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Today’s students are faced with a wider array of post-18 options 
than ever before and it is crucial they are making informed 
decisions. The recent growth of school leaver programmes 
means there are even more opportunities for forward-thinking, 
career-minded students who are considering bypassing 
university (and student debt) to kick-start their  careers. At Pure 
Potential we passionately believe that all students should be 
given access to advice, information and contacts to help them 
make the right decisions about university and careers.

For those investigating an alternative to uni, our website 
www.purepotential.org is packed full of completely free 
information and resources, including templates for CVs and 
cover letters.

If you register your email on our website then you will be the 
first to hear about all of the brilliant events and opportunities 
that we run with employers. These can range from webinars 
to insight days to work experience placements - and they are 
all guaranteed to help you stand out from the crowd, 
whatever you decide to do after uni. 

You can also get in touch with us at any time at 
info@purepotential.org. We’ve worked with thousands 
of students over the years and we know how daunting 
making decisions about what to do after leaving school 
can be. We’re happy to support you in any way we can, so 
just drop us a line - whatever your future after sixth form 
holds, Pure Potential is here to help!

HOW CAN PURE POTENTIAL HELP YOU?

Amelia
Managing Director

 Brooke
Events Assistant 

Sibyl
Director
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MYTH 1 – “School leaver programmes 
aren’t well-respected”

There are over 300 leading employers 
who offer competitive programmes 
each year - and this number is 
increasing. With recent changes in 
higher education, employers 
predicted a decline in the number of 
students applying to university and 
decided to offer an attractive 
alternative for smart, ambitious 
students. The ‘rise of the school 
leaver programme’ has caused a shift 
in employment, and companies are 
realising the talent, enthusiasm and 
fresh ideas younger students can 
bring to their organisations. They are 
investing time and money into hiring, 
training and developing their school 
leaver workforce – this definitely 
would not be happening if employers 
did not consider school leaver 

programmes a well-respected route. 
This shift in focus is causing a stir 
amongst students, parents and 
teachers – there are more students 
than ever before opting to go down 
the school leaver route and an 
increasing number of teachers and 
parents are supporting this move too.

MYTH 2 – “A university degree is your 
passport to a great career whereas a school 
leaver programme can only get you so far”

There was once a time when you 
could waltz out of university with a 
degree and land yourself a first-class 
job. Unfortunately, times have 
changed, and with thousands of 
graduates entering the job market 
each year, there are many who are 
still unemployed. The majority of 
school leaver employers offer 
reputable professional qualifications 

as part of their programme (including 
some employers who run sponsored 
degree programmes). These 
professional qualifications are widely 
recognised and enable you to work 
not just in the UK but around the 
globe! In some cases, you could even 
complete your qualification faster 
than if you were to go down the 
university route. You can also make 
excellent professional connections 
which will be valuable further down 
the line if you decided to move jobs.

MYTH 3 – “School leavers aren’t paid well”

The vast majority of school leaver 
providers pay their school leavers a 
competitive salary and they cover the 
cost of all training and any qualifica-
tions they gain, which can be very 
expensive! Salaries usually increase 
as you progress through the 

programme and take on more 
responsibilities which means you will 
have more money to spend or to put 
towards buying your first home.

MYTH 4 – “School leavers miss out on the 
social life that university provides”

Without doubt, university is a lot of 
fun – you spend three years having a 
great time, making friends and 
develop a lot of life skills. Employers 
recognise that students are giving up 
three years of socialising and more, 
which is why they often have a 
dedicated team that looks after social 
activities for new starters. They will 
organise away days, team building 
retreats and regular social events to 
give you a chance to meet new 
people, make friends and build that 
all-important social network.

SCHOOL LEAVER PROGRAMMES
School leaver programes offer you the chance to earn a competitive salary, gain qualifications and get 
real-life commercial experience. We think a good place to start is by dispelling some common myths:
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Gain a professional qualification

Earn a competitive salary

Get first-hand, real experience 
with professionals

No student debt

There is less competition for places 
at school-leaver level than 
graduate level

You can be financially independent 
– and not reliant on loans

Many companies offer the chance 
to try different areas of the 
business which can help you find 
out what you enjoy

You will receive extensive training 
by leading professionals in a 
structured programme

Some companies offer students 
the chance to study part-time at 
university and gain a degree 
alongside working

You’ll have to make a decision 
about where to begin your 

career sooner than some of 
your peers

You might feel worried you’re 
missing out on some of the 

experiences that your friends 
who go to university are having

You won’t be pursuing an 
academic subject you are 

passionate about

It’s important that you think carefully about what you want to do after sixth form. 
If you’re not sure whether a school leaver programme would be a good fit for you, considering the pros and cons might help:

PROS CONS
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SCHOOL LEAVER PROGRAMMES

A school leaver programme 
is a fixed-term, paid job 
available to students after 
sixth form which provides 
an intensive, structured 
training programme and in 
some cases formal 
professional qualifications.

APPRENTICESHIPS

An apprenticeship is usually 
referred to as a job in a 
vocational industry where 
young people can train while 
they earn money from the age 
of 16 in careers as diverse as 
nursing, engineering, finance, 
and carpentry. Confusingly, 
some professional school 
leaver programmes are also 
known as apprenticeships.

HIGHER APPRENTICESHIPS

These are paid 
apprenticeships that give you 
the chance to progress 
academically to degree level 
(such as NVQ levels 4&5, 
Foundation Degrees, HNCs 
or HNDs) through practical 
work experience.

