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The primary purpose of this research is to establish the benefits and challenges for the employer when 

accepting a student for work placement, how we as a college can improve the experience and 

encourage employers to work with us for the benefit of the next generation workforce. Our vocational 

courses incorporate a period of work placement to enable the student to pass their chosen course, this 

is set down as part of the course by the awarding body and is a valuable tool for the student to have 

both hands on practice with their chosen subject and be able to add these placements to a curriculum 

vitae, placement varies from a one week placement up to 6 weeks depending on the chosen course and 

the level at which it is studied. In the case of Early Years courses the students go out two days a week for 

their entire time with us, which depending on the level they are working at can be two years. 

Increasingly I find employers are looking for people with practical experience as well as academic 

achievements. Work placements offer the perfect opportunity to gain this kind of experience whilst still 

studying. 

 The biggest problem is finding placements, we struggle to find outstanding placements for our students 

and I would like to explore further and find out why there is a reluctance to accept students and how I 

can change employer’s attitude towards the students. Last year I had a total of 500 students attend a 

placement, given the large number of students, we occasionally get a student who has a difficult time at 

placement or does not attend regularly, this immediately puts the employer off having further students, 

so I am going to look at what I can do to minimise any misunderstandings and actively seek to retain 

employer support for a more consistent process. 

 Feedback from students varies greatly, one can love a placement and another hates the very same one 

for no real reason that I have found to date other than the expectations of the student not matching 

those of the employer I feel a solution would be to match students to potential placements using the 

information gathered from my research.  I have chosen to research this area as now I have full control 

over the external placements for the entire college curriculum which covers, Sport, Early Years, Health 

and Social Care, Animal Management and Equine.  I would like to find out if my approach needs to be 

adapted for the different subject areas.  Could simple changes make the experience better for the 

employer and would we retain more of the employers who are willing to work with us? 

In doing this research I would like to explore the gap between education and work and strive to close 

this, by giving the employer a student that has been taught and coached not only in their chosen subject 

but in the world of work in general. 

The method for action research has been one that evolved over many years; and is called the action 

research cycle. I have decided to use the following sequence for this action research as this model is 

often shown as a circle and as a circle has no beginning or end, we can presume that it can start at any 

point in the sequence, but I have chosen to start with reflection as it seems to me a natural starting 

point. 
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Reflection – I have spent many hours reflecting on the part the employer plays during work placement, 

and wish to find out what if anything we as a college can do to retain loyal and enthusiastic placements. 

In past years we have failed to retain all our employers and until now know one has researched the 

reasons. 

Planning – I plan to find out why we lose employers, by both postal and telephone questionnaires. I 

have devised the questionnaires to both ask direct questions regarding our performance as well as 

giving the chance to advise us upon the requirements for their business.  

Action – Once I have gained the responses and collated the contents, I can put together 

recommendations. 

Monitoring – If it is discovered that we need to make changes and I am able implement those changes 

quickly, we can monitor any new plan for this academic year and see if we are able to retain more 

employers by the end of 2013. 

I believe at its conclusion this action research project will be an invaluable resource for future delivery of 

my subject. It will give me a better understanding of what employers want and how we can work 

together to create a talented, confident, highly skilled workforce for the future. I also would like this to 

contribute to our ethos of always working towards an outstanding level. 

 

Action Research is a form of inquiry conducted by researchers who wish to inform and improve:  

 Their practice.  

 Their understanding and decision-making in their practice. 

 The effect of their practice on the research. 

 

Basically the cycle is as follows in this diagram which can be adapted to suit how you wish to precede 
with the research but always you would use reflection or review at each point. I have adapted my cycle 
to allow me to reflect at each point in the following cycle.  
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These steps are repeated in sequence as work progresses, creating an upward spiral of improving practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This cycle together with my action research will not only help to understand, but also the factors that 

affect what I do. Action research therefore has two aspects. The starting point is to sort out a problem 

or issue in practice; to this extent an action researcher seeks a solution. But the process can also be used 

as a deliberate attempt to understand practice better – a traditional research attitude. What is most 

important is that I am open, honest and rigorous. 
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My action research cycle 
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I have spent time researching literature on the subject of work placement from the employer 

perspective and there is a small amount of grey literature, and the focus of this literature is based 

around how placement benefits the student. I have found no evidence of any other type of literature on 

this subject. 

