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Placements are not just about getting a placement — hard as that might
feel at times —nor are they about surviving — thriving — in the placement
itself. Your placement is a means to an end: gaining employability skills;
learning how to learn in the workplace; and understanding the interac-
tion between university studies and organisational life. Returning to uni-
versity needs a further adjustment and often right before your final
assessment period. One student noted:

It is hard to return to university — in terms of the work day not end-
ing at 5 or 6 pm, but that you should be continuously working, even
at weekends, as there is so much to do!! I think this was even
more pronounced in the second placement as straight after this
we went into the final year when it seems to get much harder!!

So far in this book, we have discussed practical ways to mal e the most of
your placement. In preparing for this, do take the opportunity to speak
to as wide a range of people as possible o as to get a better idea of what
will be right for you. In this final chapter, we start those wider discus-
sions with fellow students.

10.1 What makes a placement successful?

The short answer is ... you do.
. Of course, there is more to it than this. Without a doubt, there are organi-
sations which can be relied upon to offer an excellent placement experience
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and others which may offer the wrong roles, or the wrong individual man-
ager to supervise the placement student. Similarly, universities may offer
excellent or mediocre support to placement students.

But in the end much of the success of the placement rests with the indi-
vidual student. For many, this represents a first encounter with really
developing important skills for work and learning for the future — man-
aging time effectively, balancing priorities, working with and influencing
others, delivering results, and encountering and successfully navigating
through problems on the way.

So whilst choosing a ‘good’ placement organisation helps to improve
the chances of success, in the end it is your approach and personal organ-
isation to the placement which will determine how successful it has been.

10.2 If you could do it all again ...

Students interviewed as part of the research for this book were asked
what they would have done differently, had they the chance to do it
again. Here are their answers!

( Top tips from students: what I'd h

have done differently

Before the placement

Set myself clear objectives beforehand, then strive to achieve them.
Prepared myself for drastic changes in lifestyle compared with
university.

Thought more about the type of organisation where I wanted my
placement, and where it might lead to.

Sent off more speculative applications.

Prepared better: taken some time to understand the business first.

During the placement

Discuss with your company what you want to get out of the
placement.

Got more sleep!

Been more forward with some of my ideas; been more vocal on
dull days.

If it starts to go wrong, speak to your manager; don’t ignore it, or
be underhand.

Back at University

10.3 Last words from universities

Last words from universities

) '_I‘here is a placement out there for you — all you have to do is find
it and make the most of it.

s Try to see your academic work, your personal development, and
your organisation work as ‘joined up’ topics — too many students
look at them as being in separate and disconnected boxes.

( i

¢ Use this time of your life to gain ‘out of the box’ experiences. )

10.4 Take three students

Student placement experiences vary considerably, but most students
?vho undertake them enjoy them and learn from them. To give you some
idea of what to expect, here are their accounts, in their own words, from
students who have been through the process already.

As you read these accounts, think about your own placement as well ...

what you would have done similarly to these students, and what you may
have done differently. .

Paul

-
Paul’s placement experience )

Decision to take a placement year

o Dfa-cided after starting university course.
* Aiming for a better degree.

Finding a role

¢ Placement office. e FTET S

o }?n]jne applications to large organisations — found them slow getting
ack.

* Smaller, local organisations better at replying.

_ (Cont’d))
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- ™
Induction
e Missed the general induction for placement students, but

attended general talk, and Health and Safety briefing.

Benefits

e Training and work experience.
e Day trip to Toulouse!
e Working with a wide variety of senior managers.

Regrets

e None, though recognises less freedom.
Key learning points from Paul’s placement

e Showed adjustment and resilience in workloads throughout
placement — from not enough to do at first, then three separate
managers, then given more senior work to do — all important
learning opportunities.

\_ o

Why did you choose to do a work placement?

When I started my course, I hadn’t intended to do a placement ... I just
wanted to do a three year course. But during my first year, I went to pre-
sentations on placements. They showed that you had a much better
chance of a better job, and a better degree, if you did a year out. I am
pleased with my decision to do a placement.

How did you conduct your job search?

I got my CV ready with help from the placement office, then did a lot of
searches on the web, and with the placement office. I also did a lot of on-
line applications to large organisations. They could be really bad at get-
ting back to you: it’s pretty upsetting at the time, because you spend a lot
of time, even with online applications. When you get no response, no feed-
back, it’s hard to know what you are doing wrong.

I also wrote by mail to local organisations, and sent out my CV. They
were better at giving a response.

