	
	
	



             
 
 

[bookmark: _Int_RYxbXsRw]              Institute of Inner City Learning  
 
 
                     BA Leadership and Management 

                                  Title:
Bridging The Gap Between Education and Industry: 
Challenges and Opportunities in Student (aged 16-19) Work Experience Placements in Worcester, UK


                   Carmen Adriana Prodan

                                   2223977

                         Supervisor name: Dr Eric Osei


Dissertation submitted as part of the requirements for the award of BA Leadership and Management

                      Number of Words:  14547 (with References and Appendix)

 
                                                        November/2025



[bookmark: _Toc1036384747]DECLARATION 
 
[bookmark: _Int_qUrNjQIm]I, Carmen Adriana Prodan, declare that this dissertation has been composed by myself, that the work contained herein is entirely my own except where explicitly stated otherwise in the text, and that this work has not been submitted for any other degree or qualification, in whole or in part, except as specified. 
 
Signature: 
Carmen Adriana Prodan
Date: November 2025 


[bookmark: _Toc1364150045]ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Dr Eric Osei, for his invaluable guidance, constructive feedback, and continuous support throughout the course of this research project. His expertise and encouragement were instrumental in helping me refine my ideas and successfully complete this study. My appreciation also extends to the academic staff and placement coordinators who provided helpful insights and assistance during the research process. Their contributions ensured that this project was both relevant and practically grounded. I am deeply grateful to all participants, including employers, educators, and students, who generously shared their time and experiences. Their openness and thoughtful responses added great depth to my understanding of the topic and enriched the quality of this research. 
Finally, I would like to thank my family and friends for their unwavering support, patience, and motivation throughout this journey. Their belief in me has been a constant source of strength and inspiration.


[bookmark: _Toc1164423607]Abstract
This study examines the advantages and challenges of work experience placements for 16-19-year-old students in the UK, specifically in Worcester, with an emphasis on ways to enhance cooperation between employers, academic institutions, and students. The study investigates how placements enhance workforce readiness, confidence, and employability skills. Educators, employers, and students participated in semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and surveys as part of an interpretivist approach. The study employed thematic analysis in accordance with Braun and Clarke's (2019) six-phase model to find recurrent themes and insights. The results showed that although placements provide beneficial career awareness and skill development, obstacles like low employer engagement, time restraints, and accessibility problems still exist. Stakeholder cooperation and improved alignment between classroom instruction and real-world experience were identified as critical success factors. The study concludes that inclusive planning, digital engagement tools, and structured partnerships can improve placement quality and participation. Longer project timelines to improve data richness and impact, better placement design for students with disabilities, and greater employer awareness are among the recommendations.
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[bookmark: _Toc788755754]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc1030379858]Overview
Work experience placements represent an important bridge between education and industry and refer to spending time in a business or workplace to gain practical knowledge about a job, company, or industry. It is a crucial part of preparing students aged 16-19 for employment, and helping them make informed career choices (Williamson, 2022; Okolie et al., 2020; Skills Worcestershire, 2025). However, many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) across Worcester and beyond are reluctant to offer these opportunities due to concerns over insurance, age, inexperience, supervision demands, or lack of resources. As a result, many students face challenges in accessing suitable placements. 
This research aims to investigate the barriers faced by educational institutions, employers, and students in securing and delivering meaningful work experience placements. It will explore innovative solutions to improve access, enhance the quality of placements, and strengthen collaboration between education and industry. 
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc168538971]Background
In the UK, there is a widely recognised concern that many young people lack essential employability skills. To support their academic and career development, students aged 16-19 are encouraged to participate in work experience placements. For this categorie, the government-backed T-levels are a career-focused qualification that is equal to three A-levels. More than 20 distinct T-levels covering a broad range of industries and interests are available for the youth to study, as explained by Technicians (2025).
The Colleges` T Level programme in England features a significant initiative, which includes a nine-week industry placement designed around occupational standards set by employers, providing an excellent pathway for students aiming to enter a specific field or career (GOV UK, 2025). Additionally, most students from secondary schools undertake a two-week work experience placement during Year 10 or Year 11, typically in the summer term of Year 10, while some institutions also offer further opportunities for work experience in Year 12 (Groundwork UK, 2025). However, securing work experience opportunities remains challenging. Industry observations from local businesses in Worcester reveal the reluctance of SMEs to host students, often due to time restraints, staffing shortages, financial ramifications, liability risks, and the apparent young students` lack of readiness for work. In  this context, workplace educators are essential in bridging the gap between educators' needs and employers' expectations (De Vos et al., 2024). Pilot research for this study, which engaged with around 35 businesses across various sectors (hospitality, retail, recruitment, insurance, real estate, manufacturing, charity and admin settings), confirmed that barriers are widespread and not confined to a single industry. While one proposed model involves establishing a hospitality business dedicated to ongoing student placements, its single-sector focus limits its scalability. A more inclusive solution lies in creating a digital platform where businesses can register and educational institutions can view, book, and manage placements in real time. Such a platform would better bridge the gap between education and industry, offer year-round opportunities, and support workforce development across multiple sectors.
[bookmark: _Toc66083208]1.2.1 Problem Statement
The capacity of colleges to prepare students for the workforce is hampered by their limited networks, administrative demands, and irregular placement availability. Even though work experience placements are acknowledged to be crucial for preparing students for the workforce, there are still large gaps in the ways that these opportunities are organised, accessed, and provided. A business-led model that focuses on a single industry, like hospitality, might help with these issues to some extent, but its application is still restricted. There is an urgent need for an innovative approach, like a digital platform, that can link education providers with companies in various industries, expedite the placement process, and close the gap between education and the workplace to develop a more scalable and sustainable solution.
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc1389288794]Research Aim
The aim of this dissertation is to examine the opportunities and challenges that colleges, students and SMEs from Worcester face when work experience placements are in place. It examines the collaboration gap between colleges and companies, aiming to identify factors that influence placement quality and availability. The study ultimately seeks to inform the development of a practical digital solution to strengthen partnerships between education providers and employers.
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc843270107]Research Objectives
As Islam and Samsudin (2020) evidence, research cannot be done in a random way. Therefore, there must be at least a single objective in a study. This research aims to investigate the current landscape of student work placements, understand the challenges faced by key stakeholders, and explore innovative solutions. These specific objectives are:
1. To investigate how colleges, employers, and students experience and manage work placements, identifying key challenges and areas for improvement.
2. To explore the factors influencing employer participation and institutional capacity in providing effective student work experience opportunities.
3. To evaluate the potential of a digital platform that connects education providers with businesses across multiple industries, thereby streamlining the placement process and increasing accessibility.
1.5 [bookmark: _Toc574707579]Research Questions
The primary research is based on semi-structured interviews and surveys that include customised questions depending on the participant's type: Academic/College Staff, Employers/Business Managers, Students aged 18-19 (see Appendix for all questions):
1. How do colleges and academic staff currently arrange work placements for students, and what challenges do they face?
2. What barriers prevent businesses from offering more placement opportunities?
3. What is the potential of a digital platform that could increase access to placements across multiple industries?
[bookmark: _Toc1689005662]1.6 Relevance of Research
This research is highly relevant as it explores the gap between education and industry in delivering meaningful student work experiences. In line with the view of Green and Glasgow (2006) that relevance refers to the applicability and generalisability of research findings, this study seeks to generate practical insights that can be applied across colleges, employers, and students to improve placement opportunities and outcomes. Ultimately, this study contributes to preparing work-ready graduates, offering solutions to help more students aged 16-19 work alongside professional people and explore career options in the industry. All these will strengthen the local workforce by aligning educational outcomes with industry needs.
[bookmark: _Toc683282794]1.7 Brief Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore the challenges and opportunities related to student work experience placements. Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with key stakeholders, including academic staff, employers, and students, to gather in-depth insights into their experiences and perspectives. Additionally, online surveys will be distributed to reach a broader participant base and support data triangulation. The data collected will be thematically analysed to identify recurring patterns, barriers, and potential solutions. Findings from an initial pilot study involving approximately 35 businesses will also help the research design and guide the development of practical recommendations, including the feasibility of a digital platform to connect education providers with industry partners.
[bookmark: _Toc818151265]1.8 Structure of Dissertation 
This introductory chapter has outlined the context, background, aims, objectives, and research questions of the study. It has demonstrated the value of work experience placements for students while drawing attention to the difficulties employers and educational institutions encounter in providing reliable and worthwhile opportunities. The chapter lays the groundwork for a more thorough examination of current procedures and potential fixes by pointing out these gaps. The following chapters will build on this foundation. Chapter 2 will present a review of the relevant literature, providing both theoretical and empirical perspectives on work experience and its role in bridging education and industry. Chapter 3 will outline the research methodology, including the design, data collection methods, and analysis approach. Chapter 4 will present the findings of the research, while Chapter 5 will provide an analysis and discussion of these results in relation to existing studies. Finally, Chapter 6 will offer conclusions, practical recommendations, and directions for future research.



