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Foreword 
 
 
Writing this report during the annual flurry 

of media headlines about GCSE and ‘A’-level 

exam results, it is clear that standards in 

education remain a high profile issue. 

 
Alongside the praise for students we get 

comments from business leaders who are 

unhappy at the skill levels of some young 

people they see applying for jobs. 

 
It is the authors’ view that some of these 

comments fail to do justice to the efforts of 

the many businesspeople who are giving 

their time to business-education links. It 

gives the impression that business is simply 

standing on the touchlines being critical of 

what is going on in schools. The picture we 

have found in Oxfordshire is very different.  

 
There is a positive and strengthening 

partnership between business and 

education. Many businesspeople are now 

involved in supporting schools, teachers and 

students to raise standards. Opportunities 

for them to do so are increasing. 

 
We hope that this report will encourage 

schools in Oxfordshire to strengthen further 

and develop those links and that businesses 

not yet involved in education will join their 

many colleagues in the county who are 

finding value in working with their local 

school. 

 
Iain Nicholson and Karyn Buck 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Everyone has a part to play in 

encouraging the children and young 

people of Oxfordshire to achieve their 

potential. What are you going to do?” 

Learning Matters 

 

“It is imperative that business and 

education works closely together to 

produce employees who are able to play a 

part in sustaining the economy.” 

Malcolm Douglas, Past President, Banbury 

Chamber 

 

“It was such a good experience, seeing 

how business works and to work in an 

office environment. At first we thought it 

would be scary, but the managers were 

all really helpful and friendly. We felt like 

a real part of it by the end.” 

Student, Kelly Puffer 
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Introduction 
 
The Oxfordshire Town Chambers Network is 

a countywide communications network for 

town chambers and business groups. So 

far, that is 17 groups with more than 1,400 

member businesses between them. Our aim 

is to support the work of member groups, 

strengthen links between them, share ideas 

and best practice, discuss issues and, where 

appropriate, lobby on their behalf. 

 
This project was inspired by the first OTCN 

conference at which it emerged that 

strengthening links between business and 

secondary schools in the county was one of 

the priorities for our member groups. 

 
The aim of this report is to scope the 

current links between our member groups 

and their local secondary schools, record 

them and then share the findings with 

leaders of our groups and send a copy to 

the headteacher of each secondary school 

in the county. We hope that some of the 

great ideas that exist are then picked up by 

business and schools and developed in 

other towns. 

 
The authors of this report would like to 

record our thanks, firstly to Awards for All 

whose generous support has made this 

project possible. We would also like to 

thank those in our member groups, the 

headteachers and their staff and the 

students who have given their time freely to 

enable us to draw together the evidence for 

this report. 

 
 
It is especially encouraging to note that 

as we gathered the material for this 

report, discussing ideas we found in some 

towns during our visits to others, we have 

started the ‘sharing’ process. We know of 

cases already where ideas that we have 

shared are being taken up. 

 
This has also proved to be a timely 

project with government encouraging 

schools to extend teaching of enterprise 

education and providing resources for 

them to do so. At the same time in 

Oxfordshire, the county council has its 

Learning Matters campaign to promote 

greater community involvement in 

schools. Business and businesspeople are 

well placed to play a big part in both 

initiatives, but if they are to do so 

effectively, schools need to create the 

right environment. This report will show 

how successfully some are doing that. 

 
We should note that this report is, by its 

nature, partial. We focus on links between 

member groups and their local schools. 

There will be initiatives at schools without 

links to a chamber or business group that 

are not included. It is our hope that by 

sending a copy to all secondary 

headteachers in the county, this will be a 

live document and we will be alerted to 

initiatives that we have not captured, so 

they too can be promoted and, where 

possible, shared. 
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An Executive Summary 
 
Our ambition for this report is that both 

business and schools will see which 

education-business links are working well in 

Oxfordshire; that those already involved will 

consider taking on more projects and that 

schools and business groups that are not 

yet working together will find ways to do so. 

 

To help this process, we have drawn from 

our report a number of conclusions about 

what is working now and what would make 

these links work better in the future. 

 

To business we would say: 

• There are opportunities to get 

involved in your local secondary 

school. The drive on enterprise 

education, the Learning Matters 

campaign, the work of business-

education groups and the development 

of new diplomas are creating activities 

that need business support. 

• Traditional links like work placements 

and sponsorship (see page 7) are very 

valuable to schools and students and, 

with enterprise education becoming 

more important, the need for business 

to offer such opportunities is growing.  

• There is much for you to gain. There 

are staff development opportunities, 

you can raise your local profile and 

play a part in improving the skills of 

your employees of the future. 

• Health and safety issues do need to 

be tackled but help is available with 

the paperwork (see Appendix B).  

 
 
To schools we would say: 

• There is great enthusiasm in the 

business community for getting 

involved in schools, enriching the 

curriculum and playing a part in 

raising standards. There is also much 

good practice in schools to build on. 

• Involving business in your school 

works better through established 

partnerships. Cold calling, sending 

circulars and making occasional 

appeals for help is much less likely to 

succeed. One proven way is to create 

a regular business breakfast at 

school (see page 9) and ask business 

along. The school outlines its current 

and planned activities and issues and 

the business delegates can (and do) 

see ways to get involved. 

