A few simple steps outlined in this guide can help – for example, being clear 
about what you can offer and what students can do will ensure there is no disappointment on either side.

Benefits to your business
Workforce planning – In many cases, a future apprentice or talented and loyal employee has been recruited following successful 
work experience, and employers can use the opportunity to influence young people’s training.

Brand promotion – Enhancing your business’s brand in the minds of parents, teachers and students is likely to lead to increased 
brand recognition, and loyalty.

Feel-good factor – It’s the right thing to do – especially helping those who might not have their own connections to organise work 
experience through their parents.

Fresh approaches – Young people often bring new ideas or skills that reflect the interests of the next generation of customers, and 
can help you appeal to emerging consumer groups and markets.

Sector promotion – Positive early introductions for young people can influence them to pursue a career in your industry and shape 
their subject and training choices, thus improving future employee quality.

Staff engagement and development – You can treat work experience as an opportunity for current staff to get behind a cause, 
and also to develop your existing staff by giving them management or mentoring experience.
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STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE  
to organising a work experience placement

GETTING BUY-IN
As well as gaining approval from senior management, 
it’s important to make sure that all those likely to be 
directly concerned with the students understand the 
purpose of the exercise. The best work experience 
placements include plenty of variety, which means 
working across departments with a variety of 
employees.

Start by articulating your company’s reasons for 
offering work experience, either in a simple statement 
of objectives like the one below, or over time setting 
out an overall policy that includes relationships 
with specific schools, broad aims and a standard 
programme. This will enable you to assess the value 
of your efforts.

WHAT TO DO IF  
YOU’RE APPROACHED 
Schools and colleges across Oxfordshire work in 
slightly different ways: some may find placements for 
their students, others may ask students to find their 
own. You may be asked for a placement up to nine 
months in advance.

If you receive a direct approach from a student, their 
school or college should also contact you. They may 
ask you to complete a brief form at this stage, and 
you should expect to be given information about 
the placement dates, duration and a named school 
contact. Don’t hesitate to ask the student or school 
for these!

Before you agree to work experience, ask the pupil 
to send in their CV and a letter of application. Do not 
settle for a short email enquiry, and never accept an 
application from a parent on behalf of a pupil.

YOUR OBJECTIVES FOR 
WORK EXPERIENCE  
MAY INCLUDE:

Building skills externally – introducing a young 
person to your sector will challenge them to 
reflect on the skills they need to develop in future 

Building skills internally – some students have 
skills that will be new to your organisation, such 
as an unfamiliar technology or social media

Staff development – mentoring a work 
experience student can offer junior staff a first 
taste of line management 

Possible recruitment – the placement could  
be the first step in onboarding an apprentice or 
junior role

GETTING  
SUPPORT: OXLEP SKILLS 
OxLEP Skills supports links between the education 
and business worlds, encouraging companies to 
inspire the next generation. If you are looking to offer 
work experience, they can advise on any aspect of the 
process and connect you with students and schools.

www.oxfordshirelep.org.uk

●

●

●

●

DECIDE TO OFFER  
WORK EXPERIENCE

You may proactively decide you 
want to offer work experience

Be aware that you may also be 
contacted directly by students  
or parents

●	

●	

GET BUY-IN
Make sure the right people 
are on board and internal 
regulations followed

Set your objectives for the  
work experience

●	

●	
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SAMPLE PROGRAMME: 
BLENHEIM PALACE
Blenheim Palace has a well established work experience 
programme, arranging around eight placements a year from 
eight local schools. A typical placement week runs as follows:

Monday: General induction; day spent with  
the tour guides

Tuesday: Welcome desk and gift shop

Wednesday: Annual Pass Team 

Thursday: Education Team

Friday: Tour guides and evaluation

The key here is variety, as the student tries out different areas 
of the business.

POINTERS ON  
STRUCTURING PLACEMENTS
Your work placement should give an accurate picture of the 
demands of your industry, including job-specific skills and 
tasks. Consider the existing knowledge and expectations of 
the student and any needs they may have.

Include an induction and evaluation. Outline what 
the company does, career opportunities, and safety 
procedures, and give a tour of the workplace.

Encourage the student to observe and note different 
employee roles, responsibilities and behaviours.

Identify a task or project that the student could undertake 
– preferably a real work task where the student can deal 
with customers. 