[bookmark: _Toc274369967]CHAPTER 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc1287819624]2.1 Introduction
This chapter critically reviews existing literature related to student work experience placements, exploring their significance, challenges, and evolving approaches in bridging the gap between education and industry. It examines different perspectives on how work experience contributes to employability, the barriers that limit opportunities, and the effectiveness of collaborative models between educational institutions and businesses. The chapter also investigates potential solutions, including business-led and technology-driven approaches, and considers theoretical frameworks that underpin work-integrated learning (WIL) and employability development. The aim is to provide a conceptual and empirical foundation for the research and to highlight gaps that this study seeks to address.
[bookmark: _Toc1272384032]2.2 Topic 1: Understanding Work Experience and Employability
Work placement learning (WPL) has been extensively examined in higher education due to its strong association with graduate employability outcomes (Okolie, 2022). Brooks and Youngson (2016) argue that studies consistently demonstrate that students who complete placements are more likely to secure graduate-level employment and achieve higher starting salaries compared to their non-placement peers. Additionally, these authors explain that year-long placements have been shown to enhance employability while also improving academic performance, although participation rates across the UK remain relatively low. Moreover, recent findings indicate that academic performance significantly shapes both the decision to pursue a placement at enrolment and the likelihood of successfully securing one, with strong first-year results providing a particular advantage (McCann and Hewitt, 2023). While this body of research highlights the value of placements in higher education, there remains limited literature addressing the experiences of younger learners aged 16-19. Focusing on placements for young students is crucial, as early exposure to real workplace settings can shape career aspirations, improve employability skills, and foster long-term work readiness. Supporting young people at this stage extends the conversation beyond higher education and emphasises the importance of structured, meaningful experiences that can influence their future career pathways, as Hurtienne et al. (2022) suggest. This is particularly relevant in smaller towns such as Worcester, where local economies are driven by SMEs and opportunities for early exposure to the workplace are more constrained.
While work experience is a key element in preparing young people for employment (Williamson, 2022; Worcestershire County Council, 2025), Obeng-Odoom (2025) argues that while education contributes to human capital development, it must be complemented by practical experience to maximise its value. As labour markets and technologies continue to evolve, Liu (2025) highlights the growing need for adaptable talent. In this context, work experience placements are essential for bridging the gap between education and employment, helping students build transferable skills, professional behaviours, and industry awareness that support long-term employability.
T Levels, introduced in England in 2020, are fully funded technical qualifications designed to address skills shortages by encouraging more young people to pursue vocational routes. By 2024, according to the Department for Education (2025), fifteen distinct T Level pathways were available, each aligned with occupational areas such as construction, education and childcare, and business administration. Set at ISCED (International Standard Classification of Education) Level 3, these qualifications target 16-19-year-olds in their final two years of compulsory education, reflecting the government’s commitment to strengthening vocational education and training (Orr and Terry, 2023). Central to T Levels is the requirement for extended industry placements, which reinforces the importance of early work experience for this age group (Groundwork, 2025). However, despite extensive research on higher education placements, limited literature addresses work experience for 16-19 learners. This gap is particularly significant in smaller towns such as Worcester, where SMEs dominate the local economy.
Exposing students to real-world settings remains incredibly important, and these placements aim to improve employability. Schoon and Henseke’s (2021) research highlights that while most young people participate in some form of career preparation during their school years, a significant minority receive little or no guidance (see Figure 1). This finding underscores the importance of providing 16-19-year-old students with structured work experience placements, as such opportunities offer practical exposure to the workplace, help develop career-related skills, and enhance students’ capacity to navigate the school-to-work transition.
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Figure 1: Career-Development Activity in (upper-)Secondary Education (%)
Source: Schoon and Henseke’s (2021)
According to the results of earlier studies, Messer (2018) maintains that young people generally find these placements beneficial because they provide them with relevant skills and assistance in choosing a career. Since 2010, the Department for Education has invested in research to demonstrate the value of work placements in higher education, focusing on enhancing students’ employability and readiness for the labour market (Atfield, Hunt, and Luchinskaya, 2021). Placements allow students to test potential career paths and gain industry insights (Little and Harvey, 2007), while initiatives like England’s T Level programs integrate industry placements to develop both technical competencies and transferable skills through direct engagement with employers (Williams et al., 2020). Together, these approaches reflect a broader policy commitment to embedding experiential learning across educational stages, though they target different age groups and institutional contexts.
The Department for Education’s findings show that work placements significantly improve job readiness and enhance graduate employability; however, the effectiveness of work experience in developing employability is debated. Jackson (2015) argues that while placements can enhance skills such as communication, teamwork, and problem-solving, these outcomes depend heavily on the quality of supervision and the relevance of tasks assigned. Similarly, Kay et al. (2019) suggest that poorly structured placements risk becoming superficial, offering limited opportunities for meaningful learning. This highlights the importance of strong partnerships between educational institutions and employers in designing structured, purposeful experiences.
Studies of Deb and Li (2024) show that the UK continues to face significant and persistent skills shortages, with employers across sectors such as digital technologies, construction, healthcare, and manufacturing reporting chronic recruitment difficulties (see Figure 2). These challenges predate Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic but have intensified in their aftermath, with 70% of firms struggling to recruit skilled workers by 2023. A key factor is the mismatch between the skills employers require and those possessed by young job seekers, often due to limited practical experience and insufficient vocational training.
[image: ]
Figure 2: Proportion of Skill-Shortage Vacancies by Sector (%)
Source: Employer Skills Survey, 2022
The next Figure 3 shows that Apprenticeship participation among under-24s has declined sharply since 2011, reducing opportunities for early workforce entry and skills development. This growing gap underscores the critical role of structured work experience placements in enhancing employability, as they equip students with relevant skills, industry knowledge, and confidence, while helping employers cultivate a future talent pipeline aligned with their workforce needs. 
[image: ]
Figure 3: Apprenticeships start by age group
Source: Department of Education (2025)
[bookmark: _Toc764859793]2.3 Topic 2: Barriers and Challenges in Work Placement Provision
Despite the recognised value of work experience in enhancing employability, several barriers limit access and effectiveness for students aged 16-19. Research highlights that one major challenge is the reluctance of many businesses, particularly SMEs, to host placements due to concerns about supervision capacity, potential disruption to operations, and the additional administrative burden involved. This often results in a limited number of available placements and restricts the diversity of sectors students can access. Structural and socio-economic barriers further exacerbate these challenges. As Wang and Crawford (2019) highlight, unpaid or poorly paid placements disproportionately disadvantage students from lower-income backgrounds, limiting their ability to participate and perpetuating existing inequalities in access to professional pathways. Additionally, inconsistencies in placement quality, such as poorly defined tasks, insufficient mentoring, or short placement durations, can undermine the learning experience and reduce the development of transferable skills (Jackson, 2015).
The national organisation Groundwork UK (2025) sustains that SMEs, which constitute 60% of private sector employment in the UK, often lack the capacity to formally advertise work experience opportunities. Despite this limitation, the organisation suggests that students themselves can take initiative by directly approaching businesses to express interest and inquire about potential placements. This proactive engagement not only increases access to experiential learning but also fosters independence and communication skills among young people. As they transition to adulthood, Marches Growth Hub (2025) sees that young students also seek connections with supportive companies that value Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion, helping address skill shortages and recruitment challenges.
Differences in expectations between educational institutions and employers, lack of clear communication channels, administrative and logistical issues, and insufficient support for businesses to design meaningful placements contribute to mismatches between student needs and workplace realities. Furthermore, many employers remain unaware of the long-term benefits that structured placements can provide, such as developing future talent pipelines and reducing recruitment gaps. Therefore, supporting students in building the practical and professional skills that employers value is essential (Dicker et al., 2019). Recent evidence shows that 91% of employers prefer candidates who combine academic knowledge with practical and technical qualifications, as highlighted by Pearson (2025), reinforcing the importance of integrating both forms of learning within educational pathways.
[bookmark: _Toc561080903]2.4 Emerging Solutions: Business Models and Digital Platforms