• Appointing a member of staff 

whose role is business liaison (see 

page 12) is proving very valuable to 

schools and the businesses they deal 

with. It tackles an issue business has 

identified i.e. the difficulty they can 

have getting in touch with teachers 

due to their classroom commitments. 

It also gives business a first point of 

contact and a person who can get 

out of school to meet them at work 

or at events they attend.  

• A route that is proving successful in 

a number of towns is to engage 

business with the schools specialism.  

continues on Page 6 
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• It is increasingly important that 

schools in towns work together. The 

drive on enterprise education, sees 

schools ever keener to seek out work 

placements and other links to business. 

There is a risk that if the schools don’t 

co-ordinate their campaigns, the issue 

of ‘employer fatigue’ can emerge to 

diminish the enthusiasm in business for 

such links. We encourage schools that 

make approaches to business to 

discuss it with other schools in the 

town and co-ordinate the approach 

where possible. 

• Secondary schools may also look to 

use their links with business to support 

enterprise learning in partner primaries. 

 

There are successful partnership initiatives 

that we have seen that other towns may 

like to draw on, among them: 

• Going For It! (see page 11) – a 

careers fair with a difference, co-

organised by business with a ‘hands 

on’ theme so that students who attend 

can try some of the skills/careers 

available for themselves. We know of 

at least one other school that has 

looked at Going For It! as part of their 

planning for a careers event. 

• The Work Place (see page 13) – an 

out-of-school environment for teaching 

young people who’ve not achieved 

their full potential in the traditional 

classroom setting. Didcot Girls School’s 

initiative is a first for Oxfordshire that 

is now being looked at in other towns. 

Business can play a big part in 

supporting such initiatives. 

• Focus on Skills (see page 15) – 

with an extra focus on schools (and 

14-19 partnerships) helping young 

people to develop skills for the world 

of work, comes greater potential for 

business involvement. There is 

already evidence of schools and 

business getting together to look at 

skills shortages in their town and at 

ways to tackle them. There are also 

examples of businesspeople helping 

schools and colleges design courses 

and programmes to help ensure that 

students have the skills that are 

needed. This is a very welcome 

partnership and one we would 

encourage schools and chambers or 

town business groups to build on.  

 

We think that there is also a message 

here for funding organisations. 

• Many of those involved here are 

volunteers; the majority of town 

chambers/business groups are 

volunteer-led. Some of these 

projects – like this report itself - 

have been made possible because 

those involved sought out funding. 

It would be great if organisations 

that have funding for this kind of 

work (and the training that helps to 

drive it) could look at what is being 

done and consider ways they might 

be proactive in supporting projects 

that exist or starting new ones. 
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Traditional Links 
 
Business links with schools are, of course, 

nothing new. There have been what we call 

‘traditional’ links for many years. These 

include business people acting as school 

governors, local companies offering work 

placements for students and schools writing 

to businesses in their area when they need 

money to sponsor events or activities. 

 
As one example, Education was one of four 

key issues identified by Bicester & District 

Chamber of Commerce in its 2002/3 

Business Plan. It agreed to: 

• Make schools honorary members of 

the chamber 

…and encourage businesses to: 

• Take part in work-related learning 

workshops 

• Provide work experience 

opportunities 

• Participate in mentoring schemes 

• Do business talks, presentations and 

school business ventures 

• Sponsor students entering the 6th 

form at Bicester Community College 

• Participate in citizenship schemes 

• Establish a regular forum with 

schools to ensure a two-way flow of 

information and ideas 

• Assist schools in achieving and 

maintain technology college status. 

 
The Chamber now has an Education & Skills 

group (see box right), which drives forward 

its strategy in this area. 

 
 
Schools, students and the business 

community have all benefited from this 

approach and a number of the initiatives 

that have been developed feature in the 

best practice list we have drawn up for 

this report. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Across the county Chambers, business 

groups and their members are involved in 

similar activities in their schools.  

 
“I for one have always had a close 

working relationship with our school, and 

do presentations about work experience 

from an employer’s viewpoint.” Phil Scott 

President Carterton Chamber 

Education & Skills Group: Raising 
Aspirations, Skills and Performance 
 
The Group promotes and develops closer 
working relationships between business and 
the education and skills providers in the 
Bicester area. Our goal is a more informed 
student population that is aspirational, 
motivated, skilled and able to meet the 
demands of business in the 21st century. 
 
The Chamber encourages members to 
provide school students with valuable 
insights into both local businesses and 
general business principles. Exhibitions, 
such as “Going 4 It” help students make 
informed career decisions from the 
multitude of options available as early as 
year 9. 
 
