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Primary Futures

In May 2014, the British trade union and professional association representing 90% of school leaders
in primary schools, the National Association of Head Teachers, announced the launch of a new
programme: Primary Futures. Developed with the London-based education charity, Education and
Employers, the programme was designed to make it quick, easy and free for teaching staff in UK
primary schools to connect with local employee volunteers. Delivered through a secure online
match-making tool, www.inspiringthefuture.org, Primary Futures was designed to provide schools
with easy access to individuals willing to provide free voluntary support across a range of areas,
including:

e providing first-hand insight into jobs and careers, with many thousands of volunteers across
the country identifying themselves as being able to speak with specific experience of
o being an Apprentice
o running their own enterprise
o using Mathematics or modern foreign languages at work
o working in the fields of science and technology
e being a potential reading or number partner, or
e being willing to be considered as a school governor.

By May 2017, more 5,600 school leaders and teaching staff from more than 4,400 individual primary
schools across the UK had registered to take part in the scheme. Between them these teachers had
issued more than 26,000 invitations to local employee volunteers through the Inspiring the Future
platform. In terms of the numbers of schools involved, Primary Futures represents the most
significant action to engage schools with local employers ever undertaken in the UK.

While Primary Futures has been developed with the encouragement of government, and, indeed,
secured senior cross-party national support, the relevant departments of education in England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have as yet placed no expectations or requirements on
primary schools to engage with the programme or to work with local employers. The programme
represents therefore an experiment into how primary schools can be positively encouraged and
enabled to engage with their economic communities without additional state funding or regulatory
requirement.

Looked at from an international perspective, the programme aligns with wide ranging interest in
securing greater employer engagement in education (Stanley and Mann 2014). While the focus of
such interest from a policy perspective has been largely on secondary provision, increasingly interest
has extended, if hesitantly, to primary education. To the OECD, for example:

Individual career guidance should be a part of a comprehensive career guidance framework,
including a systematic career education programme to inform students about the world of
work and career opportunities. This means that schools should encourage an understanding
of the world of work from the earliest years, backed by visits to workplaces and workplace
experience. Partnerships between schools and local firms allow both teachers and students
to spend time in workplaces. (OECD 2010, 85. Emphasis added.)

The US Pathways to Prosperity team based at Harvard Graduate School of Education would also
point towards beginning employer engagement before secondary education:


http://www.inspiringthefuture.org/

Our goal should be that beginning no later than middle school, all students should have
access to [a] system of employer involvement [in their educational provision.] (Symonds et
al. 2011, 30. Emphasis added.)

In this short essay, we describe the operation of Primary Futures, its rationale and locate its
operation within international research literature. In so doing, it is widely recognised that research
on employer engagement in primary education is limited to say the least (Knight 76; Flouri &
Panourgia 4; QCDA 18). Research does, however, offer consistent insights of value to policy makers
and practitioners. Available evidence, moreover, aligns with data on the perceptions of practitioners
and relates coherently to the considerably richer literature to be found in relation to secondary
provision both in terms of supporting skills acquisition and in careers education (Mann et al. 2014)



A short overview of employer engagement in British primary education

In the UK, while there it has never been a legal obligation for primary schools to work with members
of their local economic communities, there has certainly been a long history of engagement
supported by occasional, if rare, bouts of state-sponsored encouragement (Smith 1988; Saunders et
al. 1995; RSA 1989). Two surveys offer comparatively recent snapshots of engagement.

A 2007 survey, with unclear methodology, of 200 primary school leaders in England undertaken by
research agency Edcoms (2008) found that over the over the preceding two years:

58% of schools had been involved in ‘off-site’ visits with local businesses
41% in ‘work experience’

21% in ‘enterprise days’

16% in ‘mentoring’

6% in ‘careers advice’

A second snapshot of practice is offered in a 2010 review by the now disbanded government agency,
the Qualifications and Curriculum Development Authority into the delivery of work-related learning.
The opt-in online survey of 95 primary schools found very high levels of engagement with local
employers:

96% of schools offered at least one type of work-related learning over a given year

81% offered some form of enterprise activities

73% undertook activities designed to develop employability skills and financial capability
66% had employers or business representatives coming into school at least once a year
63% offered some form of careers education, such as running ‘what’s my job’ careers fair
with local employee volunteers

59% had children visiting workplaces

52% took part in work simulations

23% were involved in reading partner schemes

20% were involved in number partner schemes

For all activities, schools reported participation across all ages, but with concentrations among older
pupils (QCDA 2010, 28-29).

