Case study

The University of Manchester

At The University of Manchester, hosting T Level placements is not only inspiring young people, it’s
also re-energising technical staff. “It has allowed my team to develop professionally and personally,”
says Michael Hughes, the university’s Chemistry Teaching Technical Specialist.

Empowering staff through
mentorship

Michael is passionate about nurturing
the next generation of technical
professionals. From the start, he
involved senior technical staff in
shaping the T Level placements and
gave them ownership of the process:
“It has been fantastic to see members
of my team wanting to get so involved.
That’s been a real standout moment for
me. It reignited their passion for why
they chose this career in the first place.”

Hosting T Level students gives technical
staff valuable mentoring experience

to enhance their CVs. By shifting
day-to-day responsibilities to reduce
workload, Michael allowed his team to
focus on the most fulfilling aspects of
their roles. This support enabled them
to fully engage with mentoring, which
also helped them develop transferable
skills in leadership and communication,
all extremely valuable for career
progression.

He always begins by asking his team:
“How can we make the next step in
your career better?”
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Opening pathways for T Level
students

Two T Level Science students

are now considering applying for
apprenticeships at The University of
Manchester this summer. Michael
believes their placement experience
gives them a strong advantage:
“Completing an industry placement
gives them an edge, and with that
experience under their belt, | expect
they’ll excel.”

Students attend the chemistry teaching
laboratory one day a week, with no
more than two students present at any
time. This careful planning ensures

the placements remain manageable

for staff.

Placement design

Michael invested time upfront in
designing a meaningful programme:

e Week 1: Health and safety induction

e Week 2: Basic laboratory skills such
as measuring, making solutions,
purification and distillation

o Week 3 onwards: Hands-on
technical training
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Call to action for other
universities

Some institutions may choose

to organise industry placement
programmes centrally, while others
may empower individual departments
to develop their own offer. Michael
encourages other universities and
research institutes to get involved,
whichever model suits them best:
“This is really worthwhile. It adds

to your team and your lab in ways
you can’t even imagine. It’s re-
energised members of my staff. With
departmental support and passion, it
can work, and you don’t need to wait
for university-wide backing.”

Seeing the spark

One of the most rewarding parts of
the process for Michael is watching
the students realise they’ve found
something they love: “It’s like a spark
goes off inside them. They’re like, ‘Oh,
I've found this little niche area that’s
really interesting.’ | always love seeing
that in anyone.”

—  Advice

e Start small — don’t overcommit
to too many students at once.

e Plan ahead - set aside time to
design meaningful placement
activities that benefit both the
student and your team.

Michael has always championed the
value of T Level placements, not only
to inspire students but also to promote
the vast array of technical careers in
science to the next generation. He sees
the initiative as a meaningful way to
give back while helping to address skills
needs at local, regional and national
levels.

Impact

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

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

“It’s about doing a little bit for the kids
in the local community,” says Michael.
“There’s no standard pathway to
success, and these placements help
students realise what’s possible.”

It’s re-energised
members of

my staff. ,’

“After inducting and training students
for three weeks, they become a very
valuable extra pair of hands,”

Michael says. “It’s quite intensive at

first — building scientific trust takes time
— but it’s incredibly rewarding in the
long run.”

Placement activities

Students begin with fundamental
analytical chemistry tasks such as
solution preparation, titrations and
saturations. Then they progress

to operating industry-standard
chromatography equipment. By the
end of their placements, they are
trusted to calibrate all chromatography
instruments after the winter shutdown,
critical work in ensuring teaching
laboratories are fully operational.

In the final stage of their placements,
students are encouraged to pursue
specific areas of interest to deepen
engagement and tailor their experience.
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