Case study
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The Francis Crick Institute ——

The Francis Crick Institute (The Crick) is preparing to host its first-ever T Level industry placements,
marking a significant milestone in its outreach and education efforts. Through informal interviews,
prospective students expressed a clear passion for hands-on scientific work and a desire to gain
real-world experience in a laboratory environment.

First impressions

Clare Davy, Head of Education and
Community Outreach, was deeply
moved by her initial conversations with
the students, as Ellie Horner, Education
Operations Manager, recalls: “Clare was
so touched when the students shared
how much they wanted to engage in
more of the practical activities they
enjoyed during their science lessons.’

”

These early interactions helped the
team at The Crick fully understand
the purpose and potential of T Levels,
particularly how they serve students
seeking technical pathways into
science careers.
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The Crick’s partnership with a college
located in one of London’s most
disadvantaged areas influenced their
decision to pay their T Level students
the national minimum wage for young
people aged 18 to 20 during their
placements. Although there is no
obligation to pay students, Ellie explains
that the institute recognises many
students could have evening jobs to
support their families financially: “We
didn’t want their placement hours to
interfere with time they would usually
spend working, so this was part of the
decision to pay them.”

Widening participation and
local impact

The Crick offers a range of work
placement schemes designed to widen
participation, but what sets the T Level
programme apart is its emphasis on the
technical route. It represents a natural
extension of The Crick’s longstanding
education programme in the Camden
borough, which begins engaging young
people as early as age five.

T Level placements provide a valuable
opportunity for those pursuing
vocational pathways to maintain a
meaningful connection with The Crick
in a way that wasn’t previously possible.
They also enable staff who followed
technical routes themselves to share
their experiences and support the next
generation — something they have
found particularly rewarding.

The Crick’s involvement in T Levels
aligns with its obligations under a
Section 106 planning agreement with
Camden Council, which requires

the institute to support local people,
schools and the community, but also
goes beyond this to reflect a broader,
long-term commitment to developing
local talent and strengthening pathways
into science.

Planning for the T Level programme
began two years ago, and the first
two students are set to begin their
placements in autumn 2025.

“The students started their T Level
qualification in September 2024 and
we’ve been having regular touchpoints
throughout their first year,” Ellie says.
“We meet with the teachers to better
understand the curriculum, and with
the students to better understand their
interests and aspirations, while we in
turn can provide support with the more
technical curriculum points through
access to experts.”

Building the programme

As the liaison between the students’
school and The Crick, Ellie has played
a key role in ensuring the smooth
setup of the placements. She surveyed
staff to assess interest, receiving
overwhelmingly positive feedback, and
she has been able to address concerns
and provide clear information about
what hosting placements entails.

Ellie says there has been genuine
excitement across all levels of the
organisation, and staff are keen to
participate in the programme: “A
major motivation is our commitment to
local schools and the strategic goal of
inspiring local teenagers. T Levels are
a meaningful way to achieve that. Staff
also see themselves reflected in these
young people and are eager to support
them on similar career journeys.
Additionally, teams recognise the
benefits T Levels offer to the industry as
a whole.”

Developing a skilled technical
workforce

Ellie emphasises the value of T Levels
in addressing a known skills gap:
“There is a significant technical skills
gap, and T Levels could be a great way
to help address this. We have entry-
level roles that T Level students could
progress to, including a Laboratory
Operations Assistant, and possibly
apprenticeships.”

Senior management is particularly
interested in how T Levels give
technical staff the opportunity

to develop line management and
mentoring skills. A number of
departments have committed to
hosting students, including Genomics,
the Biological Research Facility,
Experimental Histopathology, the
Making Lab, Science Service Delivery,
Media Preparation, the Fly Facility and
Education Outreach.

“T Levels are not just creating an
applicant pool for technical roles at
The Crick,” Ellie concludes, “but an
applicant pool of skilled people who
can perform the tasks we need for
laboratory roles across the science
research sector.”
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e Advice

e Build a support network
with other organisations that
have already hosted T Level
students. Sharing experiences
and best practices can
streamline implementation and
provide valuable insights.

e Work closely with your local
T Level providers to help
prepare the students for their
placements, using in-class time
to develop basic technical skills
and an understanding of the
workplace.

Impact

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

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