While neither survey can be seen to be as properly representative of British primary schools, both
indicate the ways in which many employer engagement activities have long been familiar aspects of
educational provision. The QCDA concluded following consideration of semi—structured interviews
with primary school leaders to support their review, that:

Work-related learning is important in the primary context and primary schools see this area
as relevant to their own aims and agendas. Primary schools view preparing children for their
life in the workplace as a significant part of the school’s role and, importantly, this means
that the provision of learning activities that relate to the world of work is not currently felt
by primary staff to be imposed from above; instead these activities fit into what primary
schools are already trying to achieve. (pp. 47-48)

The snapshots shed light too on the twofold purposes of employer engagement in primary
education. It can be understood as a tool for both enhancing pupil knowledge and skills and for
providing new information and experiences to enhance understanding about jobs and careers



commonly with an aim of influencing pupil attitudes and aspirations. Through Primary Futures,
schools have access to human voluntary resource supporting both objectives.



Why engage employers in primary education?
1. Pupil knowledge and skills

Employee volunteers have been used by primary schools across three coherent areas of knowledge
and skills development: supporting literacy, numeracy and the development of ‘enterprise’ and
‘employability’ skills.

Reading partners and literacy

Reading partner schemes have been familiar in the US and UK for many years. Schemes are
characterised by use of largely untrained employee volunteers brought into primary schools to hear
children read on a regular basis (Torgerson 2002, 434-436). While, of course, programmes could be
undertaken using parents or university students, employee volunteer schemes are very common and
have been popular with schools for reasons of logistical simplicity as well as alignment, as will be
seen, with ambitions to influence the career awareness and aspirations of children.

A 2002 review by Torgerson et al. looked at the results of eight randomised control trials using such
reading partners provides one overview of types of programme historically delivered and the
challenges of assessing impact. The review found results to be, when considered as a collective,
inconclusive with all studies suffering from use of low numbers of participants. Studies showed that
in some circumstances reading partner schemes are positively associated with improved learning
outcomes, others suggest that this was not been the case. A likely explanation relates to variation in
programme design and pupil selection as well as low participation numbers undermining statistical
confidence.

More recent work by Queen’s University Belfast has illustrated the difficulties encountered in
selecting the appropriate methodological tools to test for impact. A 2011 study led by Sarah Miller
used a revised methodology within a large trial of some 512 children aged 8-9 years, each identified
as being below average in reading ability and lacking confidence in reading with 263 randomly
assigned to participate in weekly one hour sessions with employee volunteers over a school year.
When compared to a control group using statistical testing, the researchers found the programme to
be “effective in improving a number of reading outcomes for pupils” with impact strongest in
relation to decoding, reading rate and reading fluency.

While further studies are required to understand better the influence of such volunteer programmes
on achievement of learning outcomes, it is notable that teachers with first-hand experience are
supportive. An unpublished 2012 survey of a representative sample of 904 primary school teachers
by the National Foundation for Educational Research for the Education and Employers Taskforce
found 35% to have pupils who had “been involved in a one-to-one literacy scheme with non-expert
volunteers who regularly hear them read.” Of that group of teachers with direct experience of
reading schemes, 68% felt that participation “slightly increased” the chances of pupils of reaching
their literacy attainment targets for the year and 23% felt that it “very much” increased their
changes. Only 6% felt that pupil chances had been reduced by participation.