In the workplace the Chamber helps 
employers and employees identify and 
source training to build on individual skills 
and afford personal development. This in 
turn improves the individual’s career 
prospects and their value to local business. 
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Thame Chamber (now called Thame First) 

reported that they are involved in a number 

of initiatives with Lord Williams’s School: - 

1. Work experience both provision and 

post experience review  

2. Promoting enterprise via assemblies  

3. Mentoring with year 11 on job 

applications/interviews  

4. Participation in enterprise 

projects/days run by the Oxfordshire 

Education Business Partnership for 

Year 10/11 students. The school 

believes that these projects are very 

valuable and they clearly seem to be 

enjoyed by the students (see box) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faringdon Chamber has strong links, 

through one of its committee members, 

with Faringdon Community College. Alun 

Williams runs his own business but is also 

employed by the school on a part-time 

basis as Director of Engineering as part of 

their engineering college status (see box). 

 

Nicky Stallwood, Careers and Work 
Experience Manager at Lord Williams's 
School, Thame says:  
 
"At 15 the students’ life experience is 
narrow. They have only experienced 
school and these projects help develop life 
skills. It allows students to realise that 
what they learn at school is relevant to 
the world of work and how it relates to it. 
These projects are good for group work 
and students have to negotiate, 
communicate, work towards a shared 
vision, manage each other and take 
responsibility. There is a competitive 
environment which helps prepare students
for the working world." 
 
Comments from students (taken from 
evaluation forms): 
 
"I like the way we all worked as a team." 
 
"We were treated like adults - with 
respect." 
 
"These are skills we can use in the 
workplace." 

There is a community dimension to 
Faringdon Community College’s ‘Bringing 
Learning to Life’ projects. This means it 
communicates with other primary (10) 
and secondary (2) schools. The school is a
member of the Specialist Schools Trust, 
which means that it works with 50 other 
engineering colleges in the UK. It also 
works with The Industrial Trust and is 
supported by Faringdon Gateway. 
 
It runs various projects to widen the 
understanding of students about the real 
world of business, including: 

• A careers week with local 
businesses. 

• Sharp Laboratories R&D dept 
briefed a team of students to 
research the use of mobile phones 
by teenagers. They carried out the 
research and then went back and 
presented their findings. 

• A group of students visited Williams 
F1 to inspire them to consider high 
tech engineering. 

• When teaching Electricity in physics 
the school ran a project at Didcot 
Power Station. 

 
Alun says: “Businesses that get involved 
are very positive about the project. It also 
helps students prepare for what’s next in 
life and promote career paths and 
apprenticeship schemes. The downside is 
that the school has to get good exam 
results and if it is felt that too much time 
is being spent on projects and not enough 
time on study, then there can be a conflict
of interest.” 
 
An evaluation by The Industrial Trust 
showed student satisfaction was 80–90%. 
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Starting With Breakfast 
 
The Marlborough School in Woodstock is a 

specialist college for Business and 

Enterprise and Humanities. In preparing its 

bid, the school set up a regular business 

breakfast in association with its local 

traders group, Wake Up To Woodstock. 

This now meets three or four times a year, 

is regularly attended by more than 20 local 

businesspeople and community 

representatives and has been fundamental 

to the school’s success in strengthening its 

links with business and tapping into the 

expertise that is available. 

It works because it brings senior school 

staff, teachers, businesspeople and 

community representatives, and 

increasingly students, together on a regular 

basis in an informal setting. The school 

outlines its current activities and initiatives 

and the areas in which it needs support. 

The business and community members are 

kept up to speed with what is happening 

and can easily see for themselves where 

they can, if they choose, make a 

contribution. They are also able to offer 

their advice, expertise and as the 

headteacher describes it (see below), “act 

as critical friends”. 

The Business Breakfast also now has a 

smaller spin off ‘management group’, which 

takes a closer look at the objectives of the 

school on business and enterprise and 

humanities and is helping to maintain the 

momentum of the college status initiative at 

The Marlborough School.  

 
 
The result of these strong and regular 

links is a whole raft of activities and 

initiatives in which the local community 

has been closely involved, including: 

• Students at the school carried out a 

visitor survey in the town for Wake 

Up To Woodstock and West 

Oxfordshire District Council 

 

“It’s really good for schools to be involved 

with local business. It’s also important for 

us that children understand how business 

works, as they are the town’s future.” 

Wake Up To Woodstock Chairman, 

Florence Sibourd  

• A Fashion Show at the school 

organised by a group of traders 

 

• The school choir performs at the 

town’s Xmas Candlelight Evening 

• The school acts as a venue for the 

town’s hugely successful Literary 

Festival with some of the authors 

hosting workshops for students 

• Business owners have become 

mentors for selected students 

• The school runs small business 

courses 
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• The school has developed strong links 

with Oxford Brookes Business School  

• Businesspeople are regularly involved 

in enterprise days and other activities 

in the school, often in association 

with the Oxfordshire Education 

Business Partnership (see later) 

• Businesspeople have been in school 

for careers talks to inspire students 

as they consider their GCSE options 

and to run workshops 

• A number of the businesses involved 

in the breakfast organise workplace 

activities for students (see box). 

AS Level Business Studies students at the 
Marlborough have been experiencing the 
process of Human Resources first hand with 
the guidance of managers at publishers 
Elsevier Ltd, via a work shadowing exercise. 
 