Include the student in normal workplace activities such as 
meetings. It might be routine to you, but a young person 
can gain a lot from observing and participating.

If the placement coincides with any in-house training and 
development, get the student involved.

Lack of employer time with the student, leading to the 
student becoming bored, is a common problem. Ensure the 
staff responsible for your student have enough time set aside 
to genuinely support them.

LEGAL GUIDANCE
Taking on work experience students should be 
straightforward for employers, and not generate 
unnecessary paperwork. Under health and safety law, 
work experience students are your employees. You treat 
them no differently to other young people you employ. 
For further guidance visit www.hse.gov.uk and search for 
“placement providers”.

It is good practice to inform your insurers about a new 
placement as a matter of courtesy, but your existing 
employers’ liability insurance policy will usually cover 
work placements.

FORMS AND PROTOCOL
Expect to receive the following from the school:

A named school contact for work experience 

A basic form to complete, which will include your 
contact details, a job title for the placement and a 
brief description of tasks

Information about the student, including parental 
contact details for emergencies and any medical 
issues

An evaluation form may be given for you to feed 
back about the student to the school at the end of  
the placement.

Some schools also ask you to complete an individual 
risk assessment for each student. However, OxLEP 
recommends that employers carry out a single risk 
assessment for work experience generally (a version of 
your general employee one) – this is then suitable to be 
re-used each time. You should send this to the student’s 
parents; it will only need personalising in exceptional 
circumstances, eg for a disability or special need.

If you do not get information about the student two 
months prior to placement start, you should contact the 
school and request it. The student should also contact 
you to find out if you would like to meet and interview 
them. This is recommended – see the next page.

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

DEVISE THE 
PROGRAMME

Agree the overall parameters of 
when the placement will take place 
and what the focus will be

Create a schedule that includes some 
variety, and has active tasks as well 
as shadowing

●	

●	

SET UP AND  
ADMINISTER

This will involve completing the 
appropriate forms from the school

You may also receive a health and 
safety visit from the school or from 
OXLEP Skills

●	

●	
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SAMPLE INTERVIEW 
QUESTIONS: BEARD 

How did you hear about Beard? 

What made you choose Beard for your placement? 

What made you consider construction?

What area of work within the building industry 
particularly interests you?

What would you like to get out of this experience?

How do you think we can help you with it?

Do you have any previous construction-based 
experience?

What do you like to do in your spare time?

MAKING THE BEST USE OF A 
STUDENT’S SKILLS
Students do not always realise the skills they have and 
are generally not confident talking about them. Use the 
interview to talk about what they do in and out of school, 
and see what skills they can bring. Areas to focus on 
could be:

Working with others – students are likely to have 
been part of a team before; emphasise the similarity to 
the workplace.

Numeracy – look at how their maths knowledge can 
be applied in a practical setting.

Problem-solving – emphasise that academic training 
can help solve business problems.

IT skills – suggest that this could be an area where the 
student could upskill your staff.

Communication skills – remind them to listen as well 
as talk, and prep them for using the phone.

Presentation skills – some companies ask the 
student to observe a presentation, and then deliver 
their own to report back on their placement.

ACCOMMODATING SPECIAL 
NEEDS:  
THE MARLBOROUGH SCHOOL
The Marlborough School offers a supported learning 
environment for young learners with special 
educational needs. The school was looking for work 
experience for a year 10 student, who needed a 
process-driven task – initially a week with a supervisor 
who was calm and patient and who could give direct, 
clear and specific instructions. Blenheim Palace was 
able to accommodate this request in its Operations 
Department, and spent additional time in the 
preparation stage to get it right. Before the placement 
started the pupil, his school group and his teachers had 
a few visits to the Palace. Both the pupil and the staff at 
Blenheim enjoyed working with each other.

WHY PLACEMENTS FAIL
The main reason a placement will fail is due to poor 
communication between the student and employer, 
resulting in mismatched expectations. 

Catch up with your student again just before the 
placement starts to check they are still on board, and 
that they are confident with practical details such as 
travel, times, safety kit and dress code (school uniform 
can sometimes work well as an inexpensive substitute 
for business wear). Give the student friendly but strict 
guidelines about the behaviour you expect from them.