What were the most important factors for you?

I always wanted to go to a larger organisation. Location was also impor-
tant: I wanted to stay near university if I could, or near home. I didn’t
want to be away from home and university.

When I came here, I had a very good impression of the organisation
through my manager. In another organisation I applied to I knew I would

Back at University

be doing cold calling to customers to develop sales, and had real ethical
problems about the way they worked.

Job Fltle was pretty important, because I wanted a range of different
activities.

Money‘v?asn.’t a huge factor: I really wanted to look at the learning
opportunities. |

How were you assessed in your applications?

A range of .interviews and assessment centres. In one placement I didn’t
get, | hz_ld interviews, did a presentation, and had a group discussion, I
dmgl’t think T did very well, and hadn’t had any practice in these area;s.
This taught me to be positive all the time in interviews and assessment
centres, and to turn all the negatives into positives, by explaining what I
]:fad learned from different situations. In group discussions, I learned to
hsFen to what others were saying in the team ... not to jump in too
quickly with my own views. |

Tell me about your first week in your placement

I'missed the main intake week, so I started later with five other interns. The
first day was a lot of form filling, health and safety briefings, security passes,
that sort of thing. There was also a talk from HR about making the most 0;'
the placement. In the first week, I met my colleagues and started work.

How is your work assessed?

It’s very informa]. I get feedback from my manager, but a lot of the work
here is ad hoc. I only have specific objectives from the university.

What training have you received?

I have done Exc_el training courses on my own initiative, and the com.-
pany has trained me on SAP.

What difficulties have you encountered?

At the start of my placement, T didn't really have enough to do, and
seemed to spend a lot of time twiddling my thumbs. My manager tri’ed to
be helpful, but wasn’t always there.
_ Then I had three different managers to report to. Prioritisation was
important, but I felt that I had lots of competing demands, and couldn’t
do gnythlng particularly well. It was stressful, and was resolved by allo-
cating me to work for one manager only. . .
More recel-:mly, quite a few people have left, and I have effectively taken
over a full-time role. I have been thrown in at the deep end, and have
enJoy‘ed that, but it can be quite hard too, for instance when you go to
meetings without feeling that you are fully prepared. .

What has given you the most satisfaction?

I have worked with a wide variety of people, and mixed with senior man-
agers, so got to know how they think.

I ha’ve had a day 1Erip to Toulouse. Financially, I have more money — |
haven’t saved anything, but I feel better off, and am no longer in debt.
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Any regrets?
Not really. There is a lack of freedom.
How does a placement differ from university?

At university, you can work at any time, it’s less structured, and your
social life centres on your university friends.

On placements, you have a clear working day, which is both good and bad,
but then you know that your work for the day is finished. You certainly have
less freedom, and get tired more easily, so earlier to bed! I have learned how
to work with people I probably wouldn’t have worked with before. I have also
learned how to dress properly for work ... and learned how to use an iron!

What about when you get back to university?

I will miss the variety and opportunities this placement have given me. I'll
also miss the money. But I feel that I will be more committed to university life
and making the most of my final year. I will be more structured and driven.

And now you are actually back at university ... ?

After I finished my placement, I was lucky enough to be invited to work as
a subcontractor over the summer. I was also asked to work during my final
year at university with the company but the demands of working two to
three days a week as well as attending university were just too much.

Adjusting back to the university lifestyle was nice at first with more
freedom and a few lay ins! The work schedule for the final year is how-
ever a lot more demanding — my year in the workplace has certainly
stood me in good stead for this working long hours and managing
my work with everything else in my life. I am also currently writing my
dissertation and the information and insights I gained within the work-
place have been key to my research findings.

I am now looking to apply for graduate schemes and am finding the
application forms so much easier to fill in with all of the tasks that I have
under my belt from my placement year.

How has your placement influenced your future career plans?

1 do not want to be sat at a desk in front of a computer all day. I will want
a role where I can meet people. It has given me a clearer impression of
what I don’t want to do: for example, finance!

Susan

Susan’s placement experience

Decision to take a placement year

e Not sure about career plans — perhaps own business in due course.

-

Back at University

Finding a role

e Online.
¢ Five applications overall, and invited to three assessment centres.

Benefits

° E)fcellent. training, including developing IT and software skills.
¢ Wide variety of roles and experience.

Regrets
e None about the placement.
* But had been advised to keep a learning journal — didn’t do so

and now wishes she had.

Where now?

