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There is more to employer engagement
in education than providing work
experience placements. To motivate
young people and help prepare them
for whatever the future brings,
employers need to work with education
providers to embed authentic and
meaningful learning experiences in the
wider curriculum.
There’s no shortage of evidence that employer
engagement in education makes a real
difference to young people’s learning and life
chances. Research has shown that employers
can influence students’ thinking, challenge their
assumptions and increase their motivation to
learn. Contact with employers can also help
students make the transition from education
into work.
Yet levels of employer engagement in the
education of 14-19 year olds remain
stubbornly low in the UK, compared to other

countries. Efforts to involve employers more
closely in education include the 2011 Wolf Review
and the requirement to provide work experience
in programmes of study for this age group. More
recently policy makers have tried to encourage
employer involvement in qualifications design
and skills development, but with little apparent
success. Work experience and site visits are still
the most common education engagement
activities, reported by 83 per cent of businesses.
If anything, we appear to be going backwards,
with reported links between businesses and
schools and colleges dropping from 81 per cent
in 2017 to 72 per cent in 2018 (CBI/Pearson,
2018).
How, then, can employers play a more active
and meaningful role in preparing young people
for life and work in a rapidly changing world?
Research commissioned by the Commercial
Education Trust (CET) and the Edge Foundation
suggests that the innovative approach taken by
institutions known as Career Colleges could offer
part of the answer.

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
Carried out by researchers from UCL Institute of
Education, the study evaluated the effectiveness of
Career Colleges – joint ventures between further
education (FE) colleges and other organisations, such
as schools, NHS Trusts or local companies. These
colleges within colleges offer vocational education in
a range of sectors, including air and defence,
construction, digital and creative, engineering and
hospitality and catering. The Career Colleges Trust
ensures the quality of their provision, monitoring
progress through a bespoke review framework,
as well as providing staff training and support.
One of the main aims of the research was to establish
how young people’s experience can be enhanced by
employer engagement and commercial education education that develops employability, enterprise,
entrepreneurship, and business and economic
understanding. On the following pages we focus on
this element of the research, which was of particular
interest to CET, an independent charity that believes
commercial education is essential to helping young
people thrive both at work and in society more widely,
and supports commercial education programmes.
The research included interviews with 12 Career College
leads, a survey of 30 teachers and case studies of six FE
colleges hosting Career Colleges. Extensive interviews
and focus groups were also held with staff, students,
college governors and employers. In addition, CET
commissioned a separate small-scale study that looked
at how far Career Colleges support commercial
education compared to other FE providers.
THE CAREER COLLEGE MODEL
Career Colleges operate in a variety of ways. Those
catering for 14-16 year-olds blend an academic
curriculum with vocational learning, with students
required to spend at least 25 hours a week in school or
college. For 16-19 year olds, the curriculum is linked to
study programmes - a combination of qualifications
and activities linked to a core aim, such as preparation
for employment or academic qualifications.
Employer-led activities and employer involvement in
project-based learning and entrepreneurial activities
are central to the Career College model. As one of the
Career College leads interviewed for the study put it,
all the core programmes offered “are delivered, have
been negotiated, agreed with our stakeholders.” Other
interviewees saw the emphasis on employability and
employer engagement as marking Career Colleges out

from FE more generally. One teacher commented that
“our whole curriculum is directly associated with the
needs of our employers and specialist sector.”
Interviewees also emphasised the value of employers
as role models who contributed to the curriculum by
offering meaningful, real world experiences – not just
opportunities for “stacking shelves”.
A distinctive feature of the Career College model was
the development in some cases of a reciprocal
relationship benefiting both employers and the colleges.
For instance, in addition to inviting employers to deliver
guest lectures and upskill staff, one college had also
offered training to help employers carry out workplace
assessment.
Employers themselves saw involvement in Career
Colleges as a way of shaping their own future
workforce. “We have the opportunity to engage with
young people and promote the construction industry,”
commented one employer.
EMPLOYER BOARDS
Each of the ten Career Colleges taking part in the study
had an employer board set up to influence the
curriculum and promote commercial education.
“The aim of the board is to talk about what the learners’
activity is and what the employers can bring to support
that activity,” explained one Career College lead.
Since some boards existed before Career Colleges were
launched five years ago, it was not surprising to see
them operating in comparator colleges. Boards in both
types of institution benefited from high levels of
employer representation, and included people from
large companies and SMEs, as well as college staff and
governors. Boards met regularly – in some cases twice a
year, in others as often as every four weeks
In addition to influencing curriculum development,
boards provided a forum for sharing industry expertise
and in some cases helping with the design of new
buildings and equipment.
Overall, the employer boards were seen to be working
well and helping to increase employer engagement.