Number partners and numeracy

There is also a tradition in the UK of primary schools drawing on local volunteers to support
numeracy teaching. In a similar way to reading partners, number partners are commonly employee
volunteers who would regularly come into schools to play number based games with children to
support Maths learning and financial literacy. The authors are aware of no studies using social



science methodologies which have tested the efficacy of such programmes. A 2014 Education and
Employers survey of teaching staff in 28 primary schools with experience of participating in such a
programme (www.numberpartners.org) found that volunteering was most commonly undertaken to
support pupils aged 8 to 10 with weekly sessions of 15-30 minutes typical. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
participants in the programme overwhelmingly valued it with two-thirds reporting that they felt that
the scheme “very much” increased the pupils’ chances of reaching individual numeracy targets.
Respondents highlighted increased pupil confidence as the single most powerful observable effect of
participation in such programmes suggesting a relationship with feelings of heightened self-efficacy
— children believing that if they applied themselves, they would be able to resolve Mathematical
problems — an attitude which is strongly related to numerical achievement (OECD 2013). Through
Inspiring the Future, schools have free access to thousands of potential volunteers who have
indicated a willingness to have a discussion with a local primary school about the possibility of
becoming a reading or number partner.

Enterprise/employability skills

The most commonplace form of employment focused skill development in UK practice relates not to
numeracy or literacy, but to enterprise education. Enterprise competitions are familiar within
primary provision and are a growth area with programmes such as the Fiver Challenge
(www.fiverchallenge.org.uk) often drawing on local volunteers bringing personal experiences of
running an enterprise to act as competition coaches and judges. Such projects have been
undertaken by primary schools engaging children of all ages, for example:

e Providing pupils with small cash investment and the challenge of doubling the money
through sale of products and services

e Whole school project with classes designing, producing and selling products such as flower
pots and shopping bags

e  Workplace visits designed to illustrate production techniques and occupational roles

e Cross-curricular activities such as the development and promotion of a healthy eating
restaurant drawing on science, numeracy and ICT

e Writing, planning, producing and managing a publically-performed play

e Running a lunchtime enterprise club to support older pupils developing business ideas (SSAT
2010).

In spite of their popularity, robust studies looking at the impact of such provision on children are
sparse. One important exception is a 2012 Dutch review (Huber et al. 2012) of the effect of taking
part in a programme wherein 11 year old pupils ran their own enterprise over five non-consecutive
full days. Using a randomised control trial evaluation, the study found that when compared to a
control group, participants significantly improved non-cognitive skills, and changed attitudes, across
a range of areas: self-efficacy, drive for achievement, risk-taking, analysis, persistence and
creativity.!

School use of employee volunteers to support pupils’ development of knowledge and skills is
widespread in the UK. Few studies, however, have transparently used social science methodologies
to attempt to measure whether positive impacts on children can be evidenced. Where studies have

1 Aclear relationship can be seen between the development of such enterprise skills and ‘employability skills’
which are commonly described as the functional applied use of numeracy, literacy and ICT combined with
effective self-management, thinking and solving problems, working together and communicating,
understanding employers — see UKCES 2009. Huber et al. 2012 tested for and found no statistically significant
variation in two areas: motivation and pro-activity.
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been undertaken, and where teaching staff with first-hand experience of activity have been
surveyed, significant links to positive outcomes have been identified.

2. Pupil attitudes and aspirations

On its launch in 2014, Primary Futures was presented by the National Association of Head Teachers
as a programme to connect schools with local employee volunteers with an express purpose of
helping “to widen the horizons and aspirations of primary school children by helping them to make
the connections between their lessons and their futures.” In this conception, access to employee
volunteers is conceived as a resource which will shape the thinking of children —about who they
might become and how what they do in classroom, even at the youngest ages, can relate to their
adult lives. As such, employer engagement becomes a resource to influence both the aspirations of
young people through addressing the assumptions which shape attitudes and expectations.