SPONSORED DEGREES

As the name suggests you will 
work towards a degree as part 
of the programme, normally 
whilst working as a 
permanent employee for the 
organisation and normally 
with your fees paid for!

WHAT ARE THE OPTIONS?
The difference between the following programmes and just getting an ordinary job is that schools leavers 

programmes offer a training schedule, qualifications and / or progression infrastructure. 
These programmes are a launch pad into an advanced career level, which is why they are so sought after. 

Here is a brief guide to each type, but check each company’s specifications because they vary enormously.



7

Live. 
Learn. 
Earn.
KPMG School 
and College 
Leaver 
Programmes

1156426 KPMG DPS Advert.indd   1 01/03/2016   15:09

Are you currently considering what to do after you have 
completed school or college? 

Want to make a positive, lasting impact on governments, 
business and society straight after leaving school or 
college? Imagine earning a salary, developing skills, building 
your confidence and gaining professional qualifications 
along the way. On our KPMG360° programme, you can. 
We’ll work with you to identify your strengths and offer  
the support and training you need to reach your potential.

At KPMG, we recognise that our inclusive environment 
provides a better service to clients and makes for a great 
place to work. That’s why we value difference and seek out 
potential. In addition, KPMG is a founder member of the 
30% Club, working to increase the number of women on 
the boards of businesses and we’re proud to be a ‘Business 
in the Community – Top Employer for Women’. At KPMG, 
we’re putting theory into practice.

Our people are at the heart of our continued success and 
being part of KPMG is being part of a community of 
talented and innovative people. No one type of person 
succeeds at KPMG; a diverse business requires diverse 
personalities, characters and perspectives. There really is 
a place for you here.

Opportunities are available nationwide. 

Sound good? Find out more and apply at 

www.kpmgcareers.co.uk/school-leavers

© 2016 KPMG LLP, a UK limited liability partnership and a member firm of the 
KPMG network of independent member firms affiliated with KPMG International 
Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. All rights reserved. The KPMG 
name and logo are registered trademarks or trademarks of KPMG International.

“ When I was researching career options, KPMG stood out for a number of reasons – it offered  
a rotational programme – I knew I wanted to work in professional services but I wanted to 
experience different areas before deciding where I wanted to build my career. I had heard  
a lot about the training and development offered and the opportunities for progression  
and mobility. I was also drawn to KPMG’s commitment to inclusion – everyone I met during 
the recruitment process spoke enthusiastically about ‘bringing their whole selves to work’  
and being able to express their ideas openly, even if they were the most junior person  
on the team.

Since joining KPMG, I have learnt something new every day. From day one, the experiences 
I’ve had have enabled me to develop my commercial awareness, improve my communication 
and presentation skills and achieve my potential.”

1156426 KPMG DPS Advert.indd   2 01/03/2016   15:09
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What is the difference between 
an Apprenticeship and a 
Higher Apprenticeship?

There are various levels of appren-
ticeship you can undertake 
depending on the skills and 
qualifications that you leave school or 
college with. A Higher Apprentice-
ship is a nationally accredited 
work-based programme designed to 
meet employers’ needs at higher skill 
levels and include qualifications at a 
level equivalent to higher education. 
There are three levels of apprentice-
ship:

- Intermediate Apprenticeships, 
which are equivalent to five good 
GCSEs

- Advanced Level Apprenticeships, 
which are equivalent to two A-levels

- Higher Apprenticeships, which can 
lead to a HND, HNC or foundation 
degree

You should note that...

Higher levels might require more 
qualifications: for example, some 
Higher Apprenticeships require you 
to have A-levels.

Apprenticeships in some areas are 
only available at particular levels. For 
example, Emergency Care is only 
available as an Intermediate 
Apprenticeship.

Your apprenticeship may last longer 
at a higher level, although this can 
vary. There are fewer apprenticeships 
available at Higher level than at the 
other levels.

A Higher Apprenticeship can lead to 
a professional qualification, such as a 
Certificate in Finance, Accounting 
and Business (CFAB).

Will I earn money?

All apprentices earn a salary and will 
work for at least 30 hours per week.

How long do apprenticeships take?

An apprenticeship takes between one 
and five years to complete, depending 
upon the level of apprenticeship and 
the industry sector.

What will an apprenticeship 
be like day-to-day?

Most of the training is delivered in 
the workplace, so you will learn the 
skills you need to do the job well. The 
rest is given by a training organisa-
tion, either at the workplace, off-site 
(perhaps at college) or via online 
courses. The training is specifically 
tailored to ensure you develop the 
skills the employer wants, giving 
apprentices a real advantage in the 
workplace.

APPRENTICESHIPS AND HIGHER APPRENTICESHIPS
Work with some of the most exciting and innovative companies across the country straight out of sixth form.
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What is a sponsored degree 
programme?

A sponsored degree acts as an 
alternative for those who wish to gain 
a degree qualification but do not 
necessarily want to attend higher 
education full time.

Sponsored degree programmes are 
made up of both employment and 
study. Your time will generally be 
split between attending university 
and working for the company that are 
sponsoring your degree – meaning 
you gain both a qualification and 
valuable work experience.

Are all programmes the same?

Sponsored degree programmes can 
really vary. Depending on the 
programme, you might attend 
university in person or undertake a 
distance learning course remotely 

from home or your employer’s office. 
For those courses where you will 
physically attend university, the 
amount of time you spend there will 
differ for each course. 