The study carried out by Smith et al. (2018) demonstrated that out of 99 computing graduates from 14 Scottish universities, those who completed work placements were more likely to secure graduate jobs quickly, had higher employment rates, and earned more than those without placement experience. Similarly, using a large student dataset, Jones and Wang (2023) found that compulsory work placements integrated into degree programmes had a significantly stronger positive impact on student performance than studying abroad. Such literature evidence demonstrates the transformative potential of structured work experience in bridging the gap between education and the labour market. Exposing young students aged 16-19 to workplace environments earlier, even before higher education, could provide significant benefits by developing confidence, industry awareness, and essential employability skills during a formative stage. This concept is also supported by a July 2021 report of Schoon and Henseke (2021) on 16-25-year-olds in Britain, which found that while most young people aim for degree-level qualifications, 42% were uncertain about their future careers (see Figure 4). The report also showed that those who engaged in formal career preparation, such as internships or work experience, demonstrated greater confidence in their career goals and were more proactive in seeking employment.
[image: ]
Figure 4: Expected job at age 30 (%)
Source: YEAH Survey, 2021.
The Marches Growth Hub, based in Shropshire and funded by UK Government, is piloting even a more modern work experience model under the ‘Equalex Framework’ (Developed by the Careers & Enterprise Company and supported by Careers Hubs) (see Figure 5).This model is offering secondary school pupils up to 50 hours of workplace exposure across multiple industries. While currently aimed at 11-16-year-olds, this approach draws our attention to the benefits of structured, diverse work experiences, improving career understanding, bridging the school-to-work transition.
[image: ]
Figure 5: Equalex Framework 
Source: Careers & Enterprise Company, 2025
Andriané Usherwood-Brown, strategic careers hub lead, maintains: 
“The programme aims to make work experience much more modern, which brings real benefits to both the young people and the businesses involved.” 
The Marches Growth Hub`s new model is being trialled ahead of its full introduction in 2028 (Marches Growth Hub, 2025; The Careers & Enterprise Company, 2025).
One proposed solution to address the shortage of placements is the development of a dedicated training-focused hospitality business that integrates student placements into its operations. Such a model can ensure structured supervision, continuous opportunities, and industry-relevant learning. However, the scalability is limited, as this proposed solution typically focuses on a single sector (such as hospitality), and cannot meet the diverse needs of students across various fields. An alternative approach gaining attention is the creation of a digital platform that connects educational institutions with businesses, allowing real-time visibility of placement opportunities and simplifying the coordination process. Research on similar technology-mediated initiatives in work-integrated learning contexts shows that platforms can increase accessibility, improve communication, and expand opportunities across sectors. An example is the “Your Apprenticeship” App created by the Department of Education (England) dedicated to Apprenticeships programs (GOV UK, 2025). 
There is a need for a similar platform for work experience placements for students aged 16-19 (see Figure 6), but the creation of it needs to take into consideration the challenges around adoption, data privacy, and ensuring equitable access. The technology should complement, not replace, human collaboration and institutional support, according to the interesting remark of Ontrup et al. (2025).
[image: ]
Figure 6: Work Experience Placement App proposed Logo
Source: researcher
StudentIN - researchers` proposed Work Experience Placement App name
“Connect. Explore. Experience.” - researchers` proposed Tagline 
[bookmark: _Toc945718364]2.5 Theoretical Framework: Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) and Employability Models in Literature 
The alignment of education with industry needs is critical for enhancing graduate employability. Recent designed model, The Industry-Oriented Problem-Based Learning Model (I-ProBL) by Sudarsono and Pratama (2025) was developed to address the work readiness of vocational high school graduates that are not fully aligned with industry needs. Their study aimed to develop and test the effectiveness of the I-ProBL model in improving the skills of vocational high school students. Using a Research and Development (R&D) approach based on the ADDIE framework: Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and Evaluation, the results indicated strong alignment with industry requirements (4.6/5) and high relevance to workplace demands (4.7/5). Implementation increased student grades by 20–21%, engagement by 85%, and readiness for employment by 90%. These findings highlight that targeted, industry-oriented instructional models could effectively improve graduate skills and strengthen school-industry collaboration, though optimal implementation requires teacher training, adequate facilities, and supportive policies. Although this model was applied for vocational schools in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, due to its effectiveness could offer insights for the UK`s existing models or guidance for new models.
The discussion of teamwork dynamics by Cottrell (2021) emphasises the difficulties that arise, the variety of viewpoints that are involved, and the importance of open-minded engagement. These themes closely reflect the experiences of students aged 16-19 during work placements. As they enter professional environments, students must adapt to unfamiliar team dynamics, workplace norms, and varied communication styles; therefore, educators play a pivotal role not only in helping students find placements but also in preparing them to thrive within them.
Marques (2022) maintains that to better prepare students for real-world business environments, sixth forms and colleges can integrate a Team-Based Learning (TBL) model into their curriculum by designing collaborative, problem-solving activities that mirror workplace scenarios. Through structured team tasks, peer accountability, and reflective discussions, students develop essential soft skills such as communication, adaptability, and conflict resolution. Additionally, TBL fosters a sense of ownership and shared responsibility as suggested in the research of Parrish et al. (2023), helping students build confidence in navigating diverse team dynamics. However, Industry observations made on a focus group at Coffee Warehouse Restaurant in Worcester, and as Abdel-Wahed et al. (2024) suggests in their study, colleges can make use of introducing role play (RP) and case-based learning(CBL) sessions to enhance critical thinking and teamwork skills among students for better work experience placements readiness.
The theoretical foundation for this research draws primarily on Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) and employability development frameworks, which emphasise the integration of academic learning with practical workplace experience. Zegwaard et al. (2021) found that work-integrated learning, or WIL, is critical to Australia's and the world's economic sustainability. It is a crucial pedagogical approach that supports a variety of other learning objectives for students while also improving graduate employment outcomes and student employability. Luk and Chan (2024) remark that WIL is concerned with designing and managing systems that integrate academic learning with workplace practice. However, as per their research results, WIL also faces limitations, as its successful implementation often depends on industry capacity and willingness, which may be constrained by resource limitations or perceptions of student readiness.
Lubbe and Svensson (2022) argue that effective collaboration between higher education institutions, students, and industry can create mutually beneficial outcomes by aligning educational provision with workforce requirements. Through coordinated interaction, all parties work towards achieving consensus on skills development, ensuring that graduates are better prepared to meet industry needs. This concept can be applied to 16-19 college work experience placements as well. By fostering collaboration between colleges, local businesses in Worcester, and students, similar mutually beneficial partnerships can emerge. Such cooperation helps bridge the gap between education and industry by aligning students’ developing skills with real-world workplace needs and providing businesses with fresh talent and perspectives.
[bookmark: _Toc1405703970]2.5.1 Proposed Integrated Work Experience Development Framework: Integrated Employability and Work Experience (IEWX) Framework
While the Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) model provides an institutional perspective by emphasising structured collaboration between education providers, students, and industry partners to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes, the Initial Employability Development Model proposed by Akkermans, Tomlinson and Anderson (2023) complements this by focusing on the interpersonal and developmental dimension of employability. It conceptualises employability as a dynamic, reciprocal process rather than a static set of skills, highlighting the importance of continuous social exchange between students and employers. Through the mutual sharing of resources and signals, such as expectations, support, readiness, and attitudes, employability is cultivated and strengthened over time through repeated interactions and ongoing feedback.
Drawing on the Initial Employability Development Model (Akkermans, Tomlinson & Anderson, 2023) and the Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) Model (Luk and Chan, 2024), this study proposes an adapted framework, the Integrated Employability and Work Experience (IEWX), tailored to improve work experience placements for 16-19-year-olds. This model views employability as a dynamic, co-created process supported by structured learning and enhanced by digital innovation. The proposed framework consists of four interconnected components: Reciprocal Engagement, Structured Experiential Learning, Continuous Feedback, and Digital Connectivity (see Figure 7).
[image: ]
Figure 7: Integrated Employability and Work Experience (IEWX) Framework
Source: researcher
This IEWX, which combines social exchange, experiential learning, and digital facilitation could create a more inclusive and effective system that supports students’ employability from an early stage.
[bookmark: _Toc1414985160]2.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter reviewed research on work experience and employability, highlighting its importance in preparing young people for the workforce. It examined differing views on placement effectiveness, showing that quality, structure, and collaboration between education and industry strongly influence outcomes. Key gaps were identified, particularly for 16-19-year-olds and in SME-dense areas like Worcester. By comparing the Work-Integrated Learning and Initial Employability Development Models, an integrated framework was developed, combining reciprocal engagement, structured learning, feedback, and digital connectivity. The next chapter outlines the research methodology used to explore these issues.



