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At Aston University, T Level students who arrive shy and reserved often leave with the confidence to
engage in high-level professional conversations. This transformation is what makes the programme
most rewarding for Reece Lillie, Head of Technical Services for Engineering & Physical Sciences.

“Seeing their growth week by week,
the confidence they gain, and the
enjoyment they find in their career
path are the real highlights,” Reece
says. “You know they’re leaving with
the right foundation to pursue their
career, wherever it may take them.”

Building confidence
through experience

Now in its third cycle, Aston University’s
T Level programme currently hosts

two Engineering and Manufacturing
students who are gaining practical
experience in the Mechanical
Engineering Workshop where they

are introduced to a wide range of

skills such as milling, turning, bench
work, waterjet cutting, CAD/CAM and
additive manufacturing (3D printing).

This hands-on training gives students
the opportunity to contribute to
real-world projects, including the
manufacture of racing cars and STEM
Racing, a school-based STEM initiative.
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“One day they might be talking to a
professor about technical research
using high-level language,” Reece
explains. “Then the next day they
could be helping a nine-year-old build
a paper car. It’s all about tailoring
communication to different levels

of understanding, a skill even adults
find difficult.”

“They enjoy the variety of tasks, which
helps them decide where they want

to go in the future,” Reece notes.
“Engineering and manufacturing are
vast fields. This placement helps them
explore whether they want to be a
turner, a miller or even a programmer.”

T Level students
supporting innovation

T Level students don’t just gain from
their placements, they also give

back. They become a valuable part

of the department, often testing out
new teaching ideas and influencing
wider student engagement. One
example is how feedback from T Level
students helped revamp the first-year
engineering induction class.

Creating a sustainable
talent pipeline

Reece’s dedication to the T Level
initiative is deeply personal. He began
his own career at Aston University

as the first apprentice to join since

the 1980s and saw first-hand the
consequences of an ageing technical
workforce: “When | started, the average
age of a technician was over 55. Within
18 months, we lost entire teams to
retirement. It showed me how urgent

it is to build a sustainable pipeline of
young technical talent.”

Reece sees T Level placements as a
perfect opportunity to assess students’
potential for apprenticeships while
also preparing them for the realities of
the workplace during their 315-hour
placement.
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Gaining internal support and
embedding placements

To secure internal support, Reece
started with a clear and strategic
presentation to management,
emphasising that: “There’s no real
cost involved — you’re using existing
staff, and the main expense is safety
equipment and time. But that’s an
investment in the future.”

Reece engaged health and safety teams
early and involved the technical staff
who would work directly with students:
“Many of them were apprentice-trained
themselves, so they saw the value
immediately. It gave them a sense of
purpose — they were giving back to the
next generation.”

Refining recruitment
and selection

After learning from the initial cohort,
Aston refined its recruitment process
to ensure better student fit and
engagement. The current approach
includes delivering a presentation

to potential applicants, hosting
informal chats and facility tours, and
offering a realistic preview of the
work environment.

This gives students insight into real-
world technical roles, helping them
make informed decisions and allowing
staff to assess enthusiasm and
readiness.

Students are asked to make and
deliver a presentation and complete
an application based on those

used for apprenticeships.

Expanding reach and impact

Aston University now plans to expand
its T Level placement offering by
working with additional providers
and opening up more facilities for
placements.

Reece encourages other institutions to
do the same: “Engineering is something
that requires nurturing. Not all schools
offer it, and not everyone knows what
career paths are out there. T Levels give
you the opportunity to showcase your
institution, and to discover the people
who might become part of your future
workforce.”
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e Advice

o Create a job profile that clearly
explains the role, enabling
students to apply for industry
placements relevant to their
interests.

e Fully integrate students into
your team. Provide them with
ID cards, email access and a
sense of belonging.

Impact

e Career development of
technicians: supporting the
growth and development of
technical staff.

e TALENT Commission R6:
supporting outreach and
public engagement activities
in local schools and colleges
to increase young people’s
awareness of technical career
opportunities.