The literature that is available is aimed towards either the pre sixteen age group or Higher Education 

students, the Further education sector is severely lacking, and what I have found is on individual college 

websites and the ofsted web site. 

Ofsted says it is publishing a best practice report called Promoting enterprise in college vocational 

courses. The report shares the experiences of 15 high performing colleges who excel in teaching their 

students enterprise-related skills and entrepreneurial capability. Leaders of the colleges visited 

recognised the future success of their young people did not just depend on academic achievement, but 

also involved developing a range of essential enterprise-related skills. 

Further education has a key role in stimulating economic growth and developing young people’s 

vocational and employability skills. This report found the most successful colleges create close links with 

businesses, employers and local community groups and embed enterprise related skills in the 

curriculum. These colleges also had highly skilled staff with excellent knowledge of the sector, who 

maintained strong links with their industry contacts, in turn enabling college managers to facilitate high 

quality and relevant work experience for learners. 

 

All of the available literature is mainly aimed towards the student and the benefits of a placement from 

the student perspective, the department of education and skills say ‘To improve competitiveness, it is 

vital for education and business to work together to ensure young people are better prepared for the 

world of work, with necessary skills and motivation’. This is all very well, but the employer needs to 

know what gains they are to expect. What support they will receive and how much time is going to be 

taken out of the business, and is the business willing to go the extra mile to support the work force of 

the future. We need our young students get the opportunity of a quality placement but what happens if 

the student is badly behaved or unreliable, does the employer give up and refuse future students based 

on this experience? Has the economic downturn had any impact on the business which would affect 

student placement? None of the literature has touched on how we go about building and maintaining 

these links, or how to manage challenging students in the work place. 
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Within my college I have set up a system this year as part of my research to try and make sure 

work placement students are well prepared and understand what it is, but I feel some research 

into the employer and their expectations are paramount to building good long lasting 

relationships. As a college we are very aware of our ethical responsibilities, we have students 

on courses in which their faith determines that they for instance would not wish to be placed 

on a meat producing farm, we have to make sure any religious dress or jewellery is not going to 

cause any difficulties. However for the purpose of this research I don’t have any other ethical 

concerns. 

Before deciding how to conduct my research I have looked at both the for and against of the 

qualitative and quantitative methods which I have detailed below. 

In the scientific community, there is great debate between qualitative and quantitative research 
methods. Despite the criticism that qualitative methods are interpretive and invalid as scientific 
evidence, the real discrepancy lies within the types of data that each method produces. Quantitative 
data measures quantifiable terms, such as "how much," "how long" and "how many," while qualitative 
data measures the reasons behind behavior, such as the "how" and "why." While neither method is 
"better" than the other, there are advantages and disadvantages to both.  

 

Qualitative research allows one to explore topics in more depth and detail than quantitative 
research. Also, qualitative research is often less expensive than quantitative research, because 
you don't need to recruit as many participants or use extensive methods. Another pro of 
qualitative research is that it offers flexibility as far as locations and timing because you don't 
need to interview a large number of people at once. 

One major disadvantage of qualitative research is that it cannot quantify how many of your 
audience answer one way or another. This makes it extremely difficult to create any type of 
solid statistic. Another con is that you cannot generalize your findings. As opposed to 
quantitative surveys, qualitative research does not allow you to use your findings as a basis for a 
broader audience or the public in general. 

One of the pros to quantitative research involves the fast speed that data can be collected. This 
data can also be analyzed fairly quickly. In addition, using statistically valid random samples, a 
survey can quickly be generalized to the entire population. Another advantage involves the 
planning process for programs and messages. With the reliable, repeatable information that 
quantitative surveys can provide, a trusted set of statistics can give confidence when making 
future plans. Quantitative research can also be anonymous, which is useful when dealing with 
sensitive topics. Another major pro of quantitative research is that it allows you to generalize 
your findings beyond the participant group. 
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One con of quantitative research is the limited ability to probe answers. Also, people who are 
willing to respond may share characteristics that don't apply to the audience as a whole, 
creating a potential bias in the study. In addition, quantitative research experiments can be 
costly. 
www.ehow.com/info_8179604_pros-cons-qualitative-quantitative-
research.html#ixzz2IbPignXe) 

 