For some you may do one or two days 
of the week at university and be in 
the office the rest of the time. For 
others, you might attend university 
on a full-time basis, and just spend 
holidays working for the company.

Some programmes will offer only a 
specific degree from a specific 
institution whereas others provide 
some choice in where you study and 
what qualification you work towards.
There are also slightly different forms 
of sponsorship that act more like a 
scholarship, with universities 
sponsoring students irrespective of 
their course or university. Students 
might undertake work placements or 
graduate schemes with the employer 
in return. 

 What are the benefits?
 
There are plenty!

· Getting to study towards, and gaining 
a degree in, an internationally 
recognised qualification
· Having your university fees paid 
for/contributed to and potentially 
avoiding thousands of pounds worth 
of student debt
· Earning a salary whilst you study
· Access to work experience with a 
professional employer and an 
opportunity to develop valuable skills
· The likelihood that once your 
sponsored degree programme 
reaches its conclusion, you’ll be 
offered a graduate position with the 
company

Any downsides? 

By choosing to work whilst studying 

you might feel like you’re missing out 
on the full uni experience. Also, it’s 
likely that your employer will only 
sponsor a specific course at a specific 
university so you might not get much 
choice in what you study.

Where can I find out more about 
sponsored degree programmes?

Big companies are increasingly 
offering sponsored degree pro-
grammes. If you think you might be 
interested in sponsored degrees then 
have a look at the UCAS website. 

Many of Pure Potential’s partners 
offer sponsored degrees so it’s 
worth registering at 
www.purepotential.org for events 
where you can meet a sponsored degree 
programme provider.

SPONSORED DEGREES
Sponsored degree programmes are becoming increasingly popular and it’s no wonder why - they allow you to go to 

university and get a degree whilst having your tuition fees paid for and earning a salary. What’s not to like?
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LARA IS ON THE HARRODS 
SCHOOL LEAVER PROGRAMME

Can you tell us about your experience on the programme so far?
I have been on my first placement for roughly 3 months and I’m thoroughly enjoying every moment of 
my experience so far. On a day to day basis, I am a Sales Associate on the shop floor working with 
my team to sell our products. However, by being part of the Harrods programme, I also attend 
additional training sessions and gain exposure to other aspects of the business. All of these added 
extras have not only given me a broader understanding and awareness of how Harrods operates as a 
luxury retail company, but have also lead to my development as an individual seller and communicator.

What attracted you to the Harrods School Leavers Programme?
I knew that going to university wasn’t the right decision for me. I didn’t want to spend the next couple 
of years learning in a school-like environment without being able to apply my skills to the working 
world. I was accepted to study business at a few universities, but when I came across this programme 
I knew it was the perfect choice for me personally. I realised that everything I could learn from 
studying a degree in business, I could learn from a company who practises it daily.

How did you find the recruitment process?
Truthfully, I did find the recruitment process a little daunting. I did have to put a lot of hard work into 
my application, alongside several journeys to London, in order to feel that I performed at my very best. 
However, it was definitely worth it, and, as with all of the people I have met in Harrods, I was 
immediately made to feel at ease during the group interview that I attended and ended up rather 
enjoying the experience.

Describe the programme in 3 words.
Valuable, interesting and incomparable.

CHARLOTTE IS A FOOD OPERATIONS 
APPRENTICE AT NESTLÉ

Before joining Nestlé, I was studying for A-Levels at sixth form and decided that I 
wanted work experience that would lead me to a career.

The scheme was recommended to me through a friend that already worked at 
Nestlé in York. I chose the Food Operations Apprenticeship because of diversity of 
the job. As part of the scheme I spend four 6 month placements in departments 
such as KitKat and Polo. This means that I have the opportunity to understand four 
completely different types of machinery and fully understand the importance of 
each department to the business. From this I am gaining hands on production 
experience, as I am running multi-million pound machines that are producing 
tonnes of product each shift. Therefore I am responsible for the machines I run. 
Through the apprenticeship I have become a functioning member of my shift by 
attending meetings and representing my area. The scheme allows me time to study 
towards my Level 3 in Food Industry Skills by collecting work based evidence for 
my portfolio. On a day-to-day basis I complete work around safety, quality and 
hygiene which means there is a lot of variation and I am able to spot problems 
quickly. I have developed my problem solving and team work skills around the 
challenges I faced. Working shifts on a rotation also means I enjoy some great 
time off- 4 and 5 days off at a time, which is ideal for hobbies such as going to 
the gym.

At the end of my apprenticeship I hope to become a Process Operator in the 
factory in one of the areas I have worked in and hope to eventually become a 
shift manager.

My Experience
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My Experience
REBECCA SMITHSON JOINED UBS AS AN APPRENTICE IN 2014

Did you always plan to become an apprentice? 
Yes, always. I was never keen on the idea of going to university because I always wanted to start a full-time job as soon as I left college.

What made you choose that route? 
Knowing that I didn’t want to go to university, but that I did want to gain a useful qualification that was equivalent to a 
degree, I knew that going on an apprentice programme was the best route for me. Being an apprentice has given me the 
on-the-job experience that I wanted as well as gaining a qualification that will help towards my career.