[bookmark: _Toc1966057707]CHAPTER 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc2105434546]3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted to explore the challenges and opportunities associated with work experience placements for 16-19-year-olds in Worcester, UK. Mazhar et al. (2021) maintains that data collection is the main instrument for research since it is necessary to complete the research process. According to the researcher's needs, primary data is unique and original information that is gathered directly from sources like surveys, questionnaires, case studies, interviews, and observations (Ajayi, 2023).
Using both primary and secondary data enabled the study to gather firsthand stakeholder insights while grounding findings in existing evidence for a balanced analysis. Schoonenboom (2023) defines mixed methods as the integration of qualitative and quantitative data. The chosen mixed-methods approach, combining surveys and interviews, aims to offer a comprehensive understanding of the attitudes, challenges, and experiences of employers, educators, and students regarding work placements.
[bookmark: _Toc760912631]3.2 Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
Wohlin et al. (2022) claim that a successful systematic literature study requires a solid search strategy. Database searches were the standard in the past, and snowball searches were later added. This study uses a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) combined with primary qualitative research to provide a comprehensive understanding of current practices, barriers, and potential solutions. Using this strategy aimed to incorporate all published evidence on a topic and evaluate the quality of that evidence to synthesise scientific evidence in a transparent and reproducible manner to address a specific research question (Lame, 2019). In general, Currie et al. (2025) maintain that research greatly benefits when solid research practices are used, therefore a strong research practice roadmap (see Figure 8) can ensure that the study is impactful, ethical, transparent, and of excellent quality.
[image: ]
Figure 8: Good Research Practice Roadmap
Source: Currie et al. (2025)
The SLR used in this study enables a structured and transparent process for identifying and analysing relevant literature, while primary data gathered through semi-structured interviews and surveys supports deeper insights into stakeholder perspectives. Together, these approaches help to build evidence for the development of an innovative solution, such as a digital platform to connect education and industry effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc1908452525]3.2 Search Strategy, Search Terms, and Key Words
The goal of the search strategy was to find pertinent scholarly and professional literature on work experience, employability, work-integrated learning, and digital solutions for education-industry collaboration. Snyder (2019) sustains that combining findings from multiple studies allows a literature review to answer research questions more effectively than a single study. Both peer-reviewed and grey literature, including policy and government reports, were reviewed for a comprehensive perspective. In addition, Booth et al. (2021) show that systematic approaches are essential for managing data, evaluating sources, and determining the scope of the review. Therefore, the search process followed a systematic approach to ensure that the most relevant and high-quality evidence was included in the review:
1. Identification of key concepts and related terms.
2. Application of Boolean operators to refine search results.
3. Screening titles and abstracts for relevance.
4. Full-text review of selected studies.
5. Data extraction and thematic synthesis.
As Harari et al. (2020) remark, a well-defined search strategy is vital to ensure the validity and depth of a systematic review. In this study, search terms were developed from the research objectives, focusing on themes such as work placements, employability, and education-industry collaboration. Key search strings included combinations like “Work experience” AND “employability” and “T Levels” AND “vocational education.” Using keywords and Boolean operators ensured a comprehensive yet focused collection of relevant studies.
Keywords are crucial for identifying the main themes and theoretical foundations of a study, allowing readers and researchers to quickly understand its focus and relevance within the wider academic field (Corrin et al., 2022). Following this concept, in this research the keywords were carefully selected to ensure the literature search remained targeted and aligned with the study’s objectives. Some of the terms that captured the core concepts explored, and the interdisciplinary nature of the topic were: Work experience, Student placements, Employability skills, Work-integrated learning (WIL), Vocational education, T Levels, Career choice, Qualitative research, Industry collaboration, Digital platforms, Barriers and opportunities, SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc634206972]3.3 Databases
The reliability and credibility of a research database can have a significant impact on the results of academic research. Wanyama et al. (2022) highlights that by offering precise and peer-reviewed metadata, trustworthy databases lessen the risks associated with basing research on incorrect information. To ensure comprehensive coverage, searches were conducted across several academic and professional databases, including:
1. Google Scholar (for a broad range of academic sources)
2. UWTSD`s Library (included for a wide variety of academic resources)
3. Scopus (for peer-reviewed journal articles and conference papers)
4. ERIC (Education Resources Information Centre) (included for education-focused research)
5. UK Government Publications (included for policy documents and reports)
6. ProQuest (known for rich, vast, and varied information available)
7. ScienceDirect (was included as a key database because it provides access to a wide range of peer-reviewed journals and scholarly articles across education, business, and social sciences)
8. Taylor & Francis Online (for social sciences and education journals)
9. Emerald Insight (for business and management research)
These databases were selected for their relevance to education, employability, and business research.
[bookmark: _Toc1727967982]3.4 Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
Connell (2020) emphasizes that applying inclusion and exclusion criteria is essential for ensuring research quality. Clear criteria were established to select literature that was relevant, high-quality, and aligned with the study’s objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc493104322]3.4.1 Inclusion Criteria
The inclusion criteria were established to ensure that only the most relevant, credible, and high-quality studies directly aligned with the research objectives were selected for analysis:
1. Studies published between 2006 and 2024, with the most recent publications under 5 years.
2. Peer-reviewed journal articles, policy reports, and government publications.
3. Research focusing on work experience, student placements, employability, or education-industry collaboration.
4. Studies examining 16-19-year-olds or similar age groups in vocational contexts.
5. Literature addressing SMEs and Academic institutions and their role in providing placements.
6. Research exploring digital solutions or platforms supporting placement coordination.
[bookmark: _Toc919436058]3.4.2 Exclusion Criteria
These criteria ensured that the review remained focused on current, relevant, and high-quality sources related to the research objectives. Additionally, this approach aligns with the recommendations of Connell (2020), who demonstrated that clear inclusion and exclusion parameters are essential to ensure methodological rigour and relevance in systematic research. Similarly, Patrick et al. (2021) highlight that studies should be contextually and thematically aligned with the research objectives to support valid and transferable conclusions. Excluding low-quality or irrelevant material strengthens the reliability and validity of the findings, as supported by Akkermans, Tomlinson, and Anderson (2023), who stress the importance of evidence-based selection in employability and WIL research. 
The exclusion criteria included:
1. Studies published before 2019 unless seminal to the field.
2. Literature not available in English.
3. Research focused exclusively on postgraduate placements or unrelated age groups.
4. Literature addressing corporate companies/ industries
5. Articles lacking empirical evidence or theoretical grounding.
[bookmark: _Toc1185042870]3.5 Search Results
Williams et al. (2020) point out that alignment between employer needs and student skills enhances placement success. In the catering sector, 79% of providers found sourcing placements easier due to strong skills matches and existing industry links through part-time work (see Figure 9). This supports the current study’s focus on how factors such as industry demand, skill alignment, and employer engagement influence the availability and quality of work placements for 16-19-year-old students, particularly in strengthening collaboration between colleges and local employers in Worcester.
[image: ]
Figure 9: Ease and Difficulty of sourcing placements for different routes
Source: Williams et al. (2020)
The initial search returned approximately 430 sources, which were screened based on title and abstract. After applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 150 articles and reports were shortlisted for full-text review. Of these, 81 studies were deemed highly relevant and included in the final synthesis.
The reviewed literature revealed several recurring themes:
a) Importance of structured placements in developing employability skills (Jackson, 2015; Jones and Wang, 2023; Williams et al., 2020).
b) Barriers faced by SMEs, including supervision demands, resource limitations, and lack of incentives (Smith et al., 2018).
c) Student perspectives highlighting gaps in placement quality and relevance.
d) Social and economic inequalities limiting access to meaningful placements (Wang and Crawford, 2019).
e) Policy gaps and the potential of digital innovation to improve collaboration and transparency (Atfield, Hunt & Luchinskaya, 2021).
The primary research's design was influenced by the SLR's conclusions, and including the development of survey and interview questions (see Appendix) tailored to students, employers, and academic staff.
[bookmark: _Toc263618828]3.6 Primary Research Design and Methods
[bookmark: _Toc1707770834]3.6.1 Introduction
Any research project aims to address a problem or provide an answer to a question, but its scope is limited by what can realistically be investigated and solved, as noted by Sahay (2016). Leavy (2020) maintains that the variety of qualitative approaches can be overwhelming, making it challenging, if not impossible, to agree on how, when, and under what standards they should be used. With researchers taking opposing positions and defending their positions using the fundamentals of qualitative research, Leavy (2020) suggests that even simple questions about sample size and composition, the precise procedures one should follow in data analysis, and how to produce trustworthy results can spark protracted discussions and even heated debates. This research adopts a qualitative design supported by elements of mixed methods, integrating both primary and secondary data to ensure a well-rounded understanding of the topic. 
Irving (2015) highlights that the benefit of employing semi-structured interviews for data collection is generally seen as a factor strongly related to qualitative research, and that there is a possibility to create new puzzles or add pieces to existing ones while collecting data, which can happen later in the analysis process. Considering Irving`s (2015) idea, semi-structured interviews with five business managers or owners, five college placement coordinators, and five 18-19-year-old students formed the main data collection method. This method preserved the flexibility to examine new themes during conversations while enabling a thorough understanding of individual experiences. Survey questionnaires were sent to several local businesses and colleges in addition to interviews to gather more comprehensive information and spot any patterns or recurring issues with organising and overseeing student placements. The findings' validity was reinforced by the triangulation of various stakeholder perspectives provided by the combination of qualitative and limited quantitative components. A pilot study with 35 businesses was carried out before the primary data collection to inform potential participants about the research, gauge their interest in participating, and determine whether the research strategy was feasible. This initial phase guaranteed that the ensuing questionnaires and interviews were pertinent, organised, and appropriate for further study replication or expansion.
[bookmark: _Toc517323040]3.6.2 Research Philosophy
With an emphasis on the subjective and socially constructed nature of reality, Beach and Kaas (2020) conclude that interpretivist research methodology focuses on comprehending how people make meaning in contexts. Because the study's goal is to comprehend the lived experiences of students, college employees, and business managers with regard to work placements, it employs an interpretivist research philosophy, which enables a deeper understanding of the meaning's participants assign to these experiences. Unlike positivism, which seeks objective measurement, interpretivism values context, complexity, and human interpretation (Saunders et al., 2016).
The Research Onion framework (see Figure 10), developed by Saunders et al. (2016), provided additional guidance for the research design. This framework demonstrates the multi-layered process of developing a research methodology, from choosing a philosophical stance to selecting particular data collection techniques, making sure that each step is consistent with the interpretivist and inductive approach of the study.
[image: ]
Figure 10: Saunder`s Research Onion Framework
Source: Saunders et al. (2016)
Using an inductive methodology, the study moves from in-depth observations gathered through focus groups, surveys, and interviews to broader themes and trends. This philosophical position supports more flexible and contextually based solutions by being in line with the study's exploratory goal of determining how various stakeholders view opportunities, difficulties, and possible enhancements in work placement systems.
[bookmark: _Toc943309818]3.6.3 Data Collection Methods
Semi-structured interviews, survey questionnaires, and focus group observations were used to collect primary data. Five business managers/owners, five college placement coordinators, and five 18-19-year-old students participated in semi-structured interviews that allowed for a thorough examination of their perspectives, experiences, and difficulties with student work placements. To gather more comprehensive information and spot recurring themes and trends, survey questionnaires were sent to several local companies and colleges. Contextual knowledge of workplace dynamics and student interactions in authentic environments was obtained through a focus group observation at Coffee Warehouse. By ensuring data triangulation, this multi-method approach improved the study's credibility and offered a thorough understanding of the variables affecting productive industry-education collaboration.
[bookmark: _Toc1011773359]3.6.4 Data Analysis, Sampling and Participation
Data Analysis
Following Braun and Clarke's (2019) six-phase model (Familiarising Yourself with the Data, Generating Initial Codes, Searching for Themes, Reviewing Themes, Defining and Naming Themes, Writing Up), a thematic analysis approach was used to examine data gathered from a focus group, surveys, and interviews. This process identified recurring themes and patterns, enabling a deeper understanding of stakeholder perspectives on work experience placements. The analysis began with familiarisation, where all transcripts were read multiple times to gain an in-depth understanding of the content. During the initial coding stage, key phrases and ideas were highlighted and labelled according to their relevance to the research questions, such as “student readiness and motivation concerns,” “lack of supervision capacity,” “insurance/legal concerns,” “placement quality,” “lack of student engagement,” and “suggestions for government support.” These codes were then reviewed and refined through comparison across participants to identify broader patterns. From this process, themes emerged that captured the recurring meanings within the data, for example: Readiness and Suitability of Students, Operational and Resource Barriers, Relevance and Quality of Placement Experiences, and Potential for Digital Collaboration. These themes were reviewed, defined, and named to reflect their relevance to the central research aim. 
Survey and interview data were manually coded and compared with literature findings to highlight areas of alignment, divergence, and new insights relevant to the study’s aims. Since thematic analysis (TA) offers a flexible and rigorous method for finding, analysing, and interpreting patterns in qualitative data according to Castleberry and Nolen (2018), it was used in this study. Purposive sampling studies benefit greatly from TA, as Braun (2021) brings out, since it enables researchers to extract valuable information from participants chosen for their pertinent viewpoints and experiences. The thematic analysis method (for interviews and open-ended survey responses) enabled the identification of themes, while the descriptive statistics methods (for closed survey questions) helped to identify percentages or frequencies to show trends (The thematic analysis coding process is available in the Appendix).
The objectives of the data analysis were: 1) To understand why some businesses do not accept student placements; 2) To explore the challenges faced by academic institutions in arranging work experience and 3) To assess the potential of a dedicated business model that integrates student training into its operations or the potential of a digital platform that connects education providers with businesses across multiple industries, thereby streamlining the placement process and increasing accessibility.
Sampling and Participation
Despite the relatively small sample size of 15 interviewees and one focus group, this study is consistent with the exploratory character of qualitative research, which places more emphasis on depth of understanding than on numerical generalisation. The goal, setting, and methodology of the study all influence the right sample size, as Schwab et al. (2022) point out, but when backed by triangulation and thematic consistency, smaller, well-structured samples can produce rich, context-specific data, though larger studies might need a lot of statistical power.
[bookmark: _Toc1845153915]3.7 Ethical Considerations 
Research ethics provides guidelines for the responsible conduct of research, an important factor that Islam and Samsudin (2020) evidence to guarantee that all research is conducted to a high ethical standard. Every research project has at least two main ethical considerations:  
a) Procedural ethics, which typically entails obtaining permission from an appropriate ethics committee to conduct research involving humans  
b) "ethics in practice," or the common ethical choices that come up during research. 
Braun (2021) reminds us to consider the prominent and relevant ethic code is the British Psychological Society`s (BPS) (2014) Code of Human Research Ethics when conducting research. 
The BPS`s (2014) Code of Human Research Ethics is founded on the following four principles: 
1. Respect for the autonomy, Privacy and Dignity of individuals and communities 
2. Scientific integrity 
3. Social responsibility 
4. Maximizing benefit and minimizing harm  
This study will follow BPS`s (2014) ethics code, and additionally also will follow UWTSD’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, with ethical approval obtained before data collection. Informed consent, anonymity, and confidentiality will be ensured for all participants, who will also be informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence.
[bookmark: _Toc1033237835]3.8 Chapter Summary
This chapter outlined the methodological approach for investigating the challenges and opportunities of work experience placements for 16-19-year-old students, focusing on bridging the gap between education and industry. A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was undertaken to identify and synthesise relevant literature, supported by a well-defined search strategy, keywords, and inclusion/exclusion criteria. The findings of the SLR inform the design of the primary research phase, which includes semi-structured interviews and surveys aimed at capturing stakeholder perspectives. Ethical considerations were also discussed to ensure that the research adheres to best practices in data collection and participant welfare. The next chapter will evaluate the results and findings derived from both the literature review and the empirical data collection, offering insights into current practices, barriers, and potential solutions.