Aspirations and outcomes

Primary Futures as a programme, consequently, can be essentially located within discourses relating
to the concept of “aspiration” - an idea which has secured considerable interest from policy makers
and researchers over recent years (Archer 2014). A run of recent quantitative longitudinal studies
have drawn compelling relationships between school-age aspirations and both engagement in
education and the achievement of adult economic outcomes (Mann 2014). Using data from the UK
Millenium cohort, Flouri and Pangouria (2012) have, for example, looked at the career aspirations of
children aged seven and found statistically significant associations between aspirational levels and
pupil behaviour: looking at children from disadvantaged backgrounds, those with higher aspirations
were less likely than comparable peers to act out (behave poorly) in class. US and Australian studies
have found links, moreover, between the nature of occupational aspirations of primary school age
pupils and later educational outcomes, with higher aspirations being positively related to higher
levels of attainment and lower dropout rates (Knight 2015, 76; Gutman & Akerman 2008, iv, 16).

Studies have shown then that aspirations are important, but also emphasised how the “early years
of a child’s life are a key time in [their] formation and development”. (Gutman & Akerman 2008, ii).
The attitudes formed by children shape their later behaviour in ways of ultimate economic
importance. Looking at interest in science, for example, a King’s College London research team led
by Professor Louise Archer has shown that longitudinal tracking finds that students who do not
express STEM related aspirations at age 10 are unlikely to develop STEM aspirations by the age of 14
—and are consequently less likely to pursue science subjects, achievement in which is related with
higher adult earnings (Archer et al. 2013, 3).

To Archer, and to other researchers, the aspirations expressed by young people reflect the
complexity of their own emerging identities. The character of aspirations is strongly rooted in young
people’s sense of what is ‘reasonable’ and ‘natural’ for ‘people like me’ to pursue. Children come
into schools with assumptions which have emerged out of their own day to day experiences:
experiences which are routinely shaped by ideas surrounding gender, ethnicity and social class
(Gottfredson 2002; Archer 2010; Archer et al. 2012). By the age of eight, girls and boys routinely
develop gendered ideas about jobs and careers and with long term implications. Such “naive early
understandings have already turned them,” argue Gutman & Akerman (2008) from their review of
research literature on gender and aspiration “towards some possible futures and away from others.”

(p.5)



Employer engagement as a mechanism for challenging gender stereotyping and broadening STEM
aspirations

The subject of Science provides a now well worked example of how young people’s career thinking
relates to their social backgrounds and the powerful potential capacity of schools to intervene within
this process of identity formation. Archer et al. (2013) have shown that those young people low in
science capital® tend to develop narrow and highly limited understandings of the economic uses of
science, struggling to see its relevance to careers beyond the stereotypes of doctor, science teacher
and scientist. In spite of high levels of personal enjoyment, such children commonly struggle to see
the long term relevance of science to their own lives. They fail to find an extrinsic value in its
pursuit, reducing levels of engagement. As Archer shows through substantial survey and interview
evidence, very many children see science careers as relevant overwhelmingly to ‘brainy’ white men
(Archer et al. 2013, 3; Archer et al. 2012), a view echo by previous experiments where children have
been asked to ‘Draw-A-Scientist’ and responded overwhelmingly by drawing a balding, bespectacled,
white man wearing a lab coat and working with chemical tubes and vials (Newton and Newton 1998;
Flick 1990).

Studies into the formation of careers aspirations stress, then, the long term consequences of
attitudes and assumptions which are rooted in social backgrounds. Importantly, research suggests
strongly that such thinking can be influenced by the actions of schools. In an interesting US study,
children aged 9-10 drew very different images of scientists after exposure to real life working
scientists coming into classrooms to engage. As Flick (1990) states, following the intervention (and
in comparison to peers), children “perceived scientists more as regular people” capturing a much
broader range of people and activities in their drawings (p. 240). Prior to the start of the
intervention which involved seven hours of classroom visits from five working research scientists,
children had been just as stereotypical as peers in expressing their assumptions around who
scientists were and what they did.