What made you choose this specific apprenticeship?
I studied business at college and liked the idea of being involved in the financial services industry, especially after being 
exposed to economics and accounting. After some research, and seeing there were many areas I could go into, I realised 
an apprenticeship within a bank was the perfect opportunity for me to start my career.

What drew you to UBS?
UBS is a very well-recognised, highly reputable wealth manager. I knew going for one of the best would be a massive 
benefit to me and my career. Once I’d had my assessment day and interview, I knew I wanted to work here because I 
got a really great vibe from the company; the people were so friendly and supportive.  

What does your role entail?
I am involved in the front office, which means talking to clients, assisting Client Advisors and their assistants, and making 
sure the client has the best experience possible. I get involved with opening client accounts, maintaining them and 
helping with interesting projects within our teams. As an apprentice within UBS we get to network with a lot of people 
and see different areas of the bank and how they work.   

Do you have any top tips for applications or interviews?
Just be yourself; as relaxed as possible – it’s normal to be nervous. Asking questions to the interviewer about parts of 
the business or company you’re applying for always helps.

JACK DANN IS WORKING 
TOWARDS A SPONSORED DEGREE 
AT ROLLS ROYCE

I decided to join a sponsored degree programme after looking at the rising cost of 
living for students – on top of university fees themselves. Also, with a sponsored 
degree I could earn money and learn how to stand on my own two feet, whilst still 
being able to study at one of the country’s top universities! I adore the programme I 
have chosen because it provides a great deal of variety and experience. I am gaining 
genuine experience in business – undertaking numerous real-world business 
improvement projects. I can see the difference my work makes, and I am picking up 
endless amounts of knowledge along the way. All this whilst undertaking a 
structured and recognised Masters Degree at a Russell Group university, which I 
never have to worry about paying for. 

Of course being on a programme like this won’t be for everyone. Personally, one of 
the biggest challenges has been just choosing a different path from many of my 
friends who went to university via the ‘traditional’ route. It has been difficult 
relocating and learning how to look after myself without the protective university 
bubble. The commitment is also much greater; you are given a great deal of 
responsibility to propel your own career – and this can be challenging. 

My advice to anyone considering a sponsored degree programme is to do some 
serious research and consider all your options. There are some outstanding 
programmes out there – but they are not always easy to find. Take all the 
opportunities that come your way and really take charge of your own future.
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Your student is bright, talented and 
full of ambition. No doubt as a 
teacher, parent or carer you will 
want to support them as they 
make crucial decisions for their 
future but the school leaver market 
is relatively new and you may have 
concerns or hesitations if your child 
is interested in this path.

Whatever your student goes on to 
do it is important that you are 
involved in the decision-making 
process and are able to offer 
informed guidance.

Check out the Useful Resources 
page to see where you can find out 
more about school leaver 
programmes.

HOW TO SUPPORT YOUR STUDENT
Helpful tips for parents, teachers and carers

Why have you 
decided to apply for 

a school leaver 
programme?

Why don’t you 
want to go to 
university?

Have you considered 
the pros and cons for 
each, and are you 
happy to accept 

the cons?

What research have 
you done on the type 
of programmes out 

there?

Which particular 
programmes or 
companies have 
you researched?

Have you looked
into the application 
process? What is 

involved? What are 
your long term 

career prospects? 

How does your 
career path 
compare to 

the university
 route?

Have you spoken to 
any school leavers? 
What do they think 

of their chosen path?

Talking to your 
student to build an 

understanding of their 
thinking is important 

- try some of the 
following prompts:
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Find out more at dentons.com/uk-apprenticeshipinlaw

Our innovative natureOur strategy Our culture Our people Our global reach

dentons.com
© 2015 Dentons. Dentons is a global legal practice providing client services worldwide through its member firms and affiliates. 
Please see dentons.com for Legal Notices.

*Acritas Global Elite Law Firm Brand Index 2013-2015.

Want a career in law without  
going to University?  
Dentons is part of the Trailblazer Apprenticeship in Law initiative, a 
government backed scheme to create an apprenticeship that will  
lead to qualification as a solicitor. 
 
 

Dentons. Now the world’s largest  
global elite law firm.*

28684-Advert Trailblazer Apprenticeship_FINAL.indd   1 10/12/2015   11:34
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BrightStart Business Apprenticeships 

The variety of options after A-levels might seem 
overwhelming. But when you find something  
that sparks your curiosity, feeds your desire to  
connect with people and make sense of the world,  
it’s incredibly exciting too. With that in mind,  
say hello to our BrightStart Apprenticeship – the  
perfect start to a career in business and consulting.  
And a brilliant opportunity for people like you.

www.deloitte.co.uk/brightstart

Need help making sense of your options, or want 
some impartial careers advice? Call our free  
Career-coaching helpline on 0800 9778392.

Don’t be dazed  
Be dazzled

© 2016 Deloitte LLP. Deloitte LLP is an equal opportunities employer.
Member of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited. 



We like to think of a CV as a 
personal marketing 
document – it offers 
employers a snapshot of who 
you are and sells your 
strengths, achievements and 
any relevant work experience 
you’ve gained. A concise CV 
is extremely important when 
it comes to making a positive 
first impression - never let 
your CV expand beyond two 
sides of A4, preferably one 
side.

A CV should have
the following:

PERSONAL DETAILS
Include your name, address, contact number 
and email. Don’t include a photo!

EDUCATION
Organise these in reverse 
chronological order.