Appoint a specific person who will be the student’s 
main contact during the week, and have them make 
this contact. It is a good idea to make this person 
a younger member of staff so that the student can 
connect with them easily – and the staff member gains 
valuable experience. Ensure the pupil’s timetable for the 
week is given to everyone who may come into contact 
with them, especially the receptionist or office manager.

MEET/INTERVIEW 
STUDENTS

Simulate the process of applying 
for a job by inviting the student 
to an interview

Give feedback right away, and 
don’t be afraid to turn the 
student down if they don’t seem 
interested!

CONTRACT  
AND CONTACT

Let the student know exactly 
what is expected of them in 
advance

Get back in touch two weeks 
before to confirm arrangements

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●	

●	 ●	

●	



OXLEP SKILLS - RECIPROCATE

7

TIPS FOR SMOOTH RUNNING
Students can work up to eight hours a day, and should 
expect to work a full week, but you may invite them to 
do shorter days to give you time to deal with any urgent 
business.

Students can carry out many tasks if given instructions, 
training and supervision until competent. The placement 
will be more fruitful for all if they are doing something 
useful.

Give guidance about time allowed for tasks and when the 
student should ask for help. Give them regular feedback, 
not just at the end of the placement.

If you have any concerns, particularly about behaviour, 
dress code or punctuality, contact the school immediately. 
If necessary, you can send the student back to school, as 
long as you inform your contact there.

SAMPLE PROGRAMME: BEARD 
CONSTRUCTION
Beard has offered work experience for many years to 
students interested in construction. A typical placement is:

Monday: General induction; practical exercise to learn 
about flooring types; prepare letter and CV for a job as a 
surveyor

Tuesday: Assist estimator with quotes; interview practice

Wednesday: Assist quantity surveyor, including visit to a 
building site 

Thursday: Assist office manager; help prepare site 
manuals

Friday: Write an account of their week to include 
good and bad points, and suggested improvements or 
omissions.

During the week the student is usually visited by their school 
contact in the workplace.

KEEPING IN TOUCH
Students often benefit from work experience by 
using it on application forms. You may want to offer 
to be a referee.

If the student impressed you, could they make 
a good potential employee in future? Could you 
arrange a summer job or apprenticeship?

EVALUATION
At the end of the work experience placement, hold 
a meeting at a specified time with the young person 
to review how everything went, for both the person 
on work experience as well as the employer. Some 
students may have a log or diary that they must fill 
in: if there’s space to write a comment or feedback, 
offer to do so. 

The school may supply a form for you to return, and 
you may want to consider writing a case study for 
the school or company newsletter.

Occasionally, you may not feel you have imparted 
much to the young person, because they might 
not have been very effusive or opened up about 
the impact it has had. However, bear in mind that 
teenagers can be shy, and if this is their first time 
in a workplace the whole experience will have 
made them better prepared for the world of work: 
interacting with adults they did not know, getting to 
the placement on time, etc.

Evaluate the programme from within the business: 
did you achieve your stated objectives? Make a note 
of anything you would do differently next time using 
feedback from all staff.

RUN THE PROGRAMME 
Make sure there are independent 
tasks the student can get on with  
and be assessed on

Appoint a supervisor who oversees 
the programme

EVALUATE
Set a meeting with the student 
to give them feedback and ask 
for their view

Review internally whether you 
met your own objectives, and 
what to change next time

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●	

●	

●	

●	



Reciprocate is a responsible business group that aims to help Oxfordshire’s business community become more strategic in 
their thinking about community engagement, and realise their good intentions through the power of many. Reciprocate 
is led by local companies and hosted by Oxfordshire Community Foundation. 

www.reciprocateox.org

This work experience Handbook is the result of partnership working by  Reciprocate members Blenheim Palace and 
Beard Construction with support from Oxfordshire Community Foundation and Oxfordshire Local Enterprise Partnership.

GET INVOLVED WITH SUPPORT FROM OXLEP
It really is very easy to get involved and offer a work experience placement in Oxfordshire. You can connect to 
your local school/s through OxLEP. We can help you to develop your programme and answer any questions you 
may have about work experience, as well as inform you about which schools are looking for placements at any 
one time.  

To offer a placement or for an informal chat please contact us on:

01865 897189 

OWE@OxfordshireLEP.com

Please give it a go!