¢ Still not sure about long-term role, but more confident in tackling

degree and finishing well.

! Y,

Why did you choose to do a work placement?

I fildn’t know what I wanted to do when I left university. One day 1
might like to have my own business, but in the meantime, I thought
that.g placement would be good for my CV, and that the experienée of
working as part of my degree would be really important.

How did you conduct your job search? What were the most important
factors for you?

A lot of web searches and using the university websites. I looked both
at large and smaller organisations.

The most important factors were job title (I didn’t want something
too specific); variety of role; and a good organisation name. Then,
money was important, though most of the salaries were pretty sim-
ilar, to be near home or university, and the benefits of the role: I
don’t mind working hard, but some of my colleagies 'inaplace'ments

in other organisations had really long working hours which I wanted
to avoid. |

How did you apply?

For all my applications, I applied online via the web, or by email with
my CV. No post applications. I did five applications overall: I had three
assessment centres, and accepted this role before my applications with
two other employers had been finished.
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. TP
How were you assessed in your applications:

For the three places I was shortlisted, I did interviews and assessment

i i rking in small
centres. The assessment centres included interviews, working in s
groups, where we observed, and numeracy tests.

Tell me about your first week

On day one, we had an overall induction day w}x'lth t:boult 30 ];tizn\ihoiis
; : 1 met the team 1 was -
'ho started on the same day. On day two, 1 _ _

ggowith then met the rest of the people I was Fu be workﬁlisg vEtlz,I 223

started v':forking in the rest of the week. It was a bit scary at 11;, u :

tled in happﬂj. It will be a wrench to leave at the end of my placement.

How is your work assessed?

At the start of the year, I had my work objectives, persongl ot;j;'.cgvsls;
1 cati larly helps me to understan:

and dissertation. My manager regu ] 4

progress. I have a formal review and report mid year, and my placemen

officer visits to review my progress.

What training have you received?

Induction training, European Computer D%'iving Licenc}:le?, SA'Il'jh forr§E
and accounting. I also have on-the-job t_raupng and coac m;i.wﬂle pdate
ous intern had left a checklist for me, which was useful, and upda
that list for my successor.

What difficulties have you encountered?

I started by doing monthly management information returns. At ﬁr;lz
the turnaround was three weeks, then two weeks, a;:d n(w\]; it vl\?h f;elwgfeed
I 1 t used to the work.
I had a lot of spare capacity once I go ! -
18;3 find work to do, I speak to my manager. Tve done some extra tra;{m;lgf;é
but theﬁ it gets hard to fill your day when there are only a few weeks le
in your internship.

What has given you the most satisfaction?

The work is very varied, which is great. I find thai:, it ma_k‘es my ?Jgeri
sity work much more relevant, so easier and more interesting to study.
am also lucky to be working in a great team.

Any regrets?

Not about my work, but we were encouraged to k(;:'ep a l_earili}?fd]c];uﬂza;
by the university. 1 meant to start one, but T didn’t. I w1zh 5 ;:1})1 4
log of what I had done, and how my placement developed ... what 1
achieved.

How does a placement differ from university?

Early starts! Obviously, you also have less freedor:; ciu?intg t:u; ;lf,oggg
i 1 ' tired ... in fac

less time to do other things. 1 find 1 am more .

seffattered. The money is useful, though I don't feel that I am much better

off financially.

Back at University

What top tips would you pass on to other placement students?

Definitely do a placement. It will really boost your confidence and your
capabilities.

It’s really useful to have a mentor in the organisation ... my manager
is also my mentor, and is a great support.

When you are on your placement, your work becomes much more struc-
tured — effectively, you are working all the time. I find this structure
really useful, and know that I will apply the same routines when I go
back to university.

Double check and review your work before you release it; make sure that
it is fully correct. My attention to that kind of detail is still improving.

And how is it now that you are back at university?

I have always found my work experience in general a great advantage to my
course before my placement, working in a retail shop and a pub restaurant.

My placement year enabled me to apply theory to practise further and
to critique readings and theorists as I had a taste of a ‘real job’ especially
as there was a great variety in my job role. I have also been looking for
graduate jobs for when I finish my degree and finding my placement year
has helped me narrow down my search into what I want to do and that a
placement within your degree can help put you ahead of the competition!

How has your placement influenced your future career plans?

I am still not sure yet what I will do, but feel more confident about fin-

ishing my degree well, and that I know what I will be looking for in my
career choice.