WORK EXPERIENCE
Start with your most recent job and work 
backwards. Prioritise those that are most 
relevant, and give brief bullet points to 
outline what you did.

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT
Mention any voluntary work you do, awards 
you have won, or positions of responsibility 
you hold.

OTHER
Include IT skills, sports, languages 
and hobbies.

REFERENCES
Give the name and contact details of two 
referees or state that they are “Available on 
request”. Contact your referees in advance
to check that they are happy to provide a 
reference, send them your CV and give them 
some basic information about the job.

When it comes to the style of a CV, 
remember to use an easy to read font and 
size, use subheadings and bullet points 
where relevant and don’t forget to add 
spaces between each section; you should be 
aiming to format it to a professional 
standard.
￼￼

THE APPLICATION PROCESS

Employers are exceptionally good at making candidates jump through hoops to 
secure a job. Irrespective of the type of school leaver programme you are 
applying for, employers are looking for candidates who submit quality 
applications and perform exceptionally well during interviews and on assessment 
days. We have summarised the various stages in the application process that an 
employer might use.Your CV

Covering Letters

Application Forms

Competency Based 
Questions 

Motivation Based 
Questions

Online Tests

Job Interviews

Common Questions

Assessment Centres

15



You will need to send a one 
page letter, or in some cases 
an email, with your CV called 
the covering letter. This is 
where you can discuss the 
skills and achievements most 
relevant to the position you 
are applying for in more 
detail. The covering letter, 
like your CV is a very 
important document and will 
usually be the first thing a 
potential employer will read, 
so it must be unique to that 
company.

THE PLANNING
& RESEARCH STAGE
Read the job description carefully and find 
out what they are looking for in their ideal 
candidate. Highlight which aspects of the job 
you feel or know you are capable of doing 
and the aspects that appeal to you. Look
at the skills required and highlight which of 
those you have gained from past work 
experience or your education.

STRUCTURE
INTRODUCTION

State which position you are applying for, 
where you saw the vacancy and briefly 
explain your current circumstances.

HOW DO YOUR SKILLS AND PERSONAL 
ATTRIBUTES SUIT THIS ROLE?

Discuss how you became interested in the 
industry and support your points with past 
work experience, knowledge you’ve gained 

from your sixth form qualifications, or 
extracurricular activities which have sparked 
your interest.

WHY HAVE I CHOSEN TO APPLY TO 
THIS PARTICULAR COMPANY?

Discuss aspects of the company that you find 
particularly inspiring. Show that you have 
researched the firm and the sector. You need 
to be able to say why you have been inspired 
by what the company has done and why you 
want to be a part of it.

SIGNING OFF
A weak, half-hearted ending to a cover letter 
can leave the employer wondering whether 
you really want the job, so make sure you 
sound enthusiastic and super keen. The final 
paragraph should include a word of thanks 
and how you’re looking forward to hearing 
from them.

THE APPLICATION PROCESS

Your CV

Covering Letters

Application Forms

Competency Based 
Questions 

Motivation Based 
Questions

Online Tests

Job Interviews

Common Questions

Assessment Centres
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The application form will ask 
you to give much of the same 
information as on a CV such as 
your name, address, your 
school and grades and 
employment history. The most 
important thing with the basic 
questions is to ensure there are 
no errors whatsoever.
Companies may also ask you to 
answer a number of questions 
such as “describe a time when 
you have worked as part of a 
team”. Known as competency 
questions, there is no clear 
right or wrong response, but 
here are some important 
things you should consider 
before you tackle this part of 
the form:

MATCH UP

Your answer should match the nature of the 
job on offer. Try to structure your response 
in a format appropriate to the industry 
or job.

KEY SKILLS

Focus on the key skills and qualities the 
employer is looking for. Have a look
at the company website for buzzwords used 
to describe their employees.

EXAMPLES

Use an example to demonstrate your skills 
and qualities. Employers are looking for the 
perfect candidate – you need to show them 
how great you are using evidence.

Not sure where to start or how to structure 
your answer? The STAR model is an excellent 
framework which we recommend to help 
structure your answers:

SITUATION: Open with a brief description of 
the situation and context of the story (who, 
what, where, when, how).

TASK: Explain the task you had to complete 
highlighting any specific challenges or 
constraints (e.g. deadlines, costs, other 
issues).

ACTION: Describe the specific actions that you 
took to complete the task. These should 
highlight desirable traits without needing to 
state them (initiative, intelligence, dedication, 
leadership, understanding, etc.).

RESULT/RELEVANCE: Close with the result of 
your efforts and include figures to quantify if 
possible. Furthermore, and perhaps most 
importantly, what relevant skills have you 
learnt from the experience that you can apply 
to the role?
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WHAT IS YOUR GREATEST 
ACHIEVEMENT AND WHY?

The employer does not need to see that 
you’ve won an Olympic gold or found a 
solution to world peace, but a personal 
achievement that you can be proud of. If you 
have ever solved a problem, overcome a 
challenge or persevered with something 
then you’re on the right track. What the 
employer definitely doesn’t need to know is 
that you fluked something! They want to see 

an example that shows hard work paying 
off, or difficult challenges faced rationally 
and logically – and above all a process or 
work ethic you can apply to future situations 
that can allow you to achieve even greater 
things.

