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Introduction

SILK were asked by Oakley School, Kent High Weald and Pepenbury to 
carry out insight gathering with people across Kent with special educational 
needs. The main focus was on school, employment and the experience of 
transitioning from school to whatever comes next.

Aims
We were originally asked to look at these three areas:
a. On leaving supported environments, where do young people move on to 
live?
 
b. What services are available to young people and adults with additional 
needs on leaving supported environments, to help them into employment, 
education or training?
 
c. How effective are these services? What evidence exists to show their 
efficacy?

We had conversations with a group of young people from Oakley School, 
Tunbridge Wells, plus two former students who left school last year and 
are now in employment, and with a group at the Pulse Cafe, Sittingbourne; 
we spoke to some people away from the group to have more in depth 
conversations about their experiences. We also met with a range of 
professionals who work in the area of young people, SEN and employment. 
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Approach

SILK’s approach is to allow people to lead the conversation so that we gain 
an understanding of what they feel is important to them, rather than be led 
by us asking them a set of questions. We prepared a topic guide (Appendix 
1) so that members of the SILK team had questions and topics in mind but 
the people we were speaking to led the discussion. 

Conversations were general, discussing experiences of school, leaving 
school, work and other circumstances that were happening around this time 
of their lives which covered a broad range of topics. We also discussed who 
was influential and supportive at this time, so services were spoken about 
alongside families and other trusted sources. 

In the references you will find examples of best practice to learn from.

We have split the insights into two sections to cover the time before leaving 
school and the time after.
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While at school

Grades

When asked about what the young people thought would help them after 
school many seemed unsure. Doing well at school and “getting your grades 
higher” were thought to be helpful to improving your chances of further 
education or employment. When speaking to people who had already left 
school they recalled also feeling uncertain and that despite getting careers 
advice, it wasn’t necessarily helpful to deciding what to do next. “It wasn’t 
easy to decide what to do after school, my mum helped and so did the 
school. I didn’t find careers officers helpful.”

Confidence

Those who had left school agreed that confidence was one of the main 
things needed to gain employment or volunteering opportunities; some had 
gained confidence during school but others had elsewhere, “I used to go 
to the youth club, the youth worker there helped to build my confidence. 
I started helping the other kids so they asked if I wanted to come as a 
volunteer.” Mainly people felt that “You need someone to believe in you 
and say you can do it.” This was often family but was sometimes someone 
outside the family such a youth worker, a teacher or another trusted contact. 

Influences

Family and parents in particular were consistently described as important 
influencers to the types of work young people would consider pursuing, with 
many looking to work in the same types of jobs as their family. “My brother is 
a mechanic. I used to watch him fix the family cars when I was younger. It’s 
inspired me to want to study mechanics at college”, “I wanted to follow the 
types of jobs my family had but because of my disability I didn’t feel I could”.

This was sometimes because they felt comfortable about pursuing a job 
they were familiar with and felt it is an achievable goal to work towards, but 
sometimes it was because they had someone who could advise them or help 
them get a job even though it wasn’t necessarily something they aspired to 
do. “I got home and mum said ‘you have a job’. It’s cleaning with my mum, 
which isn’t what I want to do but it gives me money and work experience”.
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Leaving school

There was a slight difference between those still at school and those who 
had already left when discussing how they felt about leaving school. Some 
of the young people still at school described their feelings of leaving as, 
“Nervous because of losing school friends”, “Scary!”, “It’s a big wide world 
out there”, “I’m glad to finish school but scared”. While those who had 
already left said, “You will miss school when you leave”, “School is the 
easiest time of your life – it’s hard when you leave”. We discussed whether 
it would be useful for former students to come back to speak to current 
students to share their experiences of what it was really like leaving school 
and most agreed this would be beneficial.

Work experience

Most of the people we had spoken to had taken part in some type of work 
experience before leaving school, some had regular placements, while some 
had a couple of weeks during the year where they could take part in work 
experience. All experiences of work placements seemed positive, even if 
it was just to confirm to the young people what they didn’t want to pursue 
a career in. The main benefit cited was meeting new people, alongside 
the chance to “experience the job for real”. It seemed that these glimpses 
into the world of work were good for boosting confidence and “meeting 
new people and being independent from school”. Work experience was 
seen as a chance to start thinking about and learning the skills that would 
be needed after school. From choosing appropriate clothes to figuring out 
local bus routes in order to get to the placement they presented the young 
people with new and welcome challenges, helping to build confidence and 
independence.