“The key is getting enthusiastic, engaged and
properly trained employees to support work
experience candidates, and for this to include
project-based activity and assessment.”
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EMPLOYER-LED ACTIVITIES
The research identified a wealth of employer-led
activities, including guest lecturers, master classes, skills
demonstrations, site visits, extended work placements
and mentoring. These activities were offered by both
Career Colleges and other FE institutions.
What seemed to set the Career Colleges apart from
other colleges was the high level of sustained
engagement with employers, and the opportunities this
provided to embed authentic, employer-led activities
into learning programmes. For example, one college had
contact with a local tour bus operator, who gave travel
and tourism students the chance to ‘meet and greet’
customers and provide commentaries during tours.
Both activities boosted the students’ confidence.
Similarly, students in another Career College
studying health and care benefited from strong links
with a local hospital where they trained as part of their
study programme. They also had opportunities to
experience different work environments, including
Accident and Emergency and a therapeutic setting,
which helped them think about what they might do in
the future. “They can actually meet people that they
aspire to be, to be more aware of their prospective
career trajectories,” said one Career College lead.
PROJECT-BASED LEARNING
Career College staff and students valued employer input
into real-world, project-based learning that sometimes
crossed subject boundaries. Examples included
developing apps, supporting small companies in
complying with GDPR, and catering for events.
These and similar projects helped students develop
skills needed for employment, including team working,
problem solving, communication, planning and
organisation, as well as the resilience needed to see a
project through from start to finish.
Some of the students interviewed noted that projects
and other employer-led activities had increased their
understanding of the industries they were hoping to
join, as well as preparing them for employment. “When
I left secondary school I felt lost but when I leave here
I’m going to feel prepared and ready,” said one Career
College student.

ENTREPRENEURIAL AND ENTERPRISE ACTIVITIES
In addition to project-based exercises, all the Career
Colleges in the study gave students some opportunities
to take part in entrepreneurial and enterprise activities.
However, with colleges at different stages of
development, some needed to do more work on
making these activities meaningful.
One of the more successful examples came from an FE
college that had established a trading company where
students, including those from the Career College, could
bid for business. Describing this initiative, the Career
College lead said: “It gives students the opportunity to
get earned work opportunities, so in the creative and
digital space… any organisation, any company can apply
for a piece of work to be done and our students will
pitch in, do and quote and if the offer is right they’ll win
the business. So, for example, our students have
created apps for the NHS, that’s paid income.”
NEW FORMS OF ASSESSMENT
In some Career Colleges, employers were involved not
only in designing projects, but in assessing students’
learning. So instead of writing a traditional report on a
project, students might, for example, send information
via email, which employers would then assess for its
professionalism.
Interviewees were aware, however, that employer-led
activities did not always match up with course
requirements or lend themselves to the exam-based
assessment underpinning both vocational and
academic qualifications in England. There were calls
for more varied and flexible ways of assessing the
development of non-traditional outcomes such as
employability and life skills.
TRANSITIONS
A distinctive feature of the work of the Career
Colleges was concern for students’ progression,
whether into employment, apprenticeship or further
study. The research found many examples of successful
transition. One Career College reported that 95 per cent
of 14-16 year-olds had progressed into higher-level
pathways or jobs, while in another, all students had
gone on to further study, apprenticeship or
employment.
Progression rates were also high among 16-18-year olds.
In a cohort of 12 engineering students, for example, five
had secured apprenticeships and eight had gone on to
further study, including university in one case.
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Lessons from Career Colleges

The approach taken by Careers Colleges offers possible lessons to other education providers, and
to employers looking for ways to contribute to commercial education and to help young people to
apply what they learn to evolving contexts. In particular, the CET/Edge Foundation research shows
that employer engagement means more than providing students with work experience consisting
of shelf stacking or other repetitive, mundane tasks.
To motivate young people and develop their employability and enterprise skills, employer-led
activities need to be integral to programmes of study, and provide authentic, meaningful learning
experiences. As businessman and CET trustee Nick Martel commented: “The key is getting
enthusiastic, engaged and properly trained employees to support work experience candidates, and
for this to include project-based activity and assessment”.
Evaluation of the Career Colleges commissioned by the Commercial Education Trust (CET)
and the Edge Foundation
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