DESCRIBE A SITUATION WHERE YOU 
WORKED IN A TEAM

Almost any job you can think of will involve 
teamwork. You will have to report to 
someone, or present your findings to 
colleagues, so make sure you show that you 
understand how important being a team 
player is to maximise performance.
The challenge with this question is that 
everyone, and we mean EVERYONE, has 
experience of working in a team in some 
shape or form, so it won’t be enough to 
simply describe the situation. The way to 
stand out is to show what you took from 
those experiences. The employer will be 
interested to know what role you took 
within that team, and will be looking out for 
evidence of your ability to listen to, and be 
listened to, by others. Don’t fall into the trap 
of thinking that the ‘best’ role to take in a 
team is leader – if everyone did that the 

workplace would be a nightmare, so be true 
to who you really are, and if you take a more 
passive role such as planning, executing or 
co-ordinating then talk about that, and how 
effective communication between all the 
team players is the most important thing.
When choosing which anecdote to discuss 
think about any problems that arose, who 
tackled them, why and how? What 
observations have you made about team- 
work going wrong? What about teamwork 
going right? Whether it was in your school 
sports team, a theatre production, academic 
project, or Duke of Edinburgh you should be 
able to find common themes, but make sure 
you talk about how this can apply to the job 
you want!

EXAMPLE QUESTIONS TO PRACTICE

1. How do you go about solving a problem?

2. Have you ever influenced someone to do 
something or changed their mind?

3. Tell me about a time when you failed to 
complete a task or project on time, despite 
intending to do so.

Whether you’re filling in an 
application form or sat in a job 
interview, it is incredibly likely 
that at some point in the 
application process for a job 
you will be asked a 
competency question. These 
are often tricky to answer as 
there is no clear right or wrong 
response, but you can use the 
STAR method from the 
previous page to master them.
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A newer line of interview 
questioning is focussed on your 
motivations and strengths. 
These questions look at what 
you enjoy doing and what you 
do well. Sometimes they will 
be asked at speed to prompt 
you to answer quickly (and 
interviewers hope more 
honestly!). These questions 
aren’t asking why you’re 
applying for the job or what 
your career goals are, they’re 
asking what motivates you in 
life in general? What makes 
you tick? What gets you out of 
bed? 

WHAT MOTIVATES YOU?

WHICH TASKS DO YOU GET 
THE MOST SATISFACTION 
FROM?

HOW WOULD YOUR 
MANAGER MOTIVATE YOU?

WHAT WOULD YOU DO IN 
LIFE IF MONEY WAS NO 
CONCERN?

WHAT MADE YOU CHOOSE 
YOUR CURRENT ROLE?

DO YOU NEED OTHER 
PEOPLE AROUND TO 
STIMULATE YOU OR ARE 
YOU SELF-MOTIVATED?

DO YOU ENJOY WORKING?

T H I N G S  T O  R E M E M B E R  W H E N 
A N S W E R I N G  Q U E S T I O N S

It is very important to prepare for these 
questions so you don’t respond with 
something that sounds unconsidered. Do 
some soul-searching - what is your 
motivation? We are all different, and we 
shouldn’t be ashamed of being motivated by 
success. Examples of what might motivate 
you are:

- achieving results
- helping others
- team collaboration
- being rewarded
- performing in public
- thinking on your feet
- researching a topic in-depth
- discovering something new
- being creative
- travelling 
- meeting new people and networking

The employer is looking for honesty here, so 
don’t just say what you think they want to 
hear!
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N U M E R I C A L  R E A S O N I N G 

This is one of the more popular tests used by 
employers, especially if you’re applying for a 
financial role such as tax, audit or consultancy. 
They certainly don’t expect you to remember 
your entire Maths GCSE textbook, but they 
want to see that you can solve basic 
mathematical problems and interpret data in 
graphs, charts and tables.

V E R B A L  R E A S O N I N G

Employers are testing your ability to interpret 
text here. You will most likely be given a 
paragraph or extract where you will have to 
identify and extract key bits of information. 
You can’t revise for this test as it’s not really 
about what you already know, but about 
demonstrating your ability to interpret 
information. You can however do plenty of 
online practice questions to improve your 
technique and speed.

I N D U C T I V E  R E A S O N I N G

This one is all about shapes and patterns. It 
will probably seem really abstract at first, but 
inductive tests assess your ability to problem 
solve and think logically. You are usually 
shown a series of patterns and you will have 
to work out the next pattern or shape. Mainly 
used when applying for a technical or 
financial role, practice definitely improves 
performance for this one.
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MOVE ON

It’s can be easy to get 
stuck and caught up on 
answering a particular 
question, but if you can’t 
answer it, make an 
educated guess and 
move on. You can always 
come back to it if you 
have time later on.

TIME KEEPING

Keep a watch on the table 
so you can keep an eye 
on how long you’ve got. 
It’s all about finding a 
good pace and this will 
definitely come with the 
more practice you do.

IT’S ALL IN THE DETAIL

There are plenty of times 
when candidates have 
rushed and 
misinterpreted the 
question. Read the 
question carefully and 
check your answer before 
you move on.

FEEDBACK

Some companies will 
offer you feedback and 
this will help you to work 
out your strengths and 
weaknesses, which will 
be useful for future tests. 
Email the HR team to 
request feedback.

It has become standard practice for candidates to sit an online test. This is an additional filtering 
process to help employers select candidates to progress to the next stage. They can comprise of the 
following sections:

How 
to ace 
online 
tests
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R E S I S T  T H E  U R G E
T O  F I D D L E

Don’t play with your hair, nails, 
sleeves or jewellery. Instead use 
your hands to emphasise points.