To Archer and colleagues, schools have an important capacity to address the inherent inequalities of
family background to influence children’s attitudes and assumptions. Archer and her team call for
efforts to broaden pupil STEM aspirations to begin in primary schools with STEM careers awareness
embedded in science provision drawing readily on role models from local work places to challenge
the stereotypical image of science careers as being ‘only for the brainy’ and for a limited cross
section of society (Archer et al. 2013, 27-28; Archer et al. 2014; Archer et al. 2012; Archer et al.
2010; Archer and DeWitt 2017). By enriching their real-life experiences, pupils can be encouraged to
think again about the meanings and implications of what they are being taught in class. “Children’s
career and educational choices,” as Knight argues elsewhere in the academic literature, “are
influenced by adult role models as well as by parental expectations” (p.77) and schools, as Gutman
and Akerman (2008) state “can play a part in maintaining and realising ambitions, and the support
they provide becomes more important when family resources are limited” (p. ii).

Connecting education and economy

Through engagement with people who bring an authentic experience of the uses of subjects of study
in the working world, schools can challenge the assumptions developed by children, allowing them
to draw richer, more informed connections between education and ultimate economic and wider

22 Archer et al. 2013, 3: “Science capital refers to science-related qualifications, understanding, knowledge
(about science and ‘how it works’), interest and social contacts (eg, knowing someone who works in a science-
related job)”
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success in adult life (Knight, 76). As Kelly (2004) has shown even very highly performing primary
school pupils often struggle to see the meaning of academic learning, such as in Mathematics, to the
real world. To mark the launch of Primary Futures, the National Association of Head Teachers
invited members to respond to a short online survey testing the need to challenge the emerging
assumptions of children about the purposes of education. The results support findings from research
literature: that children’s assumptions about the purposes of learning are strong, meaningful and
potentially malleable through richer engagement with workplaces.?

Survey of 193 members of the National Association of Head Teachers, 2014.

Statement Strongly | Agree | Unsure | Disagree | Strongly
agree disagree

1. Many primary aged children struggle to see
the relevance of numeracy and literacy and 25% 39% 7% 27% 3%
why they are so important for later life

2. In my experience, children tend to achieve

more in numeracy and literacy is they 45% 42% 10% 3% 0%
understand how they are relevant to their

adult lives

3. Helping children understand the link

between their learning in school and the 42% 49% 8% 2% 0%

world of work will help motivate them to
improve their academic performance

4. An effective way of illustrating the
relevance of literacy and numeracy to children 33% 58% 8% 1% 0%
is to get adult volunteers to talk about their
job, and how they use these skills at work and
the relevance of their primary school
education

5. Historically, it has been difficult and time-
consuming to find local volunteers able to 30% 47% 18% 4% 1%
help children see the relevance of numeracy
and literacy

6. Employers have an important role to play in
helping children succeed at primary school 41% 49% 7% 3% 0%
and should be encouraged to do so

7. If it were easy to do, | would be happy to

work more closely with local employers 47% 48% 4% 1% 0%
8. Most primary aged children think numeracy
and literacy are important because they need 37% 43% 13% 5% 1%

to pass their SATs rather than because they
need these skills for later life*

3 During 2017, Education and Employers Research will be publishing details of a survey of more than 400
primary school teachers exploring their perception of the relationship between employer engagement and the
academic achievement of children.

4 SATs (Standard Assessment Tests) are government administered external, national tests undertaken by
pupils at age 7 and 11 in England.
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Conceptualising employer engagement in primary education

Employer engagement in primary education can be seen, therefore, as a resource which can be
harnessed in the development of knowledge and skills and applied as a mechanism to influence the
attitudes and aspirations of pupils. At one level, the employee volunteer can be seen as simply
supplementing the work of teachers: providing access to extra resource to achieve core teaching
objectives (eg, reading and number skills). At a second, we can conceive engagement as a resource
which enables access to additional objectives: developing enterprise or employability skills, raising or
broadening aspirations, challenging thinking about the point of education. Across these areas, it
makes a very significant difference that the human resource in question is someone bringing real-
life, authentic experience of the workplace (Stanley et al., 2014). When they engage with children,
volunteering are routinely perceived as speaking from a vantage point of real authority: who better
to testify how numeracy is used outside of the classroom, after all than someone who earns a wage
to apply it in a workplace?