[bookmark: _Toc2056861491]CHAPTER 4: Findings and Discussions
[bookmark: _Toc359636704]4.1 Introduction
This chapter summarises and evaluates the information obtained from interviews with Worcester students, college placement coordinators, and five local organisations across different sectors: a retail store (New Look), a hotel (Whitehouse Hotel), a café-restaurant (Coffee Warehouse), a bar-restaurant (JNCTN), and a charity shop (Midlands Air Ambulance). Mezmmir (2020) points out that there are several objectives for analysing qualitative data. Giving a more thorough description of a phenomenon could be the primary goal, but the aim of this chapter is to understand how local businesses perceive and manage student work experience placements, identify key challenges and opportunities, and interpret these insights in relation to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Along with identifying limitations and likely future research directions, it also examines the implications of these findings.
[bookmark: _Toc1565039911]4.2 Overview of Key Findings
The interviews revealed diverse perspectives among employers regarding student placements. While some businesses, particularly the charity shop and the café, welcomed students and recognised the value of contributing to their development, others expressed reservations due to practical, legal, and organisational constraints. Themes were derived through Thematic Analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-step approach (the coding process and examples of coded data are included in the Appendix).
The findings can be grouped into four main themes: 
1. Readiness and Suitability of Students
2. Operational and Resource Barriers
3. Relevance and Quality of Placement Experiences
4. Potential for Digital Collaboration
[bookmark: _Toc1783502542]4.2.1 Theme 1: Readiness and Suitability of Students
Many managers expressed concerns about students' readiness for the workforce, pointing out that they lacked motivation and had a poor grasp of what was expected of them in the workplace. The Whitehouse Hotel withdrew from future placements after P1 (participant one) grumbled that:
 “Students from a hair and beauty course were assigned to our customer service positions, which seemed a mismatch”. 
While P1 stated: 
“They just do not want to be here!” 
P2 mentioned:
 “They seemed low engaged in doing tasks, and they looked like they wanted the time just to pass”. 
This reinforces the claims made by Patrick et al. (2021) that role alignment and student readiness are more important than employer involvement alone in ensuring success. While Wang and Crawford (2019) consider that institutional and socioeconomic barriers frequently impede access to meaningful placements, Akkermans, Tomlinson, and Anderson's (2023) Initial Employability Development Model emphasises the necessity of reciprocal engagement. This aspect was also mentioned by P3:
 “Some owners do not want to deal with students, because the students are low engaged in the daily activities”. 
A surprising response was from P6, who said: 
“We had a student from a health and social care course who was assigned to our nursery, and they felt asleep on the sofa while they were shadowing the nursery teacher.”
[bookmark: _Toc862344567]4.2.2 Theme 2: Operational and Resource Barriers
Due to a lack of knowledge about insurance policies, staffing shortages, or the inability to assign mentors, many businesses reported having trouble hosting students. 
“Retail placements need a minimum number of employees to guarantee supervision and safety, which can be difficult when the store is understaffed”, according to P4. 
Another participant P5 stated:
 “We do not have the capacity to spare the time of our supervisor with the students, due to short staff”. 
Many business managers mentioned the insurance/ legal concerns, P6, P7 and P8 were on the same page by expressing similar views, P6 stated: 
“We have employers` liability compulsory insurance, but not sure if it covers the student placements”.
P7 from one of the College institutions said: 
“Some businesses think they need extra insurance for students, but the government clarified that years ago.”
While P8 stated: 
” We do not have insurance for students, only for our employees." 
In the meantime, P9 emphasised on age-related restrictions aspect: 
“Students under the legal drinking age of 18 are not permitted to handle alcohol or work late, which limits their exposure to important hospitality skills”. 
These limitations are in line with those of Orr and Terry (2023), who insist that small and medium-sized businesses have fewer resources, which hinder their ability to successfully host students. Jones and Wang (2023) also found that structured, required placements (as part of degree programs) yield better learning outcomes because they come with institutional support and coordination, two things that many local businesses currently lack. The findings show that, in the absence of sufficient structural support, such as administrative help or government-funded incentive programs, the potential of placements in smaller towns like Worcester is still underutilised.
[bookmark: _Toc1260919248]4.2.3 Theme 3: Relevance and Quality of Placement Experiences
The incompatibility of the students' courses and the placement environment was another persistent problem. For instance, students studying catering at a bar-restaurant complained that: 
“There are few educational opportunities due to the small kitchen menu”, 
according to P10. 
In a similar vein, a college once assigned hair and beauty students to a hotel on the grounds that it required customer service, but P1 mentioned:
 " The hotel customer service experience will have nothing to do with their line of work, because of the different approaches and procedures”. 
This supports the findings of Patrick et al. (2021), who discovered that the degree of alignment between academic learning outcomes and workplace practice has a significant impact on placement quality. Placements that are poorly matched run the risk of discouraging employers and demotivating students. A business manager, P11, mentioned: 
We were sent students from an IT course, and while we are a restaurant and handling takeaways via different delivery partners, we cannot keep the IT students dealing only with the delivery devices we have, because it is not enough skills to gain in line with their chosen course”. 
Additionally, Wang and Crawford (2019) explain that uneven placement quality can worsen inequality by providing some students with rich learning opportunities while exposing others to little. Interestingly, the charity shop stood out as a positive case, according to the conversation with P12 who pointed that:
” Students here receive an initial greeting meeting, proper training, badges (same as a regular employee), task support, all these to foster responsibility and boost their confidence”. 
Since skills are frequently slow to develop, practicing can be intimidating, as Harris (2020) illustrate. In this context, Akkermans et al. (2023) is suggesting that meaningful engagement and feedback loops between learners and mentors enhance soft skills and employability development.
[bookmark: _Toc689243572]4.2.4 Theme 4: Potential for Digital Collaboration
The idea of a digital platform linking businesses and colleges was well received by all interviewees. The interview participants P13, P14, and P15 thought a system like this could reduce mismatching, streamline communication, and make placement expectations clear.  While P13 said:
” This could be much easier for us to know upfront when the students are assigned with our business”
P14 suggested that:
“A work experience App like this could be beneficial for colleges and students, rather than the current arrangements”,
and P15 expressed their opinion:
” This App could streamline communication.”
Although some participants, for example P16, P17 were worried about possible costs, they acknowledged that this could be compensated for by government or college funding. 
P16 said: 
“If the Government covers the costs for the access of this App, we are happy to register”, 
While similarly, P17 mentioned:
” If the colleges can cover the costs, we can help them to host work experience placements”. 
According to Orr and Terry (2023), who emphasise the necessity of contemporary systems to efficiently manage partnerships, this is consistent with the growing push for digital transformation in employability coordination. Many employers stated that they would be open to hosting students again if structural changes were made, despite the difficulties. To promote participation, some participants proposed a government-sponsored incentive program, reiterating Wang and Crawford's (2019) demand for socioeconomic inclusivity. One business owner (P16) suggested that: 
“The Government could reduce the Council Tax for our business in the future, as we host young students and contribute to the community this way”.
 Another business manager (P17) said:
 “A government incentive would be helpful and encourage us to take more students for placements”.
(Additional information for this chapter, about College and Student Perspectives, Comparison with Previous Studies, and unexpected findings can be found in the Appendix).
[bookmark: _Toc1642339351]4.3 Chapter Summary 
This chapter analysed data from interviews, surveys, and focus groups involving employers, college coordinators, and students to explore challenges and opportunities in student work placements. Thematic analysis revealed key issues including limited business capacity, insurance confusion, short staffing, and mismatched placements. Colleges reported difficulties with student engagement, placement availability, and administrative processes, while students’ experiences varied from supportive environments to minimal supervision or lack of opportunities. The findings highlighted strong support for a digital platform to simplify communication between colleges and employers, aligning with national. Unexpected insights included low student confidence when placements were non-compulsory and employers’ misunderstanding of insurance responsibilities. Overall, the results emphasise the need for clearer collaboration, improved preparation, and innovative digital solutions to enhance the quality and accessibility of student work placements.