D R E S S  T O  I M P R E S S

Try and find out the dress code of 
the office you’re interviewing at. 
If in doubt wear a smart suit. 

S M I L E

Sounds easy, but when we are 
nervous we lose our ability to 
control even the most simple 
facial expressions. Make sure you 
keep your smile in check to look 
friendly and confident

P L A N  A H E A D

Plan your journey in advance so 
you know exactly where to go 
and how to get there, find out if 
there are any delays on public 
transport or road works on your 
route.

S M A L L  T A L K

Don’t be afraid of the old clichés 
about the weather or traffic, it’s 
a great way to get started. Just 
allow the conversation to flow... 
and don’t give a one-word 
answer to simple questions.

P R E PA R E  A N D  R E A D  U P

You should be fluent in the job 
description, the company and 
how you fit in.

S I T  C O N F I D E N T LY

Shoulders back, legs together, 
chin up, feet pointing straight 
forward, hands in lap.
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If an employer is impressed by your application, you may be asked for an interview. There are lots of 
different types of interview; the standard interview with members of staff from the potential 
employer, telephone interviews (which are just as important and some people find more difficult), 
video interviews (often via Skype) or panel interviews with several people grilling you. You may 
even get several kinds of interview with the same company as you progress through the application 
process. It’s natural to feel nervous before an interview – in fact it would be impossible not to! Here 
are some simple tips on how to appear confident, and employable:
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It’s always a good idea to practice questions out loud before an interview. 
Once you feel confident practice with a family member or friend and see what tips they can give you. 
Practise these common interview questions:

“TELL ME ABOUT 
YOURSELF”

This question gets 
asked a lot and can 
really throw people 
so it’s a good idea 
to rehearse your 
answer beforehand. 
Make sure to keep it 
focussed on the 
professional (not 
the personal) and 
keep your answer 
relevant to the job 
you’re applying to. 
Start with your 
current situation, 
then previous roles, 
work experience 
and achievements, 
and end by stating 
what you’re hoping 
to do in the future 
and how the job 
you’re interviewing 
for fits into that 
plan.

“WHAT APPEALS TO 
YOU ABOUT THE 
ROLE?”

In order to give a 
good answer to this 
question you need 
to have done your 
research and be 
very familiar with 
the job description. 
Use the question to 
apply your 
strengths to the 
different elements 
of the job role and 
use positive words 
and body language 
to show that you’re 
enthusiastic about 
the position on 
offer.

“WHY DO YOU 
WANT TO WORK FOR 
THIS COMPANY?”

This is another 
question where 
preparation is key. 
Google the 
company before the 
interview and think 
about what it is that 
makes them 
attractive to you, 
what their values 
are as an 
organisation, what 
makes them stand 
out from their 
competitors and 
what exciting 
things they have on 
the horizon that 
you’d like to be 
part of.

“WHAT IS YOUR 
BIGGEST 
WEAKNESS?”

This feels like a 
scary question but 
it’s not really so 
bad. The trick is to 
talk about a 
problem you’ve had 
in the past (which 
displays 
self-awareness) 
and what you did in 
order to manage or 
combat it 
– showing you can 
learn from 
experience is what 
they want to see 
evidence of. It helps 
to choose a 
weakness that 
wouldn’t be a key 
requirement of the 
job you’re 
applying to.

“WHAT CAN YOU 
BRING TO THE 
ROLE?”

This is a great 
opportunity to 
really sell yourself 
to your interviewer. 
Be confident in 
talking about your 
strengths and past 
achievements and 
make sure to link 
them back to the 
role description. 
Don’t forget to talk 
about your passion 
for the role 
(especially if you’re 
at the start of your 
career and a bit thin 
on experience) 
– bringing 
positivity and 
enthusiasm will 
only be seen as a 
good thing and can 
help you to come 
across as motivated 
and committed.

WHAT ARE YOUR 
GOALS?”

Talk about any 
ambitions or plans 
you have for the 
future and explain 
how the role you’re 
applying for will 
help you get there. 
Be sure to give the 
impression you 
intend to stay in the 
role for some time 
– they might not 
want to employ 
someone for the 
short-term. If 
you’re not exactly 
sure of what you 
would like to do in 
the future, don’t 
worry – you can 
explain that your 
current goals are to 
learn and 
experience more to 
develop your skills 
and plans.

“HOW WILL YOUR 
PREVIOUS 
EXPERIENCES HELP 
WITH WORKING AT 
THIS COMPANY?”

Think about what 
work you would be 
doing if you secure 
the job and give 
examples of how 
previous 
experiences have 
prepared you to do 
those things well. 
Don’t just list off 
everything you’ve 
ever done – try to 
give specific 
examples that link 
to what you know 
about the role 
you’re interviewing 
for.
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Employers use assessment centres to get an impression of how candidates will perform in simulated 
circumstances designed to replicate aspects of the real job, and to gain a clearer picture of the sorts of 
qualities which are also tested in interview. Placing you directly alongside your competitors allows 
your assessors to see how you perform in comparison with your peers.