Room for improvement

Some of the professionals we spoke to felt that young people were not given 
enough opportunities to experience workplaces and that “they don’t have a 
clue what it’s really like to be working. How to talk, what to wear.” In order to 
gain insight into the wide range of jobs that are out there it was suggested 
that “1 or 2 hours taking the young people to different working environments 
would be very beneficial” as this would help to expose the young people to 
a variety of work environments and help them to build an idea of what they 
like and don’t like. It was also suggested that having contact with employers, 
and hearing directly from the employer about the type of qualifications and 
attributes they would like in their employees would help the young people 
when deciding what they need to work towards personally and educationally.
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After leaving school

Finding employment

Many of the people we spoke to had found finding employment and work 
experience hard once they had left school. Family still played an important 
role at this stage, either helping to find work or providing support and 
encouragement. “I got home and my mum said I had a job’”, “Mum’s 
boyfriend works for Travis Perkins and got me the job”, “My dad is a jewellery 
maker and that was a big influence. I stayed at 6th Form, SCC and studied 
Art and Design. My parents were supportive. Then I went to art college KIAD 
and did a degree in Digital 3D Design”. Family and family connections played 
a large part in connecting the people we spoke to with jobs. Outside of family 
many struggled to get careers advice or when they did it wasn’t always 
helpful. “The Job Centre was the worst experience I’ve ever had. When I 
signed up they asked if I needed counselling for my disability – that was the 
wrong question. They kept giving me inappropriate jobs.” Of those we spoke 
to many were not currently in employment but felt hopeful that with the right 
kind of support they would find volunteering or employment opportunities, 
“Skillnet have been the most help, without it I don’t know where I’d be.”

Disability

Finding a job was difficult and many felt that having a disability affected 
how employers felt about them, “You are often judged because of having 
a learning disability, they think you can’t do the job.” One professional we 
spoke to felt that increased awareness amongst employers has not led to the 
type of change they would have hoped for, “As people have become more 
aware of disabilities the jobs available have decreased. To get a job is so 
hard. Once you do get a job it’s usually better but it’s hard to get it in the first 
place. People are less willing to employ you.”

Maintaining employment

Once in work it wasn’t easy to stay in the job, “I did an Access to 
Employment Course and got a job at an ironing service. The job was too 
much work and made me ill.”  Some of the people we spoke to felt that if 
they were having difficulties at work some employers did not consider their 
needs, “Then once in the workplace environment it becomes hard to cope. 
Then if you go downhill employers are not supportive” (professional.)
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Equal opportunities

While some people we spoke to said that their employer at first seemed to 
be supportive but over time didn’t give them the same opportunities as other 
employees, “I worked in a high street shop but was only given 2-4 hours 
a week. I wanted to ask for more hours but was unsure how to. I took my 
parent with me who helped and said if they weren’t going to give me more 
hours I would leave.”
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Conclusion

It seems that the transition from school to whatever comes next is a very 
individual journey, with people finding support from different places and 
finding different sources of information and advice more helpful than others. 
It seemed that most people felt well supported within school but then 
struggled to find support once they had left. Family seemed to provide a 
large amount of this support and advice. Not many of the people we spoke 
to mentioned using any careers services once they had left school, the Job 
Centre was mentioned a few times and the group we spoke to at the Pulse 
Café (run by Skillnet) seemed to get most support from Skillnet; but overall 
this may indicate that perhaps people don’t know where to go for this type of 
advice for their individual needs.

Every young person is an individual with different circumstances, needs, 
motivations and influences – the question is how to create the conditions so 
that the young person is able to get informed and reliable advice that they 
trust and have the confidence and support to follow up on.

We found that young people need:
• A better idea of what will help them achieve what they want after school. 

For some students it may be higher grades to continue education, for 
some students it may be taking part in more work experience and gaining 
an understanding of the type of work they wish to pursue. 

• Increased confidence, alongside having someone who believes and has 
confidence in them.

• More knowledge about the wide range of jobs that exist, beyond what 
family do. This needs to happen before study choices are made that start 
to point you in a particular direction. How can interests be incorporated 
into school/work experience? E.g. the young person who wanted to 
become a vlogger.

• To learn from those who have already been through it, left school and 
found a job. Student who have recently left school could share their 
experiences of trying to get a job, what was helpful and what wasn’t. 
Speaking to and learning from peers is less intimidating and easier to 
relate to for young people.

• More opportunities to experience workplace environments and connect 
with employers. Seeing directly what is expected in the work place and 
hearing from employers about what they want in employees will increase 
real life experience and confidence. 
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It is also clear that as family is potentially playing a critical role in identifying 
opportunities , are there any ways in which they can be better supported to 
do this?

Finally, it is clear that there is still a significant need for increased awareness 
and understanding amongst employers which will have a genuine impact on 
employment conditions for young people.  



Policy contect and analysis  

SILK   9  

Recommendations

Taster sessions; work with Kent Supported Employment team, KCC HR and 
young people to co-produce a test project looking at whether short taster 
sessions of different jobs are beneficial to gaining an understanding of the 
different types of jobs around.
Managers may be more open to taster sessions rather than work experience 
placements as it may be easier to organise and fit in with busy work loads.

Work with young people, families, Oakley school, Kent High Weald, KCC 
and other potential employers to co-produce a project based on the needs 
and aspirations of the young people. The young people would be involved 
in coming up with ideas for the project and be involved at all stages. Look to 
apply for funding for this. 