[bookmark: _Toc1745981921]CHAPTER 5: Recommendations, limitations of the research 
[bookmark: _Toc599358919]5.1 Introduction
Adu and Miles (2024) describe that limitations are restrictions placed on the study by the design and methodology of the research. This chapter highlights the limitations that might have affected the results and offers suggestions based on the study's findings. By strengthening college-employer collaboration, removing administrative obstacles, and incorporating digital solutions, the recommendations aim to increase the efficacy and accessibility of student work placements. Although a small-scale study such as this research contributes to the existing literature and is original in the sense that the primary data were collected directly from the students, business managers, and college placement coordinators, the study presents only indicative findings. Further research is necessary to explore its implications in more depth. 
[bookmark: _Toc855369807]5.2 Recommendations
The following suggestions are put forth considering the study's findings to improve the efficiency, accessibility, and coordination of student work experience placements for colleges, employers, and policymakers: 
1. Develop a Centralised Digital Placement Platform 
The findings demonstrate the urgent need for an easy-to-use digital system to help employers and educational institutions coordinate placements. By facilitating real-time communication, opportunity tracking, and transparent progress monitoring between students, colleges, and businesses, a centralised placement platform could expedite the process. In the interview process, one of the College coordinators mentioned that: 
“There was an APP named Worcestershire Education Business Partnership which provided a database of local SMEs that have taken students in work experience in the past (providing the companies' contact details), and they charged £18 per student for login access
, but when conducting the search of this company, there was evidence that this company has dissolved since 2020, according to the GOV UK (2025) page. 
Through programs like the 2025 Bitesize Careers Tour, which visits to schools throughout the UK to promote post-16 pathways, organisations like BBC Bitesize play a vital part in encouraging young people to consider future career options (BBC Bitesize, 2025). However, a specialised digital work experience placement app could support these initiatives. By offering a practical, interactive bridge between education and employment, transforming early career exploration into accessible, well-managed, and engaging real-world experiences. This aligns with calls in the literature for technology-driven integration of education and employment pathways (Ramírez-Mera et al., 2025). The platform could also include features for digital consent forms, attendance tracking, and evaluation templates, reducing administrative burden for coordinators.
2. Strengthen Employer-College Collaboration
There is a concern aligning with government findings that many businesses remain unclear about health and safety rules for work experience students and whether their existing Employers’ Liability Compulsory Insurance (ELCI) policy provides sufficient cover. However, the UK Government has clarified that the insurance industry treats work experience students as employees for bodily injury coverage under an ELCI policy, and that offering placements does not affect insurance premiums (GOV.UK, 2013). This suggests that colleges could play a stronger role in communicating and disseminating such official guidance to employers. By proactively sharing up-to-date government information and providing clear documentation during the placement preparation stage, colleges could help reduce confusion and build employer confidence, thereby encouraging greater participation in placement schemes. Employers should receive clear instructions from colleges, as well as workshops or "placement readiness" sessions. Local collaborations, such as business advisory panels, should be formed to ensure ongoing communication between the two sectors. This suggestion supports the claim made by Patrick et al. (2021) that successful work-integrated learning (WIL) requires strong institutional-industry collaboration.
3. Enhance Student Preparation and Reflection
Colleges should strengthen pre-placement preparation by integrating employability training, workplace behaviour awareness, and reflection activities into the curriculum. Considering the importance of workplace experiences in improving students' learning, educational institutions offer course credit for relevant work experiences. "Work colleges" include institutions like Career Colleges, Specialist Colleges, Technical Excellence Colleges, and Sector-based Work Academies that provide vocational education and training. They are an additional helpful resource for comprehending how organisations could encourage links between education and practical experience (Perna, 2023; Department for Education [DfE], 2025). Students' engagement and ability to connect theory to practice can be improved by incorporating structured reflection before, during, and after placements. Additionally, considering the UK government’s recent proposal to introduce V-Levels (newly announced Level 3 vocational qualifications that enable students to explore different sectors before committing to specialisation) educational institutions should further strengthen early student preparation. By integrating work experience readiness modules, career exploration tools, and reflective learning into V-Level curricula, colleges can better prepare learners for informed placement choices. Coupling this with the proposed digital placement platform ensures students entering V-Levels have structured exposure, clearer pathways, and opportunities tailored to their evolving career interests (GOV, 2025).
4. Simplify Administrative Procedures
Placement allocation is delayed by paperwork and parental consent forms, according to colleges. Efficiency would rise if these procedures were made simpler by digitisation and standardised templates. Shared compliance frameworks could be created by local education authorities to assist SMEs and smaller colleges with less administrative capability. Abdullah et al. (2016) outlines that these shared compliance frameworks facilitate collaboration among diverse stakeholders by providing structured approaches to managing ethical and regulatory requirements across multiple domains.  
5. Increase Support and Incentives for SMEs
Smaller companies frequently lack the resources necessary for efficient student supervision. Legislators should think about providing grants, tax breaks, or recognition programs to SMEs that participate in student placements. Employer burden could be lessened, and placement opportunities across industries could be increased with the help of support networks like shared placement coordinators or mentorship training.
[bookmark: _Toc1876879331]5.3 Future research recommendations
It is important to consider future studies on work experience placements might examine how to integrate and include students with disabilities who are 16 to 19 years old. The growing number of students with visible and invisible disabilities makes it more crucial than ever to create inclusive learning and working environments, as highlighted by Mogaji and Nguyen (2022). It would be beneficial to investigate how educational institutions and employers can better meet the needs of diverse students to develop frameworks for equitable placement. These studies could look at ways to help companies get ready to host students with disabilities, deal with accessibility issues, and dispel myths about their abilities, all of which would lead to more inclusive and representative work experience opportunities.