We’ve seen enough to know the pitfalls and traps that employers might lay and have provided you 
with five tips for how to avoid them, and most of all how to shine throughout the day:

P R E PA R A T I O N

The format of an assessment day can vary from one 
employer to the next, but common elements do still 
exist. Among the kinds of tasks most frequently set are 
group exercises where candidates are divided into 
teams and asked to work on a problem, deliver a 
presentation and answer questions from a panel. This 
part of the day is very diffcult to prepare for but it’s 
definitely worth thinking about how you come across in 
a group, ways you can demonstrate your best traits, 
and remember to brush up on your presentation skills. 
Most assessment days also include a partner or panel 
interview. Preparing for this part of the day is crucial if 
you want to do well. Read the section on interviews for 
more advice.

D R E S S C O D E

You need to be dressed smartly but comfortably. 
Assessment days usually last for the full day so you 
need to look the part but last the whole day too!

L O G I S T I C S

You should plan your journey well in advance and leave 
plenty of time just in case there are delays. Take a 
notepad and pen with you so you can make notes 
during the talks and group exercises, and bring a copy 
of your CV and covering letter so you can refresh your 
mind before you go.

S K I L L S

Employers are looking for people who demonstrate a 
range of “ideal skills”. You must articulate and 
demonstrate your best skills throughout the day. There 
will be a group exercise during the day and you will be 
expected to contribute. Some candidates will naturally 
take the lead, if you’re not in a position to do so, that’s 
fine. Just be sure to contribute confidently to the group 
and communicate your thoughts with clear purpose 
and insight. Whether you’re the group leader or not, be 
a good listener, include those who haven’t yet spoken 
and be willing to compromise.

P E R S O N A L I T Y

Through all the trials and tribulations of the day, 
employers will be watching your every move which 
can be nerve-racking. Just remember that you’ve 
been asked to attend because they see potential in 
you so let your personality shine through in the 
various tasks. If you fulfil the criteria and you’ve 
got a great personality to match, it will be really 
hard for them to turn you down.

One final note, assessment centres 
are comprised of various mini 
activities, so if you mess up in one 
part, don’t feel disheartened as the 
employers will be looking at all 
aspects of the application process 
when making their decision.
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FLORENTYNE BARRETT IS A 
TRAINEE ASSOCIATE AT EY

The ACA was always presented to me as a highly regarded qualification. I came across it 
when competing in BASE, ICAEW’s business and accounting competition and when EY 
explained it further I knew it was the right qualification for me. Trainees are extremely 
important within our organization. Not only can we complete the work that is time 
consuming for someone of a higher level but we are the auditors of the future. We are a 
vital part of the company being able to move forward and adapt with changes in the 
industry. I have two highlights since I’ve started working. The first was being nominated 
for the TARGETjobs Apprentice of the Year award. This was a great honour and showed 
me how much my peers value what I do. The second was being asked to speak at the 
ICAEW BASE Final. I was absolutely thrilled to do this as it was something I was part of 
at school.

I’ve matured a lot since joining EY, I have to take a lot more responsibility. It is up to me 
to ensure that I balance my work with my studies and personal life. It has also amazed 
me how much knowledge I’ve gained. I complete work now that I never thought I’d be 
able to do when I first joined. The most enjoyable part of my job is all the networking I 
get to do. I love meeting new clients and getting to know them on a professional level. 
I’m constantly working with new EY employees as well which is great, as each person 
teaches me something new. And of course, I do a lot of networking with people outside 
the company at some fantastic events.

I have never once regretted not going to university. It was never something I wanted to 
do so I’ve never felt like I’ve missed out. Not only am I studying something I enjoy, but I 
am earning a salary as well. I really do think I’ve got the best deal.

My ExperienceYour ambition...

Taking a 
career journey 
with limitless 
possibilities.

There are many ways to qualify as
an ICAEW Chartered Accountant.
Find out about the range of school
leaver and graduate routes offered
by employers.

Choose the one that suits you and 
achieve more as a chartered accountant.

icaew.com/careers

A WORLD LEADER OF THE ACCOUNTANCY AND FINANCE PROFESSION
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When making a big decision, like what to do after leaving sixth form, it’s essential to be as informed as possible. 
We’ve put together a list of all the best websites to check out.

USEFUL RESOURCES

www.purepotential.org 
Check out our own website for more tips about applying and 
securing school leaver programmes. You can register your 
email and receive alerts about events and opportunities from 
us and our partner employers that will help give you greater 
insight into your future options.

www.apprenticeships.gov.uk 
Has lots of information for both students and their teachers/
parents/carers about all of the different apprenticeships on 
offer and how to access them.

www.schoolleavers.milkround.com
Has live vacancies, advice and information on most school leaver 
programmes with major employers.

www.allaboutschoolleavers.co.uk 
Pretty much does what it says on the tin! All About School 
Leavers has lots of information about all of the different 
options out there as well as advice about how to make a 
great application.

www.ratemyapprenticeship.co.uk 
Want to know what previous school leavers have thought 
about their experiences with employers? This site enables 
people to review their school leaver programme (like you 
would a restaurant or hotel) which can be really helpful when 
deciding which schemes you might want to apply for. It also 
has a brilliant ‘advice hub’ with articles, discussions and 
news about what’s going on in the world of school leavers.

www.studentladder.co.uk 
Has a comprehensive school leaver section with different 
opportunities split out by industry, making it easy to find 
schemes you might be interested in.

www.thebigchoice.com 
Answers the big questions about school leaver programmes 
in different sectors, such as ‘what’s it all about?’, ‘where can 
I work? and ‘how much can I earn?’. Also features lots of 
school leaver job opportunities to apply for.