 

Elsevier Recruitment Manager, Phaedra 
Tarbit says: “As a business we are delighted 
to have been involved in such a worthwhile 
project. Our plan is certainly to continue 
this initiative for next year’s students and to 
build on this relationship in future.” 
 

Business Studies teacher Lisa Walkley says: 
“This has been a particularly rewarding 
project as the students have learned so 
much from it. As well as gathering the 
information and developing the skills 
necessary to complete their AS assignment, 
they have grown in confidence and have a 
greater understanding about how business, 
particularly recruitment, works.” 

The Bear Hotel put a group of students 

through its induction course and customer 

care programme and schools ICT software 

and services supplier, RM plc, hosted a 

Year 10 ICT Conference. 

“We were split into groups to undertake a 

number of set challenges and activities 

that included building our own network, 

fixing up a PC to make it work and doing 

a graphics animation using a projector 

linked to a laptop. I found that all of these 

things made what we had been learning 

in ICT lessons clearer but in a much more 

interesting way.” 

GCSE ICT student, Hazel Dimond 

 

“Our links with a range of business 

partners and other agencies, developed 

through our regular Business Breakfast, 

have created a wealth of opportunities for 

our school and its pupils. Links have also 

given us the chance to support local 

organisations so that we feel we are part 

of a mutually beneficial partnership. Our 

partners act in a role of critical friendship 

as well as providing support and 

encouragement. Our pupils benefit in 

numerous ways including having 

opportunities to visit organisations to find 

out how they work. To summarise I’d say 

that we have been encouraged to be 

adventurous, to constantly reflect on and 

improve what we do and to develop our 

capacity to be enterprising as well as that 

of our pupils.” 

Julie Fenn, Headteacher, The Marlborough 

School, Woodstock 
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Going For It! 
 
Bicester Community College and The 

Cooper School hold an annual careers event 

with a difference. Going For It is aimed at 

Year 9 students and is linked directly to 

them making their GCSE choices. It is co-

ordinated by Bicester Village, who initiated 

the event five years ago with co-sponsors 

Bicester Chamber, the Learning and Skills 

Council and many local businesses. 

The twist is its focus on providing a “hands 

on experience”. The whole event is very 

interactive and students can try out a range 

of jobs and skills including building walls, 

designing websites, stripping machinery, 

look at all aspects of careers like care work 

or hospitality and carry out scientific 

experiments. Useful and user-friendly 

information on further and higher education 

and apprenticeship schemes is also made 

available.  

 

 “Going For It! is a great initiative that’s 

come out of a good partnership between 

the school, the Chamber and Bicester 

Village. Over the years it has become 

extraordinarily successful and students are 

really positive about the day’s activities.” 

Dave Hudson, Bicester Community College 

 
Business exhibitors say attending the event 

is valuable training for younger staff in 

learning to handle people, answer questions 

and generally gain confidence about their 

role in the company. More than 400 young 

people attend and the feedback is really 

positive. 

 
 

“I thought this event was really good. It 

made us start to think about our future – 

what we want to do and what GCSEs to 

take. I think that all schools should have 

a chance to come to this event and see 

what they think for themselves.” 

Ellie Seddon 

“I laid a brick, drove a simulated 

aeroplane and even had a boxing lesson. 

It was altogether very enjoyable and has 

helped me decide on possible job 

prospects for the future.” 

Jack Hardy 
 

 
 

“The day is fun, exciting and provides 

students with plenty of food for thought 

for their futures. There is a real buzz in 

the halls as students enjoy the event, and 

meet a range of local organisations. This 

is not the usual careers event - the 

emphasis is very much on encouraging 

students out of their comfort zone by 

engaging with them and opening their 

minds to wider opportunities.” 

Miranda Markham, Bicester Village 
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The ‘crucial’ business 
administrator 
 
Two of the schools that have done most to 

develop links with the business community 

have appointed a member of staff to be the 

focal point for the relationship. 

For Bicester Community College and The 

Marlborough School, Woodstock, this 

business liaison or business administrator 

role is a significant investment. That said, 

both the schools and the businesspeople 

they are working with consider the role to 

be crucially important. There is no doubt in 

either school that having a dedicated 

member of staff makes much possible that 

could not have been achieved so easily. 

In areas with no such role, businesspeople 

say that getting in contact with teachers 

can be difficult. Teaching commitments 

mean they are hard to contact by phone 

and school email systems are not always as 

efficient as businesspeople are used to in 

their workplace or at home. Businesspeople 

tend to set aside time in a day to deal with 

school links. If they cannot get through to 

the person they want at that time, it may 

be days or weeks before they have a 

moment to return to the issue again. 

The business liaison role solves that, giving 

business a link; someone who knows the 

school, can put them in touch with the right 

person and make things happen. 

Many of the activities described in the 

chapter on The Marlborough School have 

developed through their business & 

enterprise co-ordinator, Sharon Whittaker. 

 
 
 
At Bicester Community College, the first 

post holder, Janet Robinson (who now 

works in China) is highly regarded by 

business representatives in the town. 

 

“I can’t emphasise strongly enough the 

benefits of the role. Teachers have a 

heavy workload and simply don’t have 

time to liaise with business. The role 

bridges the gap and encourages business 

to have a better understanding of what 

the school needs and vice versa.” 