[bookmark: _Toc1961397601]5.4 Limitations of the research
A crucial component of academic work is the inclusion of research limitations, which help to make clear the limitations that could influence conclusions and interpretations, as exemplified in the work undertaken by Rodriguez et al. (2024). While this study provides valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities surrounding student work experience placements, several limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, the sample size for the interviews was relatively small and geographically concentrated, which may limit the generalisability of findings beyond the local context. Secondly, the study relied on self-reported data from students, employers, and academic staff, which could be influenced by personal bias or social desirability.  A notable resource used in this study to avoid bias was the work carried out by Page et al. (2024), who clarify that when available results in a meta-analysis differ systematically from missing results, bias may occur, regardless of whether the entire study or a specific study result is unavailable because the investigators deemed the results to be unfavourable.  Furthermore, there were limitations in interviewing more students under the age of 18, as parental consent would have been required (and could have taken a long time), which constrained participation. Additionally, time constraints restricted the depth of data collection and analysis, particularly in exploring longitudinal impacts of placements. The secondary data used may also reflect policy or practice changes up to the date of publication, meaning newer developments might not be fully captured. Despite these limitations, the research offers a robust foundation for understanding current practices and informing future strategies to enhance work experience provision.




[bookmark: _Toc136616787]Conclusion
With an emphasis on cooperation between colleges and employers in the hospitality and service industries, this study looked at the opportunities and challenges related to student work experience placements. Key issues such as coordination challenges, limited employer capacity, and different levels of student readiness were identified through thematic analysis of data from surveys, focus groups, and interviews, guided by an interpretivist philosophy and inductive approach. The results show that although placements improve employability, mutual engagement, preparation, and organised institutional support are necessary for them to be successful. While colleges reported low student engagement and administrative burdens, employers voiced uncertainty regarding insurance and health and safety obligations. These results underline the necessity of better industry-education alignment and increased communication. One innovative suggestion is to create a digital platform for placement to streamline coordination, monitor progress, and improve communication between all parties involved. This development is in line with national initiatives like the T Levels and the newly launched V Levels, which aim to improve vocational pathways and better connect students with practical experience. In summary, this study advances knowledge about how online resources, teamwork, and focused planning can raise the calibre and availability of student placements. Employers, legislators, and educators can use the knowledge acquired to help develop a more effective and inclusive work-based learning program that better equips students for the changing labour market.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc535971949]Questionnaires that were used for the semi-structured interviews with the participants
For Academic/College Staff (Placement Coordinators)
1.What are the most usual challenges you face in securing placements?
2.How do businesses typically respond to placement requests? What reasons do they give for declining?
3. Would a business that focuses on training and hosting students year-round fill a gap in the current system?
4. Would a digital platform, such as a work experience placements app, improve the current placement process?

