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EMPLOYER CONVERSATIONS ABOUT T LEVEL INDUSTRY PLACEMENTS
Practical guidance for employer engagement colleagues
Strong employer relationships are central to successful T Level industry placements.
For many employers, the quality of early conversations shapes whether they continue, build confidence and remain engaged over time. Employers are more likely to offer placements when conversations feel practical, realistic and supportive rather than transactional or overly focused on process.
This resource has been developed to support employer engagement colleagues, industry placement teams, curriculum staff and leaders to have more confident and effective conversations with employers about T Level industry placements.
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[bookmark: _1._REFRAMING_THE]1. REFRAMING THE CONVERSATION
One of the most common challenges in employer engagement is that conversations begin too narrowly or too transactionally.
Employers are often asked:
· “Can you offer a placement?”
· “Can you take a student for 315 hours?”
· “Can you complete these forms?”
Before they fully understand:
· the purpose of industry placements
· the support available
· how placements could realistically work in their organisation
· or the potential long-term benefits.

This can unintentionally make placements feel:
· high risk
· overly complicated
· compliance-led
· or disconnected from workforce needs.
Strong conversations usually begin somewhere else.
Rather than leading with placement requirements, many employers respond more positively when conversations focus on:
· workforce development
· recruitment challenges
· future skills
· talent pipelines
· introducing young people gradually to the sector
· helping shape future employees
Less effective approaches
· “Would you like to host a T Level student?”
· “We need placement hours for students.”
· “Can you commit to a placement?”
Stronger approaches
· “How are you currently finding recruitment into the sector?”
· “What qualities do you look for in new staff?”
· “How do people usually enter your organisation?”
· “Would it help to introduce young people to your organisation gradually before recruitment?”
· “What kinds of skills and behaviours are hardest to find?”
The aim is not to avoid discussing placements. It is to position placements within a wider workforce and relationship conversation.
Many employers are not unwilling to engage. They are uncertain whether it is realistic, manageable or worthwhile for them.
[bookmark: _2._WHAT_EMPLOAYERS]2. WHAT EMPLOYERS SAY, AND WHAT THEY OFTEN MEAN
Employers often express concerns in short or practical ways.
The initial comment may not always reflect the underlying issue.
Understanding what may sit behind employer hesitation can help colleagues respond more confidently and constructively.
	What employers may say
	What they may actually mean
	Helpful response approach

	“We don’t have time.”
	They are worried about supervision, workload or disruption.
	Explore smaller or staged ways to engage first.

	“Students won’t be ready.”
	They are unsure what students can realistically contribute.
	Use practical examples and explain how readiness develops over time.

	“We tried this before.”
	A previous experience may have been poorly matched or unsupported.
	Explore what happened and what would need to be different this time.

	“We can’t supervise someone all day.”
	They are imagining constant oversight or unrealistic responsibility.
	Discuss gradual contribution, team support and realistic expectations.

	“We’re too busy.”
	They cannot currently visualise how this fits into day-to-day operations.
	Explore flexible timing, smaller starting points or project-based activity.

	“Health and safety will be difficult.”
	They are concerned about risk, responsibility or compliance burden.
	Reassure them that requirements will be supported and discussed gradually.