 To enable me to achieve my goal, I have chosen to use is both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, taking the form of postal questionnaires and a telephone survey. I have chosen to use 

both of these as in my experience many of our employers are just too busy running their 

business to complete non essential paperwork, and I believe this approach will help me to 

capture a good cross section of the businesses we use. I have constructed and sent out a 

questionnaire to one hundred employers who have participated in our work placement 

programme across all curriculum areas over the last academic year, those who do not return 

the paper Questionnaire are the ones I shall target for a phone call. During any telephone 

research I will use the same questionnaire on which to base the questions. I have allowed one 

month for the postal version to be returned to me, and then I will set three days for telephone 

calls to those who did not respond in order to keep to the original 100, as these where chosen 

to be an equal amount from the different curriculum areas and different levels within those 

areas. I will ask each of the teaching areas to pull random employer details as I feel this is the 

way to avoid any bias.  I will then be able to collate the information and from the questions I 

have asked I will be able to ascertain the levels of support required and the type of support the 

employers would like to see along with any specific training a student should receive before 

embarking on a work placement, which would leave a lasting positive impression. We are 

always going to have to manage a small element of unreliable students and therefore we have 

to find out how it really is seen by the employer and work towards better communication to 

resolve small problems before they jeopardise further placements. I believe this approach is 

both quantitative and qualitative, as well as asking closed questions and for an overall grading 

which enables me to construct graphs of parts of the questionnaire that I wish to use as a 

bench mark for the future, the open questions will give me additional information that would 

be useful but hard to analyze. For the main areas I wish to address I will use charts to monitor 

the results   a copy of my questionnaire is below. 

 

http://www.ehow.com/info_8179604_pros-cons-qualitative-quantitative-research.html#ixzz2IbPignXe
http://www.ehow.com/info_8179604_pros-cons-qualitative-quantitative-research.html#ixzz2IbPignXe
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At BCA, we endeavour to provide our students with an outstanding experience and recognise that 

without your support this would not be possible.  Thank you for providing a placement for our students. 

We welcome your comments and feedback; this enables us to ensure the right support for you.  We 

would greatly appreciate you completing the form and returning it to us in the envelope provided. 

  

Name:   Title: 

Company:      Contact Number: 
 
 

Email address: 
 
 

Type of Business: 

 

Administration 

Was the paperwork we sent you prior to their visit clear?                                     Yes:                   No: 
 

Could we improve this in any way? 
 
 
 
 
 

How did you find filling in their logbook at the end of their placement?  
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Placement 

Do you feel the college has supported you with your student?                            Yes:                   No: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Are you aware of whom your contact is at BCA?                                                        Yes:                   No: 
 
 
 
 

Have we dealt with your enquiries adequately?                                                       Yes:                   No: 
 
 
 
 

Do you feel we have prepared the student well enough for work experience?  Yes:               No: 
 
 
 
 

Could we have given you more support?                                                                   Yes:                  No: 
 
If  yes please give more detail 
 
 
 

Would you be able to accommodate a student with a physical disability?          Yes:                   No: 
 
 
 
 

 

The student 

Were they professional throughout their placement?                                            Yes:                   No: 

If not what happened? 
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Were they dressed appropriately?                                                                               Yes:      No: 

Was their overall conduct acceptable?                                                                     Yes:                 No: 
 

If not please explain? 
 

Are there any other comments that would help us? 
 
 
 
 

Would you be happy to accept future students?                                                          Yes:                   No: 
 
 

 

 

 

Please would you Grade us on our commitment to both you and our students based on your 
experience. 
 
1    Outstanding 
2    Good 
3    Satisfactory 
4    poor 
5    unacceptable 
 
If you find us poor or unacceptable please could explain below in order for us to understand your 
needs and how best we can support you in future? 
 

All information is provided in  

At the end of my research period I had received 21 written responses. I then used the questionnaire to 

telephone the remaining 79 employers, of these I had 58 willing to complete a telephone survey. 

I have charted this below. 
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From all the questions in the questionnaire, the most important for this research are; where the 

students well prepared for a placement, this covers knowledge of Health and safety, appearance, and 

manners. I wanted to know if the employer feels supported by the College and if there was anything 

further we could do to enhance this. If the employer needed to contact us for any reason, were any 

queries dealt with in and timely manner and any issues resolved to the employers satisfaction and lastly 

would they work with us again, as this is an area I feel we need to improve but did not have any research 

to back it up. The results of the postal responses below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Telephone feedback received

Telephone calls made

Completed forms received

Survey Forms posted

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Work Placement Postal and telephone survey 

Work Placement Postal and
telephone survey
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POSTAL RESPONSES 
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TELEPHONE RESPONSES 

 

 

 

Total overall grading 

I have used a Likart chart below to collate the overall data. Likert Scales have the advantage that they do 

not expect a simple yes / no answer from the respondent, but rather allow for degrees of opinion, and 

even no opinion at all.  Therefore quantitative data is obtained, which means that the data can be 

analysed with relative ease. 