For Business Owners/Managers
1.Have you ever offered student work placements before? Why not?
2.What are your main concerns or barriers when it comes to student placements?
3.How much support or training capacity does your current team have? Are they ready to host young students?
4.What might encourage you to offer placements more regularly?
5.Would you register for a Work Experience App?
6. Would you consider adding a new feature on your website, such as a "work experience placements available here" button, where the students or academic staff can reach out to you?
 
For Students aged 18-19 Who Completed/Did Not Work Placements
1.Was it difficult/ easy to find a work experience placement?
2.Did your college help you find a work experience placement? 
3. In the event you would not have been able to find a work experience placement, what would you be required to do instead of the placement hours?
4. What was your experience like during your placement? What could have improved your experience?
5. Do you think that a dedicated business that offered more structured training and work experience blocks throughout the year would help more students in the future?
[bookmark: _Toc2035644767]2. Survey questions
Survey questions for Employers:
Have you previously hosted student placements aged 16-19?
If no, what are your main concerns?
Would training or support for supervising students make you more likely to participate?
Rate how beneficial student placements are to your business (1 = not at all, 5 = very beneficial)
What support would encourage you to offer placements? (Short answer)
Would you consider registering your business on a dedicated app to advertise work placement opportunities and connect with local colleges and students?

Survey questions for Colleges and Sixth Forms:
How many students do you place annually for work experience?
What are the most common challenges in finding placements? 
Do you think businesses are prepared to host students effectively?
Would a business model that includes dedicated trainers and support improve placement opportunities?
How useful would a dedicated app be where you could view available work placement opportunities from local businesses and directly book placements for your students?

[bookmark: _Toc330230816]3. Thematic Analysis (TA) Process
From raw data to codes and themes:
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Thematic Analysis –page 1
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Thematic Analysis- page 2
[image: ]
Thematic Analysis – page 3

Graphs/Charts based on the data collected via the interviews:
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Chart1:  Business Willingness to Host Student Placements
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Chart 2: Barriers to Offering Students Placements (Business perspective)
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Chart 3: Challenges reported by college Placement Coordinators
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Chart 4: Interest in a Digital Platform for Placement Coordination

Graphs based on the answers from the survey for colleges:
How many students do you place annually for work experience?


[image: ]

What are the most common challenges in finding placements?
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Do you think businesses are prepared to host students effectively?
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Would a business model that includes dedicated trainers and support improve placement opportunities?
[image: ]

How useful would a dedicated app be where you could view available work placement opportunities from local businesses and directly book placements for your students?
[image: ]
Would you consider registering your business on a dedicated app to advertise work placement opportunities and connect with local colleges and students? (SMEs answer)
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Rate how beneficial student placements are to your business (1 = not at all, 5 = very beneficial):
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Extras for CHAPTER 4 (Findings and Discussions):

Perspectives from Colleges and Students
Five students (all over the age of 18) and five college placement coordinators were interviewed, and the results showed both common values and conflicts regarding the way work-experience placements are delivered. Although every participant acknowledged the advantages for self-assurance, skill improvement, and employability, they also pointed out enduring logistical and structural difficulties.

The Views of Colleges
Coordinators at the college reported mounting pressure to find enough host companies, especially in Worcester, where SMEs predominate and opportunities are scarce. Engagement was uneven, even though employability-readiness sessions were offered; P7 stated that:
“Students enrolled in optional placement courses frequently lacked motivation because they knew that advancement was still possible without their involvement." 
This backs up the findings of Patrick et al. (2021), who discovered that mandatory, carefully planned placements increase student commitment.
Administratively, the main challenges identified by colleges were the extensive paperwork and the parental consent procedures for students under the age of 18. Coordinators felt that the whole process is currently long, P6 said: 
“It takes ages to have the parental forms back to us or the SMEs to complete the paperwork we send.” 
P7 pointed out that: 
“It is a lengthy administrative process, and we could benefit from a digital App that could help us to resolve these issues in a timely manner”.
 “Communication and networking between employers, parents, and colleges could be made easier with a digital platform”, as agreed by P6, and as this study suggests.
Orr and Terry (2023), who highlight the importance of digital coordination tools in vocational education, are echoed by these findings. To mimic real-life job searching, many colleges use self-sourcing models, which require students to arrange their own placements. Coordinators acknowledged that although this fosters independence, it disadvantages timid or insecure students who frequently encounter rejection. Some colleges provide alternatives to placements, like project work, internal shadowing, or brief business visits, which offer little opportunity for hands-on experience.

The View of Students
Student experiences varied widely. Of the five interviewed, three completed placements and two could not secure one: A student placed in a charity shop reported clear guidance and strong inclusion; Another, at a bar-restaurant, gained practical insight but noted short shifts limited exposure to key tasks; A third encountered little supervision due to staff shortages.
Students without placements joined college-led online workshops or site visits, helpful, yet lacking hands-on engagement. These findings align with the Initial Employability Development Model by Akkermans, Tomlinson and Anderson (2023), which views employability as an iterative process built through real feedback and social interaction. Students missing this experiential element risk slower employability growth.
Colleges and students agree that placements are crucial but constrained by limited employer participation, administrative burdens, and inconsistent structures across courses. The evidence strengthens the case for a centralised digital placement system to streamline coordination, improve equity, and sustain stronger partnerships between education and industry.
Comparison with Previous Studies
The findings align closely with existing literature that stresses both the value and challenges of work placements. Like Patrick et al. (2021), this study confirms that structured placements enhance student employability, confidence, and job outcomes. However, it also echoes Orr and Terry (2023) in showing that smaller businesses often lack resources and guidance to provide such structured experiences.
The mixed perceptions observed across Worcester businesses also mirror Wang and Crawford (2019)’s finding that access to quality placements often depends on institutional and financial conditions rather than individual merit. In addition, the charity shop’s positive experience supports the social exchange element in Akkermans et al. (2023), showing how mutual feedback and trust contribute to employability development. This aspect is also emphasised by HM Government (2025) stating that after a T Level (which is program is intended to help students get a head start on their desired career path) student completes their course, many employers keep them on staff and encourage advancement to an apprenticeship or another position.
Unexpected Findings
There is an unexpected, but interesting finding: the retail manager noticed that students who had missed placement opportunities during the COVID-19 pandemic appeared less prepared or confident than post-pandemic cohorts, which led to an unexpected insight. 
As Pownall et al. (2022) observed in their study, and Leeds City Council (2022) highlight, young students aged 16 to 19 were unable to interact with their peers, work or obtain employment opportunities, and generally act independently during the COVID-19 pandemic, all crucial stages of adolescence and beyond. This emphasises the significance of early, practical exposure to real work environments and raises questions about the long-term effects of disruptions to remote learning, as well as the transition into the educational environment or work placements post pandemic.
The example of the IT student, who joined an online industry workshop after failing to find a local placement, yielded another surprising but insightful discovery. Additionally, to the evidence that the IT student benefited from virtual workshops that filled the gap when in-person placements were not available, Ramírez-Mera et al. (2025) emphasise that digital technologies (DT) can create enriched, interactive learning environments. This suggests that hybrid or virtual placements could be used as additional models in smaller towns, which is a concept that merits more research in the future.  
Unexpected findings exposed businesses' limited ability to accommodate them and students' lack of confidence when placements were optional. While some students reported little learning because of inadequate supervision or trouble finding placements, colleges pointed to coordination problems and a lot of paperwork. Such unfavourable results are frequently underestimated, but they offer a clearer picture of the true difficulties influencing work experience placements, as Schwab et al. (2022) speculate.
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improvement, ensuring placements meet both
industry needs and student development goals

4. Digital Connectivity
Adigital platform extends traditional

education providers, increasing access,
scalability, and transparency in
placement opportunities beyond a single:
sector
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