Many employer concerns are understandable and reasonable. The aim is not to “overcome objections”, but to:
· understand the concern properly
· reduce uncertainty
· and help employers explore realistic options.
[bookmark: _3._IS_THE]3. IS THE ISSUE REALLY THE EMPLOYER?
Sometimes employer disengagement is not caused by lack of employer interest.
Challenges can also emerge from:
· unclear expectations
· poor matching
· inconsistent communication
· weak student preparation
· unrealistic placement design or lack of curriculum involvement
· or provider processes that feel unnecessarily difficult.
Before concluding that an employer is disengaging, it can be helpful to reflect on the wider process.
Questions to consider
· Was the placement realistic for the employer’s environment and capacity?
· Was the student appropriately prepared for workplace expectations?
· Did the employer understand what support was available?
· Were expectations clearly aligned between all parties?
· Was curriculum input involved early enough?
· Were concerns responded to quickly and consistently?
· Did the placement feel meaningful for both employer and student?
Sometimes the issue is not whether an employer wants to help, but whether the process around the placement felt manageable and worthwhile.
This reflection is particularly important when:
· employers do not return after a placement
· confidence drops suddenly
· placements end early
· or communication becomes inconsistent.
[bookmark: _4._QUESTIONS_THAT]4. QUESTIONS THAT UNCOVER THE RIGHT OPPORTUNITY
Strong employer conversations are usually exploratory rather than scripted.
Good questions help employers:
· reflect on their organisation
· identify opportunities naturally
· and discuss concerns openly.
Questions about workforce and recruitment
· How do people typically enter your organisation or sector?
· What qualities do you value most in new staff?
· Are there particular skills or behaviours that are difficult to recruit for?
· How important is it for young people to understand the realities of the sector early?
Questions about business activity
· Which parts of the organisation might benefit from additional support or fresh ideas?
· Are there projects or activities that often get delayed because of capacity?
· Are there quieter periods or activities that might work well for introducing a student?
Questions about confidence and support
· What would make this feel manageable for your organisation?
· What concerns would you want us to talk through together?
· Would it help to start with a smaller activity first?
· What kind of support would help your team feel confident?
Questions about placement design
· What might a useful first week look like in your setting?
· Which tasks or activities could a student gradually build towards?
· Are there different teams or areas the student could experience?
Good conversations are rarely about finding the “perfect” placement immediately. They are about exploring what could realistically work.
[bookmark: _5._BUILDING_CONFIDENCE]5. BUILDING CONFIDENCE GRADUALLY
Not every employer needs to start with a full placement immediately.
For many organisations, confidence grows through smaller or lower-risk engagement first.
This can help employers:
· understand the programme
· meet students
· visualise opportunities
· and gradually build confidence over time.
A gradual engagement journey may include:
1. Careers talk or employer insight session
2. Workplace visit or tour
3. Short project or challenge
4. Industry placement
5. Apprenticeship, employment or ongoing partnership
Some employers may move through these stages quickly. Others may build involvement more gradually.
The aim is not to rush employers into placements before they feel ready. Strong long-term relationships are often built progressively.


[bookmark: _6._HANDLING_DIFFICULT]6. HANDLING DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS
Difficult conversations are a normal part of employer engagement.
The aim is not to avoid problems, but to respond:
· early
· calmly
· honestly
· and constructively.
Example: “The student isn’t ready.”
Less effective response
“They’ll improve once they settle in.”
Stronger response
“Thank you for being honest about your concerns. Could we explore together which areas are causing the biggest challenge and what additional support may help?”

Example: “We don’t think we can continue.”
Less effective response
“But the student needs the placement.”
Stronger response
“I appreciate you raising this early. Let’s talk through what is happening and whether there are adjustments or support options that could help.”

Example: “The paperwork feels overwhelming.”
Less effective response
“It’s just something everyone has to do.”
Stronger response
“I understand it can feel like a lot initially. Let’s break it down together and focus on the key steps first.”
Strong employer relationships are often shaped more by how problems are handled than by whether problems occur at all.
[bookmark: _7._COMMON_MISTAKES]7. COMMON MISTAKES AND BETTER APPROACHES
Some employer concerns can unintentionally be created or reinforced by the way placements are introduced or managed.
	Avoid
	Try instead

	Leading with paperwork and compliance
	Start with workforce benefit and practical opportunity

	Sending every document immediately
	Introduce information gradually and at the right stage

	Overpromising what students can do
	Set realistic and developmental expectations

	Using policy-heavy language
	Use practical examples and plain English

	Treating placements as separate from curriculum
	Show how learning and placement connect together

	Assuming employers understand T Levels
	Explain clearly and avoid jargon

	Matching based only on availability
	Focus on suitability and realistic alignment

	Waiting for issues to escalate
	Check in early and regularly


Small changes in language and approach can significantly affect employer confidence.
[bookmark: _8._WHAT_TO][bookmark: _IN_SUMMARY]IN SUMMARY
Strong employer relationships are built through clarity, consistency, realism, responsiveness, and confidence-building over time. Industry placements work best when employers feel informed, supported, listened to, and part of a long-term partnership. Effective employer engagement approaches focus on helping employers explore meaningful opportunities for young people within their organisation, rather than selling placements.
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