Likert (1932) developed the principle of measuring attitudes by asking people to respond to a series of 

statements about a topic, in terms of the extent to which they agree with them, and so tapping into the 

cognitive and affective components of attitudes. 

Likert-type scales use fixed choice response formats and are designed to measure attitudes or opinions  

 Employer 
response – 
Telephone 

Employer 
response - 
Postal 

Total 
responses 

Outstanding 10 8 18 

Good 42 5 47 

Satisfactory 
(neutral) 

15 9 14 

Was the student well prepared for
placement

Did the employer feel supported by the
college

Where enquires dealt with in a timely
manner

Would the employer work with us again

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Column1

Column2
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Poor 0 0 0 

unsatisfactory 0 0 0 

 

 

 

This research has shown quite clearly that the employer faces more challenges than it gains in benefits 

from having a student, however most of our employers like to do what they can to encourage the future 

workforce. What some of my employers have said is that they do feel they are putting back into the 

local community and have employed some staff based on their performance when they were students. 

This is something I am working with to see if we can set up a board, advertising jobs link these in with 

our college website offering employers free advertising, however I feel this is an area where more 

research is needed to see if we could become a first point of contact when employers in our local area 

are looking for staff. 

Having looked into the results of my research, I am very pleased to see that very few employers have 

taken the decision not to work with us in the future, it is far less than I had anticipated, I have followed 

up with the individual employers and all have said they enjoyed having a student but in the current 

economic climate they are unable to spare staff on a regular basis to support a student, however they 

have all agreed to review this policy in the next year.  I now need to implement a monitoring process to 

make sure we contact these employers within a year, in order to maintain a good relationship with 

them. I have also written to thank them and offer training opportunities for their staff at a vastly 

reduced rate as an incentive to work with us again. As a general result of the questionnaire, I intend to 

have each placement telephoned on the day the student begins placement, this will ensure I have 

information on attendance, to reassure the employer we are not just foisting young people upon them 

and letting them get on with it, that we fully support the student and work place to a happy conclusion. 

Based on the results of my survey, I have already put into place a system whereby I write to each 

employer  upon agreement of a placement, this serves to confirm placement, give the student name and 

attendance dates, it  gives the employer a direct contact name in case of any queries or questions. We 

then have to complete a Health and Safety assessment before the student begins placement, at this 

stage we take along an overview of the course the student is doing as most employers do not 

understand the courses and the level at which the students are studying, this will enable them to pitch 

the work at the correct level . I also hand out a leaflet with our contact details and a short list of the 

expectations we have of the student whilst in the workplace. I have already found this to be a useful tool 

and employers are already far more engaged to the real purpose of the work placement. In the case of 

an early years student early contact with us and support from us prevented a student being asked to 

leave a placement. 

I have been set up an employer day, whereby I have invited 30 employers into college to give short talks 

and have individual discussions with students to help students understand what each employer is 

looking for in terms of professional approach and academic qualifications. The day will also involve a 
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student Q and A session for employers to answer student questions, this combined with a lunch for all 

involved I hope will make the bond we have with our employers stronger. 

I have discovered during my research that I am very strong when it comes to interviewing people, and 

asking questions, this comes from the position I hold as a Placement Manager and the volume of 

business people I deal with on a daily basis. I have been supported with the actual questions as I have 

been asked to feed into the College data and keep the questionnaires going out to employers on a 

yearly basis. 

I would like to develop the way I present research as I feel this is a particular weak area for me. I want to 

look at other ways of presenting data. I like charts as they tell you all you need to know at a glance and 

they fit into the way my college presents data during staff presentations, but I have been in touch with 

our IT department and requested further training on more complicated programmes for future personal 

development. I feel the area of research I chose to carry out was unique, it was a surprise to me finding 

no literature existed and I wish to look further into this subject and speak to as many people as possible 

in our local education departments in order to raise the profile of placement, as work placement is very 

high on our current governments agenda and we need to work hard to make it a success. 
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