Such a conceptualisation speaks to a well-developed understanding of how teenagers react to
engagements with workplace volunteers. Drawing on the work of US sociologist Mark Granovetter,
employer engagement has been conceived as providing a form of social capital. To Granovetter,
there is economic value to an individual in having a social network which is broad because friends
and acquaintances are a resource. They provide access to trustworthy information about jobs,
careers and routes into them and when numerous and wide, the information collectively available
much more likely to be deemed useful. Drawing on a close study of Manchester pupils aged 14-16
in extended school-mediated work experience placements, for example Raffo and Reeves (2000)
argue:

What we have evidenced is that, based on the process of developing social capital through
trustworthy reciprocal social relations within individualized networks, young people are
provided with an opportunity to gain information, observe, ape and then confirm decisions
and actions with significant others and peers. Thus, everyday implicit, informal and
individual practical knowledge and understanding is created through interaction, dialogue,
action and reflection on action within individualized and situated social contexts.

..there is also evidence in our research of individual young people having their social
relations enriched by outside, yet authentic and culturally appropriate, significant others. In
these situations, individual strategic decisions about life choices are being affected by
external agencies and actors — external in that they are potentially beyond the structuring
influence of locality and class. This results in these individualized systems of social capital for
individuals becoming more open and fluid, with outside, symbolically rich, resources
impacting more freely on their lives. (151, 153)

As Mann and Percy (2014) have shown, teenagers engaging in higher volume incidents of employer
engagement through their schools go on to earn more as young adults. For young people, access to
new and useful information about the labour market allows them to draw better links between their
current and future imagined lives (Raffo; Mann & Dawkins). Such a change about what is considered
reasonable, desirable or obtainable can be seen as a change in fundamental sense of personal
identity within a social context, influentially described as ‘habitus’, a form of cultural capital by
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (Archer et al. 2014). Access to such resource is not equitably
distributed across society, it is found in different formations across different social groups - and
employer engagement provides schools with a means of democratising access to trustworthy
insights and personal experiences of ultimate economic relevance to address disadvantage.
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A worked example: the Key Stage 2 Career-related Learning Pathfinder

Such a conceptualisation has featured explicitly in one of the most significant and well evaluated
government-funded interventions bringing employers and primary schools together. The Key Stage 2
Career-related Learning Pathfinder was delivered in seven different English local authorities, each
urban areas with high levels of social and economic deprivation, over 15 months from July 2009.
The programme was aimed at pupils in Key Stage 2, a learning stage covering children between the
ages of 7 and 11 with a particular emphasis on children aged 10 to 11 (Year 6). Within the
programme, participating schools secured access to limited resource (£60,000 per local authority
area) which funded external support to help engage with community-based resources. Schools
undertook needs analyses and reviewed existing provision before planning a programme of career-
related learning. Practice between schools varied, but consistently included bringing visitors
(typically employee volunteers) into schools to meet with pupils, visits to local workplaces,
universities, enterprise projects, exploration of careers issues in drama, games and subject teaching.
An independent evaluation of the programme was undertaken by the National Foundation for
Educational Research (Wade et al.).

The programme designed offered a conceptualised understanding of careers provision located in
cultural capital theory:

[The programme] focused on developing pupils’ growing perception of their own place in
the world of work. By enabling pupils to learn about themselves and the occupational
choices they could have, through a programme of career-related learning, the intention was
to help them develop a better view of their self-efficacy. This, according to Bandura et al.,
(2001) and reflected in Blenkinsop et al. (2006), is a key factor in raising young people’s
aspirations. In addition, the [progamme] aimed to help pupils learn about the ways in which
they could bring about their preferred occupational outcomes, even though they may live in
disadvantaged areas. Such career-related learning may have the potential to ameliorate the
likely restrictions arising out of limited cultural capital, thus widening horizons and
encouraging pupils to think beyond ‘known’ familial or experienced occupations. (p. iv.)