Potential project themes:
• More information about the variety of jobs there are in the world outside 

of what family members do
• Peer mentoring for young people / families
• Employer ‘mentoring’ or advice for the young people e.g. http://www.

careeracademies.org.uk/pages/about-us.html 
• Connecting interests with school and work
• Setting up project/business with the purpose of providing young people 

with meaningful work experience 
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Examples of projects happening elsewhere

Pulse Café http://skillnetgroup.co.uk/pulse/index.php Skillnet support people 
with learning difficulties to speak up, make choices and become powerful 
and influential. We support them to gain opportunities and become more 
independent in learning, housing, work, health, money, travel, leisure and 
relationships.

#InspireMe http://cxk.org/inspireme CXK Ltd is a charitable organisation 
delivering a range of services across the South East to support young 
people and families to maximise their potential. In particular we provide 
them with advice, guidance, skills and the confidence that will help them to 
progress into education, employment and training.

StarBistro is a joint venture between The Wiggly Worm and National 
Star that offers young people with disabilities the chance to gain real work 
experience within a bustling dining environment.
https://www.senmagazine.co.uk/articles/articles/senarticles/looking-to-the-
long-term
http://www.thewigglyworm.org.uk/star_bistro.html

 



Beacon Hill School in Thurrock has adopted a whole-school personalised 
approach to equip, prepare and excite young people with severe learning 
disabilities and profound and multiple learning difficulties and their families 
about their future opportunities.
All young people transferring to Key Stage 4 are encouraged and supported 
to make a DVD and display that tells their story, who they are, what they like 
and dislike, and what their hopes and aspirations are. The DVD and display 
are shared at the start of the Year 9 review and give professionals valuable 
information about the young person. The person centred review process is 
adapted to meet needs, with the full involvement of the young person and 
family and anyone else who supports them to gain the views of the young 
person particularly where there is no verbal expression. Feedback is sought 
from all on the process. Personalised accreditation routes are identified from 
this.
An individual transition programme is planned for each student in the 
summer term before they move to the post-16 unit and some familiar 
teaching assistants move with the students. The same approach applies 
when the student moves on post-19 to personalised supported programmes 
or college.
Transition to a new setting is planned carefully and over time with regular 
visits, as well as social activities, for new staff to see the students in a range 
of situations.
All students in Year 10 take part in a two week block of work experience, 
leading to Year 11 students being given the opportunity to follow a 
personalised work experience programme for one day or half-a-day a week.
Students select what they want to do and placements are found in a variety 
of settings including catering, retail, and working with animals. Students from 
Key Stage 4 and post-16 are also given the opportunity to work with a local 
independent resource centre to take part in a work preparation programme 
before choosing placements. As a result of this personalised approach, 
students have become much more independent and autonomous in their 
learning. They also have more of a voice and feel empowered to make 
themselves heard.

(Case Study from Support and Aspiration: A new approach to special 
educational needs and disability, Department for Education, March 2011)

http://www.beaconhill.thurrock.sch.uk/index.php?cat=6&page=22
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Foreward  
The City of York Council runs a scheme for young people to develop the 
skills and knowledge for independent travel. Travel training is built into the 
curriculum at the local secondary special school and whole class travel 
training is included. Students progress to an individual travel plan enabling 
them to gradually move from taxis to school or college to independent travel 
by walking, cycling or using public transport.
Feedback from participating young people included that they had developed 
their independence, confidence and self-esteem, and that they felt safer, 
more adult and more able to socialise by travelling on buses. Parents 
reported that the service provided more independence and freedom for their 
child and flexibility for the family.
Building travel into the multi-agency transition team helps to ensure that the 
holistic needs of young people are included in transition plans. The travel 
team are planning to share the learning and approaches with families to 
support wider independence beyond school. The travel team have plans to 
use a similar approach with older adults to increase their social mobility and 
independent travel. 
(Case Study from Support and aspiration: A new approach to special 
educational needs and disability, Department for Education, March 2011.

 



Appendix 1: Topic Guide

This guide is meant to serve as a guide and should be viewed as a flexible 
tool to help create a conversational interview. The overall purpose is to listen 
to people’s experiences and ideas.

We are looking to understand what peoples experiences at school were like 
and how supportive their school’s were in helping them plan what to do after 
school.
 
Note: people do not need to contribute to all of the questions – only the ones 
they want to – they may want us to hear about something else – go with the 
flow!

To a participant please:
Explain the focus – we are having conversations with people across Kent to 
understand what their views are on ‘life after school’. 

Explain the approach – there is no wrong answer, we want to learn about 
what you have experienced already, what you enjoyed out of school and 
thoughts on once you left school. We will take some notes but anything you 
say will be anonymous. Please say if you are not happy with any question, 
you have had enough or want to stop. 

Ask are they happy to continue – check this during the conversation. 
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About this report  

Current processes 
and procedures are 
reducing people to 
a single need at any 
given time

Ex-prisoners know how to fulfill 
these roles



About SILK

The Social Innovation Lab for Kent (SILK)
was set up in 2007, with two central tasks.
First, to provide a creative, challenging
environment for a wide range of people to
work together on some of the toughest
challenges the county faces. And second,
through drawing upon cutting edge
practice in the sectors of business, design,
community development and social 
sciences, SILK set out to embed a way of
working across the council that puts people
- citizens - at the centre.

SILK.Team@kent.gov.uk
www.socialinnovation.typepad.com/silk
@silkteam