Keith Watson, Bicester Chamber 

 

As well as Going For It, the school’s links 

with business help with work placements, 

sponsorship, sports awards, enterprise 

days, companies hosting workplace 

experience for teachers, business advising 

the school on courses, its technology 

college status or aspects of operation, 

such as catering. The links also help make 

the school aware of the needs of business 

and any skills shortages in the town.  

 

“Being able to meet businesspeople on a 

regular basis, for example, attending 

chamber meetings, builds relationships 

and breaks down barriers. You can then 

discuss things with them much more 

easily than you can if you are cold calling. 

It can also lead you to other valuable 

contacts because if people can’t help, 

they’re happy to find someone who can.” 

Janet Robinson 
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The Work Place 
 
A much talked about innovation in 

education-business links in Oxfordshire in 

the last year is The Work Place. 

It is a new kind of learning environment for 

young people who struggle to fit in at 

school. It takes them away from school and 

from the standard curriculum to a different 

sort of classroom designed to be much 

closer to a working/business environment. 

It has been set up by Didcot Girls School 

(DGS) in partnership with MEPC the owners 

of Milton Park – who’ve found the school a 

rent free unit there. A steering group of 

businesspeople and educationalists is 

helping to drive the initiative, which is now 

starting its second year. Among those 

involved is Di Chesterman, President of 

Didcot Chamber of Commerce. She’s 

been helping promote The Work Place to 

businesses in the town. 

Here is an extract from her presentations: 

 

 

 

 

“Didcot Chamber of Commerce is proud to 

be working in partnership with The Work 

Place – an extension to Didcot Girls School. 

 
About The Work Place 

It is situated on the Milton Park Estate. It 

comprises of one self-contained unit, which 

is fully equipped as a working office. From 

here a small group of previously disengaged 

Year 11 students receive their education. 

 
 
About The Students 

All the young people using The Work 

Place have found learning within 

mainstream schooling to be extremely 

difficult if not impossible. These students 

have been at risk of suspension and/or 

exclusion. Prospects for excluded, 

disaffected young people are difficult to 

say the least. They face leaving with no 

qualifications, unemployment or low 

grade work with teen pregnancy and drug 

and alcohol abuse becoming issues. 

However, students who are able to enter 

The Work Place can expect a much more 

positive outcome and the pilot year 

produced encouraging results. 

The students are ‘on roll’ at a number of 

different schools in the area as well as 

Didcot Girls and all are personally 

interviewed before being accepted onto 

the project. 

 
About The Staff 

The Work Place has a regular teacher -

Tracy Gardiner – who reports to Paula 

Taylor Moore (Headteacher at DGS) and 

the Steering Group. There is also a 

teaching assistant employed during term 

time and other visiting teachers who bring 

specialist skills. 

It is important to the success of the 

project that adults, other than teachers, 

are involved to give the young people a 

real insight into the world of work. 
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About The Curriculum 

The young people follow a curriculum 

designed especially for them. Key Skills – 

literacy, numeracy and IT – are paramount 

but much of their time is spent learning 

transferable, work based skills, which will 

prepare them for employment. Programmes 

can be tailored to individual interests 

allowing students to focus on skills such as 

hairdressing, general office or retail work. 

 
About The Difference 

Pupils do not wear a school uniform and sit 

in a class of 30 other students where their 

needs and difficulties go unnoticed or 

unfulfilled. Instead they wear business suits 

and work in a small group in an office 

environment. The pupils respond well to 

individual attention and support, leaving as 

confident, skilled and reliable workers.” 
 

 “The Work Place is a fantastic initiative.” 

Di Chesterman, Didcot Chamber 

 

Comments from the students include: 
 

“I have learned to work in a team and be 

around the same people every day. I am 

now more independent and can get on with 

things on my own. I am always punctual 

and understand the importance of good 

time keeping.” 

 

 “I can work independently and meet 

targets. It’s different from school because 

you get on with your work independently 

and I have a better concentration span.” 

 

 “I have gained confidence and can make 

better friendships. I am more involved.” 

Didcot Chamber is now encouraging more 

businesses in the town to get involved in 

supporting the initiative. 

 
“There are lots of ways that businesses 

could help make a real difference: they 

could suggest practical projects the 

students here could run for them, offer 

work placements, send staff along to give 

presentations on things like HR or 

customer care, keep us up to speed on 

job vacancies, offer places on a training 

course they are running that have a 

shortfall in numbers, or support us 

through sponsorship.” 

Tracy Gardiner, Teacher 

 
“The Work Place worked! Attendance 

figures all rose significantly, which speaks 

volumes. All the girls gained a 

qualification and (at the time of writing) 

all bar one is going on either to a job or 

to college. There are also lots of things 

you cannot measure like the improvement 

in their social skills, self esteem and self 

confidence.” 

Paula Taylor Moore (Headteacher at DGS) 
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A Focus on Skills 
 
A crucial outcome of the strengthening 

relationship between business and 

education in Oxfordshire is a better mutual 

understanding on skills. 