Using a multi-method approach combining data collection from adult stakeholders and pupils in 38
treatment schools and 120 comparison schools, researchers secured a significant body of qualitative
and gquantitative evidence within a very positive evaluation. The reviewers found evidence that
pupils participating in the programme did increase their awareness of career/work opportunities
compared with peers in other schools with effects greatest for children from low income families or
with Special Educational Needs. The reviewers found evidence, moreover, of increased pupil
confidence, resilience and improved understandings of the links between education, qualification
and work opportunities, often developing more realistic career expectations. Participation in the
programme was also associated with decreased stereotypical thinking about jobs, challenging
gendered assumptions about the workplace. It was also felt that the positive impact on pupil
behaviour was linked to improved patterns of attendance and increased attainment. As with any
evaluation, an ultimate test of efficacy lies in whether schools planned to carry on with the
programme after special funding has ceased, and this was the intention of all evaluated schools:

[The programme] had helped to bring together schools, parents/carers, the local community
and local businesses and so tapped into the social capital of local communities. Contact with
local places of work and further and higher education had not only increased pupils’
awareness of different career options and pathways, but also provided them with positive
role models, some of which were particularly useful in challenging gender-based
stereotypes. (p. viii)
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Delivering employer engagement: Primary Futures and Inspiring the Future

Inspiring the Future works on the premise that there is a latent willingness in schools and places of
employment to collaborate if barriers can be removed (Mann 2015; Mann & Virk). For most
employer engagement activities, the key transaction cost is finding a suitable person in a workplace
and making a clear ask of them. If only schools could find the right people, on their own terms, it is
argued, we would open the way to high volume employer engagement across education, including in
primary. As researchers for the QCDA reported from their investigatory interviews with school
leaders in 2011:

Primary schools report that persuading people, including employers and business
representatives, to give their time is one of the greatest challenges facing them in their
provision of work-related learning. It is not surprising therefore that although schools most
frequently have employers or business representatives coming into school between two and
five times a year, only a small number of schools (six per cent) have visits more than five
times a year. (pp.34-35)

Respondents suggested that often links [with employers] were informal and depended on
relationships with individuals. When an individual moved on from either the school or the
organisation or business, the link would disintegrate. Primary schools thus spoke
consistently of the need for support in developing more formal links with the local
community. (p.43)

The biggest barriers cited by primary schools in offering more work-related learning was a perceived
lack of interest from businesses/employers — cited by 48% of schools. A further 43% cited lack of
time suggesting that more would be done if it was easier to do (p.45).

Through Inspiring the Future, primary schools have immediate access to a rapid growing number of
volunteers willing to entertain approaches from teaching staff. Volunteer polling shows that the
overwhelming majority of volunteers are open to the idea of being approached by primary schools —
and over the last 12 months, they have been invite on more than 7,500 individual occasions by
primary teachers to engage with their schools. If it is assumed that events organised through
Inspiring the Future have the same characteristics of those undertaken at secondary level (where, at
time of writing, data is better), it can reasonably estimated that some 70,000 primary age children
took part in Primary Futures events over the first year of the programme’s operation.

By registering on www.inspiringthefuture.org, volunteers are indicating their willingness to be
approached by state schools in specified geographic areas. Any numbers of teaching staff can
registered and search for local volunteers. They can contact volunteers directly through the secure
website. With volunteers recruited through large employers, professional bodies and low cost
national campaigns, operating costs are minimised. Over its first four years of operation, well over
one million children and young people (at primary and secondary level) have engaged with Inspiring
the Future volunteers at an operational unit cost of less than £3 per interaction, a fraction of the
costs involved in traditional brokerage. Teachers using Inspiring the Future report that they are

happier with the volunteers they secure through the programme when comparing them to other
initiatives they may have used. The developers argue that this is unsurprising, because with
Inspiring the Future the teacher is given considerable more influence over which individual
volunteers are approached than is historically the case.
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Primary Futures: the head teacher perspective

The National Association of Headteachers (NAHT) is the largest school leaders association in Europe with
over 29,000 members. Whilst we are a trade union focussing on typical member based issues with
packages of guidance and support we are also a professional association working to improve the success
and quality of our schools in a variety of ways. The NAHT see this as a key element in taking back
ownership of the educational agenda which in our view has become far too political, often forgetting the
needs of the children, communities and the profession as a whole. Would successive governments tell
surgeons how to carry out operations? Our strap line ‘For Leaders for Learners’ very much encapsulates
what we are about.