Leanne

4 Leanne’s placement experience

Decision to take a placement year

e Had not intended to take a placement year, but attended presenta-
tions in first year and became convinced of value in experience,
studying, and graduate career opportunities.

ﬁ#' T,

e

Finding a role

Placement Office a great help.

Applied to smaller and larger organisations — good success rate
in being shortlisted. ’

Some very positive job search experiences, and very negative
experiences too.

\. (Contd)
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~

Benefits

e Great training opportunities: eRoom training; and two days SAP
training and events management training; hea.alth am_i sgfety
training; trained as a recruitment assessor; e-learning media centre
access for things like IT skills development.

e More confident with class participation.

¢ More confident with theory.

Regrets

e Only for a year! N
e Don’t get quite the same benefits and opportunities as graduate

trainees.

Where now?

e Clearer sense of direction, rather than a clear-cut idea. Wa1.1t' to
join a graduate trainee scheme for the good learning opportunities.

Key learning points from Leanne’s placement

e Making and taking opportunities to undertake further training,

develop and network once in a role. )

.

Why did you choose to do a work placement?

I had no intention of doing a placement at the start of my course, but I changed
my mind having attended university presentations . about p!acements. 1
decided to do a placement so that I could put my studies m‘?o practice. t?hought
it would give a real-life application and I could see how things worked in prac-
tice. I also thought it would be good to find out more aboutf the work environ-
ment, and I enjoy meeting new people and seeing new environments.

How did you conduct your job search?

The university was a great help as the Placements Office provided .in_fo'r-
mation on company websites, finding roles to apply for, CV preparation,
and interview practice techniques.

I started looking early on in my second year, because I knew;f thslit a 191:
of the big companies filled their jobs early on. Smaller Organlsamons n
this area tended to fill their vacancies towards the end of th‘e academic
year in the spring and summer. Although I was offered. interviews nearly
everywhere I applied, I tried to learn from those times when I was
rejected or not successful at interview.

What were the most important factors for you?

I wanted a good role, and where I am now sounded really gt_)od, and 'is
good. I wanted to stay close to the university if I could, otherwise work in

London or a large city.

Back at University

I wanted a role that was fairly general and offered good opportunities
for personal learning and growth.

Salary was less important, but I wanted to know that I would be paid
fairly, and have enough to live on.

How did you apply?

For most jobs, I applied online. For smaller companies, I sent a covering
letter with my CV; sometimes I telephoned them. Most places I applied
to got back to me, but sometimes the time scales were really long, so I
didn’t always know what was going on.

How were you assessed in your applications?

Here, the selection process was simple and more informal: interviews,
and meeting the managers. Elsewhere, there were interviews, presenta-
tions, that kind of thing.

Apart from this job, I was offered a job by a large international com-
puter company. At the time, I turned it down because I didn’t want to
work in the location they had suggested, nor in the role. I explained this
to them, and they were very good and suggested alternative roles else-
where in the company, which impressed me. In another big international
computer company, I did interviews, which I thought went well — but I
never heard from them again— feedback would have been useful!

Tell me about your first week

The first half day was an induction which introduced the company,
informed me about security, finding out where to park my car, then safety
and security training. It was OK. I was then sent to find my department
on this very large site, which was a bit scary. I then met the team, and the
intern I was replacing then looked after me in the first week.

How is your work assessed?

I have a quarterly assessment from my placement office, which is just
‘pass’ or ‘fail’. Here, I get feedback from managers and colleagues about my
work. It is also great when they suggest ‘Leanne would be good at that’.

For my dissertation, which is my next really big job, it is more difficult
to tell how well I am doing at the moment.

What training have you received?

Quite a lot. I have done induction training; eRoom trainine: and two days
SAP training and events management training. I have had health and
safety training, and have been trained as a recruitment assessor. I also
have access to the company’s e-learning media centre for things like IT
skills development, and the employee portal.

I have also done Myers-Briggs profiling, which has helped me to under-
stand my personality and how I am likely to relate to others.

What difficulties have you encountered?

The placement has gone well, but I have encountered difficulties when
school visits may not have gone so well, for example, when school visitors
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are noisey or ill-disciplined when visiting the site. It has taught me to
make contingency plans, and to look for ways T can improve things.

What has given you the most satisfaction?

Everything! It has been great for networking, new friends, and new
opportunities. I have attended conferences and exhibitions, schools and
academies. As a result of my placement experience, I now expect to get a

better class of degree.

Any regrets?