On a national level it is a recurrent media 

theme – business leaders critical of the 

quality of young people coming out of 

schools. There is no doubt that it is a 

concern here too, but there are encouraging 

signs of education and business working 

together to agree a way forward.  

Many of the links covered so far in this 

report are part of the solution. There are 

also specific initiatives aimed at bringing 

education and business closer together on 

the skills issue – among them an innovative 

seminar held in Banbury. 

The event at the campus of Oxford and 

Cherwell Valley College in the town was 

organised by the Banbury Chamber of 

Commerce with OCVC, and had a business 

sponsor. It featured presentations from a 

local headteacher, an employer and the 

Principal and Chief Executive of the college. 

Students from the college’s Foundation 

Studies course demonstrated their culinary 

skills by catering for the evening. 

 
“This is a really exciting opportunity for 

local education providers and businesses to 

meet and start working more closely for a 

better economy in Banbury and the 

surrounding areas.” 

Sian Ayckbourn, OCVC 

 

 
 

“We want our members to be better 

aware of what the educational 

establishments have to offer young 

people as they prepare to enter the 

workforce; we also want to make local 

employers aware of the College and how 

they can work closely with employees to 

help them develop and improve across a 

wide range of skills.” 

Simon Smith of Banbury Chamber 

 

After a successful event, the Chamber is 

organising a follow up Question Time on 

the issue of skills shortages in Banbury. 

 

 

In Witney, one of the links between 

business and education takes the form of 

an annual award for a student at the local 

college. Each year, Witney Chamber 

presents the Kathleen Townsend 

Memorial Award to a student at Abingdon 

& Witney College who the college believes 

has achieved most on a business related 

course. The 2006 winner, 19-year-old 

Andrew Nesbitt, is pictured receiving the 

award from Conservative Leader and local 

MP, David Cameron.  

 

Picture: Witney Gazette 
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Mentoring 
 
This is an initiative that has been tried in a 

number of places, in different ways and 

with varying degrees of success. Schools, 

students and businesspeople all see benefits 

but there have been difficulties and it is 

probably fair to say that the jury is still out. 

In some cases, mentoring is used to help 

students develop specific skills, with 

businesspeople brought in to focus on 

things like interviewing or job applications. 

These are ongoing and generally thought to 

be valuable. 

A number of schools have tried to establish 

mentoring links between individual students 

and a businessperson. The students are 

those who the school believes are not 

fulfilling their potential and could benefit 

from having a role model – but neither a 

parent nor a teacher – who can give them a 

different perspective. 

 

“Cherwell District Council instigated a 

mentoring scheme for children taking their 

GSCEs at Banbury School a few years ago 

and a lot of Chamber members took part. I 

know it had difficulties around the best way 

for the links to develop, trying to find a 

suitable room at school and of course all the 

difficulties of seeing them outside school.” 

Ann Mahoney, Banbury Chamber 

 

The Marlborough School in Woodstock is 

looking to recruit more mentors to build on 

a pilot project it has been running. Mentors 

are given training and advice and go 

through the CRB checking process. 

 
 

“This year we introduced an e-mentoring 

system to help some students through a 

difficult time in their school lives. A 

mentor shares knowledge, skills and 

experience to enable the young person to 

achieve agreed goals. We have found that 

contact via the school email system has 

worked extremely well as it has a very 

small impact on the mentor’s time and it 

can be accessed via work or home.” 

Sharon Whittaker, The Marlborough School 

 

Businesspeople who took part reported an 

enthusiastic response from their students 

in the early stages. Long emails were 

exchanged, but this tended to peter out 

and the school and mentors are asking 

whether this is a natural phase of the 

initiative or something that needs to be 

overcome. They are also debating 

whether it would help and be practical to 

arrange more face-to-face meetings 

between the student and their mentor. 

 

Another senior teacher asked about 

mentoring told us: “It is a really difficult 

thing to do well. It depends so much on 

the adult and their ability to keep up 

regular contact, even when the student is 

pretty disorganised. If it was 100%, we’d 

all be doing it, but we’re not. One route 

we’ve looked at is peer mentoring where 

a young person from an older age group 

takes on the role of mentor with the 

businessperson working with them.” 
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“Don’t Be Put Off By 
The Paperwork”  
 
That is the message from chambers of 

commerce, businesses and individual 

businesspeople who have been involved in 

school links and the paperwork involved. 

This includes risk assessment, insurance, 

health & safety issues, child protection and 

criminal records bureau (CRB) checking. 

What’s needed for each activity is different 

(see Appendix B) but there is a concern that 

some businesses, who might have 

considered hosting a work placement or 

getting involved in mentoring or a larger 

scale project at their work place, may not 

do so because they are concerned about the 

time that preparing for it would take up. 

It is true that there is work to be done and 

that the safety of the young people involved 

is taken very seriously. That said, there is a 

great deal of experience available to help 

businesses who’ve not done the forms 

before. In some cases there are templates 

for them to work on. In others the school or 

an organisation involved in running an 

event or activity, such as the Oxfordshire 

Education Business Partnership (see next 

section), will be able to assist. 

