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The University of Cambridge is reviving its apprenticeship programme with the introduction of T Level
industry placements. These placements are demonstrating that technical qualifications are a viable
pathway into the institution, reflecting the university’s commitment to opening up new entry routes.

A new entry point for
technical roles

The COVID-19 pandemic brought the
university’s apprenticeship programme
to a halt in 2020. Today Lucy Sinclair,
Divisional Administrator for Design
and Technical Services, is driving a
new approach by positioning T Level
industry placements as a stepping
stone into apprenticeships and junior
technical roles.

Lucy works in a hands-on workshop
environment within the Department of
Engineering and is passionate about
promoting diverse entry routes into

the sector: “We’re not academics or
researchers, we're practical technicians.
Many of us joined the university
through apprenticeships or work-based
experience. We want young people to
see that there are multiple pathways
into highly skilled roles at institutions
like Cambridge, without needing
traditional qualifications or a degree.”
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Introducing industry
placements

In 2023 the University of Cambridge
welcomed its first T Level Engineering
and Manufacturing student on a two-
days-a-week placement that involved
rotations across different teams
within the Department of Engineering,
primarily in Civil Engineering and
Electrical Engineering with an
additional week in the Design and
Technical Services main workshop.

Lucy describes the process as
straightforward: “The local college
supported us every step of the way,
handling paperwork and allowing us to
focus on creating a quality, informative
and engaging experience for the
student.”

Three students applied and were
interviewed like any other staff member,
which included a skills test and a facility
tour. This gave them a realistic insight
into technical roles and inspired them
with the range of career possibilities
available.

Real-world experience in
engineering projects

During the placement, the T Level
student made a meaningful contribution
to ongoing projects. In his Civil
Engineering rotation, he worked

on tunnel section tests for the HS2
railway line.

“He was keen to get stuck into
every task,” says Chris Burling,
Divisional Laboratory Manager.
“From operating the gantry crane
(under close supervision) to setting
up instrumentation and contributing
ideas, he was fully engaged.”

The student also gained hands-on
experience in machining on the mill
and lathe, using testing equipment in
the concrete laboratory for sample
analysis, casting concrete specimens,
and electrical and gauging tasks. He
was trained to use a pillar drill, milling
machine, lathe and powered hand tools,
including a drill, driver, jigsaw, router,
ratchet and table saw, along with a
concrete mixer, concrete compression
testing machine and CAD software
(Autodesk Fusion).
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In Electrical Engineering, the placement
structure allowed the student to explore
macro- and nanoscale engineering
processes. He learned to operate the
Scanning Electron Microscope (SEM),
use a Nanoscribe 3D printer, and
engage in cleanroom procedures such
as lithography and deposition.

“Every task he took on was met with
enthusiasm and a genuine desire to
understand the technique and how it
can be used,” says Lee Robinson, Clean
Room Processing Coordinator.

Supportive staff and a culture
of mentorship

A common concern that Lucy
encountered when launching the
placement was the perception that it
would be too time-consuming for staff,
but she found this to be unfounded:
“It was a team effort, which helped
balance the workload. It’s actually
an excellent way to trial and assess
potential future apprentices, as you
already understand their capabilities
and dedication.”
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Future plans

Thomas Glenday, Head of Design and
Technical Services, sees long-term
value in industry placements: “Providing
T Level placements and recruiting
apprentices is a crucial investment

in our future workforce. Diverse
educational pathways are essential to
meet the varied needs of engineering
today. Our mission to improve the
world through engineering starts with
investing in young people.”

Encouraged by the success of the pilot,
the university is now planning to take
on more T Level students next year.

“ The local college
supported us every
step of the way,
handling paperwork
and allowing us to
focus on creating a
quality, informative
and engaging
experience for the

student. ,’

Thomas Glenday, Head of Design & Technical Services, Manufacturing
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—  Advice

e Conduct short interviews as
part of a formal recruitment
process to help students
prepare for professional
environments.

e Involve enthusiastic staff. Work
with colleagues who are open
to new ideas and passionate
about mentoring and inspiring
the next generation.

Impact

e Sustainability: building a next-
gen talent pipeline that brings
fresh, young talent into the
technical workforce.

o TALENT Commission R7:
investing in apprenticeship and
trainee technician programmes
and hosting T Level work
placement schemes.