The NAHT was very much attracted to the concept of Primary Futures particularly as the project focusses
not just on volunteers from the world of work sharing information in a variety of ways about their jobs
but more importantly helping to raise aspirations by bringing learning to life whilst also stressing the
practical value of English and maths. Through Primary Futures children can see their learning has real
purpose with reference to their futures as opposed to seeing learning as a vehicle to help them to ‘pass’
national tests which sadly many do.

Primary Futures at my school and the growing numbers of others | have worked with has been a positive
experience. It is clear, although perhaps no surprise, that the aspirations of many children particularly
although not exclusively from more challenging backgrounds are low. Breaking that mould and providing
an insight into a world that for many of them would seem untouchable is a remarkable experience. When
you add the link between learning in the classroom and future possibilities a new horizon becomes
attainable. | have witnessed first-hand children suddenly seeing the light! To give two examples: Jack
(aged 10) couldn’t be bothered with the poor quality of his handwriting as he can use a word processing
package. When he saw the handwritten notes of a solicitor his attitude changed. Becky (aged 9), a child
with Special Educational Needs, couldn’t be a high flying executive (she said) but began to see that there
are other opportunities working in an office environment. Her eyes lit up!

It’s fair to say the most important element and that which makes Primary Futures unique is that subtle
link between the importance of current learning and how it can open doors in the future. Hard work does
pay off! Briefing volunteers carefully ahead of Primary Futures activities using their own primary school
experience as a basis has proved highly successful. The positive feedback from the children made it very
clear Primary Futures has a massive role to play in inspiring the next generation.

Steve Iredale.
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Conclusion

From a schools’ perspective, as the 2010 QCDA review showed, while employer engagement or
work-related learning can often been found in primary schools it is not always known as that.
Primary Futures offers a new means of naming and framing employer engagement to schools, giving
them a shared language and enabling coherent and achievable asks to be made of employer
volunteers. Inspiring the Future has removed barriers preventing primary school access to
community volunteers and schools have responded, registering to access a resource which can be
used in multiple ways. Demand from teachers is in keeping with limited and imperfect survey
evidence which has pointed to high levels of interest across British primary schools in accessing such
resource. Many schools clearly do see employer engagement as a means to access human resource
to support the acquisition of knowledge and skills and to broaden and raise career aspirations,
challenging pupil assumptions and influencing attitudes about the relationship of education and
employment.

Research into the impact of employer engagement activities on the learning and progression of
children is limited. Only a small number of projects using methodologies sufficiently robust to allow
meaningful conclusions to be taken from their results. Where good quality evidence does exist, it
suggests that the instincts of surveyed teachers are right: that employer engagement, if done
correctly, is positively associated with improved attainment, the development of non-cognitive skills
demanded by twenty-first century employers and changed attitudes towards the world of work and
the relationship between the classroom and the workplace. Clearly, further research in required
looking across the range of employer engagement activities undertaken in primary schools, with a
priority candidate for examination given the heavy influence of numeracy on adult economic
outcomes being number partners. Further research should, however, explore too questions
surrounding delivery. How are positive impacts optimised? What age should learners engage with
volunteers? How can interactions be best related to wider curriculum delivery?

One conclusion which can now be made is that demand in British primary schools for employer
engagement is meaningful. Witnessed in Inspiring the Future registration figures and the
enthusiasm of the National Association of Head Teachers to promote engagement, in the absence of
any monetary incentive or regulatory requirement, over Inspiring the Future’s first year of operation,
thousands of teachers have used a free, trustworthy resource to connect volunteers with tens of
thousands of pupils. In this new approach, significant opportunity lies.
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