The point that they have all been keen to 

make is that the benefits to the school, the 

students and the business far outweigh any 

cost of setting up. 

Businesses that have taken part in school 

links have found that the involvement has 

been good for members of staff, for their 

own training and personal development. 

 
 
 
Some businesses and organisations have 

had projects carried out for them by 

students. Many schools devote resources 

to PR and promotion and can help raise a 

company’s profile in the community 

because of the links they have. 

 

 

 
At an event for the county council’s 
Learning Matters campaign in Faringdon, 
a headteacher, one of the town’s leading 
businessmen and the local MP all spoke 
about the benefits of business-education 
links. 
 

“At JDS, our mission is to offer creative 
ideas and practical solutions for a wide 

range of interiors in all material mediums. 
I believe it is vital that we educate and 
inspire students of all ages about how 

materials can be used in real life, to affect 
the shape and form of the world we live 
in, if we are to encourage engineers and 

designers of the future."  
Nigel Jones, MD, JDS Group Ltd  

 
“JDS Group are a classic example of a 

very positive two-way relationship that 
can exist between a secondary school and 
a local business. They help bring learning 

to life for our students.” 
David Wilson, Headteacher Faringdon 

Community College 
 

“As someone who has worked for many 
years as the trustee of a work experience 

charity, I take work experience very 
seriously. It gives children a chance to 

focus their thoughts and to experience a 
working environment. The best 

experiences can change lives. I’m 
fantastically pleased by this initiative and 

delighted to support it.”  
Ed Vaizey MP  
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Oxfordshire Education 
Business Partnership 
 
There are a number of organisations 

working in Oxfordshire to promote 

business-education links. One of the major 

players is the Oxfordshire Education 

Business Partnership (OEBP) which links 

young people to the world of work so they: 

• know more about working life 

• adapt well to employment  

• learn more effectively.  

OEBP operates across the county and helps 

teachers and businesspeople to understand 

each other's worlds and, through a series of 

programmes and initiatives – such as ‘The 

Business of Enterprise’ programme and ‘Get 

Ready for Work Day’ - helps young people 

experience and appreciate the world of 

industry and commerce. 

 
OEBP has a wealth of expertise and can 

help support businesspeople and employers 

through the process of working with schools 

and young people. They have kindly 

provided a digest (see Appendix A and B) 

with a form to fill in if you would like to get 

involved with your local school. 

 
OEBP also presents ‘Investor in Education’ 

awards to recognise the contribution of 

business, organisations and businesspeople. 

 

 
 
 

“It is important to stress that work 

experience is just one aspect of work-

related learning - though a key one; and 

that students need as much exposure as 

possible to different aspects of the world 

of work if they are to develop the skills 

and attitudes that employers want. 

 
“We are seeing that schools need 

particular help to tie vocational subjects 

to the real world, and that business 

involvement is going to be even more 

vital to schools as Specialised Diplomas 

come on stream. 

 
“It is also worth noting how important 

business links are to special schools, 

where many students are not able to 

undertake work experience, so they rely 

on businesspeople coming into schools.” 

Fiona Clarke, OEBP 

 
Among the organisations involved in 

projects we’ve mentioned in this report 

are: Faringdon Enterprise Gateway, the 

Industrial Trust, Oxford Brookes Business 

School (a strong supporter of initiatives at 

The Marlborough School), The Oxford 

Trust, Shaw Trust and Young Enterprise. 

 
The Oxford Trust has published a 

Directory of School-Business Links in 

Oxfordshire, available via its website at: 

www.oxtrust.org.uk/schools/withBusiness/ 
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Contacts 
 

The Oxfordshire Town Chambers Network 
(and all town chambers and business groups involved in this report) 
www.otcn.co.uk 
E: schools@otcn.co.uk 
 

Awards for All 
www.awardsforall.org.uk/england/index.html 
 

Oxfordshire Schools Listed 
www.oxfordshire.gov.uk/wps/portal/publicsite/doitonline/finditonline/schools 
 

Oxfordshire Education Business Partnership 
www.oebp.org.uk 
E: oebp@oxfordshire.gov.uk 
T: 01235 547152 (if you’d like to get involved with your local school, see Appendix A) 
To discuss work experience (see Appendix B) 
E: workexperience@oxfordshire.gov.uk 
T: 01235 547140 
 

Oxford Brookes University Business School 
www.business.brookes.ac.uk 
E: jlaver@brookes.ac.uk 
T: 01865 485908 
 

Learning Matters 
Including information on becoming a school governor and offering work experience plus the 
Learning Matters Information Pack 
Via www.oxfordshire.gov.uk 
 

The Oxford Trust 
www.oxtrust.org.uk 
 

The Work Place 
Unit 43b, Milton Park, Didcot, Oxfordshire, OX12 4RU 
T: 01235 835815 
 

Disclaimer 
 

In compiling this report we have met, spoken to and/or exchanged emails with a number of 
chamber and town business group leaders, businesspeople, teachers and those involved in 
education-business links. We would like to thank them all for their time and their 
enthusiastic support. 
 