Yes, that it is only for a year. I suppose that we don’t get quite the same
benefits and opportunities as graduate trainees or full-time employees.
But, really, there are very few disadvantages.

How does a placement differ from university?

As a student, vou need to be much more self-motivated in your work. In
a placement, life is much more structured, like getting up at 6 am and
having a structured day ahead of you. I don’t think there is so much dif-
ference financially; you still have to pay the rent, and other bills, though
I am in less debt now.

I do also feel loyalty to this organisation, and I am proud to tell people

who I work for.

What top tips would you pass on to other placement students?

Start your applications early, and don’t give up. Even if you don’t get a role
by April, there are still jobs and you will get one if you try hard enough.
Make sure that your CV is as well written as it can be. Check your
spelling is correct, make sure you give sufficient detail, and don’t rush
an application, because you can always tell if someone is just trying to
justify themselves.
Be proactive in your placement, and volunteer for extra activities if

you can.

How has your placement influenced your future career plans?

It has given me a clearer sense of direction, rather than a clear-cut idea.
I definitely want to join a graduate trainee scheme as I have seen the good
learning opportunities. Longer term, I may look at roles in resourcing or
recruitment, or perhaps events management or project management.

Now you are back at university, has anything changed?

Going back to university is definitely different to the previous years. | am
much more structured and get up early every day to get on with my work. 1
find I participate a lot more in seminars due to more confidence and a better
understanding of organisations. Having done a placement also helps me
reflect on theories and is useful to write about in my coursework. Overall [
think I will achieve a better degree classification as a result of my experience.

Back at University

10.5 Conclusion

Value of placements

As this book was bei
universities, and oi;ﬁ’;aegzmdf we met with a wide range of students,
finding and settling in to a pl ns involved with placements. The road to

we : acement was not always easy. But everyone
the Ss,I’Zﬁl({lirf:s rilllréf(;fegr'the valug they had gainedyi_n a placement. For
personal grO\;Vth ine fnﬁ:;nce had been beneficial and motivational in a
isation for their studi %nce, a_nd a renewed vigour and personal organ;
offoring student bl es. Urganisations had a variety of motivations for
oping learnin P :ﬁements ~ as additional support, as a way of devel-
graduates ang ;irlen t%roxl:.f a'mﬁtmn’ to develop a recruitment pool for
ing the ne;(t enerati f pls principled reasons such as develop-
the Univer: generation of entrants with appropriate work skills. And for

e universities too, the benefits could be seen in improved academic per-

formance in the final year of i
SEtess: year of studies, and greater employability skills and

Selection preparation

g&i ;:;ii (llz ;;t;isézlll);}lt;esEand (;gfortlillnities to find and benefit from a
1ve. Kven after the rese rati i
study guide, it is obvious that we can only g‘?;zha I:f‘ll-:vp(?ﬁ t;?rzhfoz thwf
o.f placement opportunities available. However, a familiar me ~
from many of the universities, organisations, and students anzssag(:
students mtex:viewed, is one of the value and potential value of ]PBS
ments. Sometimes this potential benefit is lost or diminished bep o
pf poor p’repa.’_rgtioh for selection, or a failure to make the most of lfeifi
mgd oppt')r’tumtzes-, or d1ffir::u_lty in coping with organisational processes
an poh.i:lcs. By using this study guide effectively, we hope that vou
will avoid some of these pitfalls, and enjoy and make the most of vc
own placement experience. R

Over to you!

3 & -

rFla

We have f1n1shed this study guide with the stories of a small selection
of placement students, who have agreed to share their experiences of
the’ successes ‘and occasional challenges of-placeh:lénts. We hope that
their stories will help to inspire you, and that this book Wﬂl.also-'help you

to navigate W . . :
G Eck! your way to a successful and fulfilling placement experience.

e —
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(Post Placement) Checklist

Update your competence example table.

Ensure that your generic CV is fully up to date and includes new
examples of your achievements during your placement.

Volunteer — to speak to the induction group for the next intake of
students in your host organisation, or to potential placement
students back at university.

Register your Continuing Professional Development papers with
your future professional body if appropriate.

If you have a dissertation to finish writing, try to do as much of it
as you can before returning to university, and certainly before
Christmas of your final year — avoid getting your dissertation work-
load out of balance and damaging your marks in other subjects.
Stay in touch with your host organisation(s) — even a Christmas
card will keep you on their radar for possible future opportunities,
or will help smooth the path for future placement students.
Approach your studies, and your selection for graduate roles, with
renewed energy, application and confidence — you have earned it!
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