While we have taken the greatest care in drawing on their comments and reflections, we 
accept no responsibility for any omissions or inaccuracies. We also recognise that on an 
issue like this in which there are developments on a very regular basis, we may have been 
overtaken in some aspects by changes in circumstances. 
 

The views expressed in the body of this report are entirely our own, except where we have 
quoted individuals directly. 
 

Iain Nicholson and Karyn Buck 
For the Oxfordshire Town Chambers Network Ltd.    September 2006 
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Appendix A  

 
 

 
 

Would you like to see young people better prepared for working life? 

Employers tell us that they are looking for young people with the skills and attitudes they 

will need to be successful in working life:  

• positive thinking 

• teamwork  

• problem-solving and communication skills 

• an understanding of how to behave in the working environment. 

 

Will you help us achieve this? 

Schools now have to prepare all young people for the world of work. But they can only 

bring this area of the curriculum to life with the help of real working people: people from 

jobs of all kinds, and businesses of all sizes: people like you. 

 

The role of the Oxfordshire Education Business Partnership (OEBP) is to support schools 

across the county by bringing students and business people together. As well as arranging 

work experience placements, we run a range of activities to help develop the skills and 

attitudes that businesses want – everything from short sessions on interview skills to full-

day events which might cover communication and presentation skills or enterprise 

capability. 

 
• Could you spare a little time to help us help our young people? 

• Could your staff benefit from the responsibility of working with students? 

We would brief you thoroughly on what you would need to do – and it can be great fun! 

 
If you can help, please fill in the form below and fax it back to us, phone us on: 01235 

547152, or email us with your details at: oebp@oxfordshire.gov.uk 

 
We’ll then contact you by email to discuss specific dates and the events we are organising, 

to see what would fit with your availability. 

 
Please fax the form back to: 

Oxfordshire Education Business Partnership, The Charter, Broad Street, Abingdon OX14 

3LT. Fax no. 01235 547155 
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Name  

Position  

Company  

Address 

 

 

 

Telephone   

Email  

Nature of business 

 

 

 
I am interested in helping with workshops in schools. 

 

My areas of expertise are (please tick): 

Sales and Marketing 

Finance 

Product Development/Design 

IT 

Administration 

Human Resources 

Other……………………………………………. 

I could offer ……….  day(s) of my time per year. 

 

I would prefer to work with schools in the north/south/west/east of Oxfordshire/ Oxford 

city. 

 

I am particularly interested in working with this/these secondary school(s): 

 

………….………………………………….…….. 

 

…..……………………………………………….. 
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Appendix B 

 
 

Work Experience – What Employers Can Expect 
 

Young people gain a huge amount of confidence and experience through their work 

experience placements, and schools are extremely grateful to the many employers who are 

prepared to give young people this chance.  

 

Employers generally gain a great deal from the experience too: a better understanding of 

young people, their future employees and customers; fresh insights that can help their 

businesses; and the chance to develop their employees’ skills by giving them the 

responsibility of supervising a young person. 

 

You may be contacted by a local school or by the Oxfordshire Education Business 

Partnership (OEBP) to see if you can offer a placement to a student.  

 

You will then be contacted by one of OEBP’s Work Experience Officers who will visit you to 

check your insurance details and discuss what the student will be doing and how they will 

be supervised, and to ask you to complete a risk assessment form which will need to be 

sent to the student’s parents. 

 

A placement cannot be approved if the employer does not have insurance in place that will 

cover the young person. Generally, work experience students are treated as employees for 

the purposes of insurance. For placements up to two weeks, they will be covered by the 

Employers’ Liability insurance, provided that the insurer has advance notification of the 

placement. For extended placements, employers need to confirm with their insurers that 

the young person will be covered. 

 

In drawing up a risk assessment, employers need to think about the fact that young people 

in the workplace may be particularly vulnerable due to their inexperience, immaturity, and 

lack of awareness of the workplace. They must consider which activities are suitable for 

that young person to engage in. In all cases, they must ensure that adequate supervision is 

provided, and that a briefing on health and safety is given when the young person starts 

their placement. OEBP or the school will provide a risk assessment form for the employer 

to complete and send to the student’s parents. 

 

continues 
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Appendix B: Work Experience – What Employers Can Expect (continued) 

 

The school will send details of any medical conditions the student might have and any 

special needs of which you should be aware. You will be asked to sign a form confirming 

that you will treat the student as an employee while they are on their placement. 

 

The student will telephone you to arrange an informal meeting before starting the 

placement, and a tutor from the school will visit the student during the placement. 

 

All employers will be given a leaflet on Child Protection Guidance for Placement Providers. 

In some circumstances, it is necessary for a CRB check to be carried out before the student 

can attend the placement. The school will decide whether a check is required. It may be 

necessary because the student is deemed vulnerable, or because they will be in a one-to-

one situation with the employer, who may be a sole trader or self-employed person 

working from home. People who have a specific responsibility for supervising young people 

on extended placements should be CRB checked. However, the vast majority of placements 

do not require CRB checks. 

 

If the employer has any questions about the young person who will be working with them, 

they should contact the school. However, for any general queries regarding the process of 

taking on a work experience student and the forms they need to complete, they can 

contact OEBP. 
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