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“When you live in an area where no-one from your family is a top-shot accountant, there’s a huge danger that you grow up thinking that it’s not for the likes of people like you.   This world of big business, this world of finance, this world of university, this world of high earnings is for people like you.   Don’t forget that this is cutting edge stuff.”    

Estelle Morris MP, talking about the Academy of Finance at the UK Career Academy Foundation’s Student Graduation Ceremony, May 2003.

In December 2001, Sir Win Bischoff, Chair of Citigroup Europe, gathered a group of twelve senior colleagues in multinational companies to meet leading educationalists from the UK and the US, including Ruth Silver of Lewisham College and John Ferrandino of the National Academy Foundation.    Would it be possible for all present to commit to supporting a new educational initiative for young people, inspired by the work of Career Academies in the US, but developed within the contexts of UK education and corporate responsibility?   The group agreed to develop a pilot programme – and to champion support for it within their own companies and institutions, from Board level to first line supervisor.   

And so the UK Career Academy Foundation and its Academy of Finance was born. It offers, amongst other things, a special two-year business studies curriculum, mentoring by volunteers from supporting companies and a six-week paid internship within the finance function of a business during the summer holiday.    Supporters include many of the country’s leading companies, working collaboratively to make a real difference to society.   

What makes the Academy of Finance programme particularly special is that it positions business support for education firmly at the centre of the young people’s coursework, something that few education-business link activities succeed in doing.    The Foundation has worked with the examinations board, Edexcel, to accredit the scheme, so providing young people with UCAS points equivalent to 3 'A' levels.

A critical factor in the success of the Career Academy model is the summer internship.    Students spend six weeks in a supporting company learning about the world of work, putting into practice some of the skills they have been developing and amassing data for coursework in the following year.   Hosting a student on an internship has been reported universally to have a positive impact on staff teams.    One student spent her internship last year in a major investment bank.   Her supervisor reported that having a young person on the trading floor had a very positive effect.   “I’ve never seen the whole team all go to a coffee shop rather than the pub on a Friday evening,” she said.   “Welcoming a young Muslim woman into the team for six weeks really made them think.”     We’re looking forward to hearing similar stories from Gloucestershire businesses in due course.

The programme was piloted  in three colleges in London and the South East and involved a wide range of companies in its development.   It proved to be very powerful.  The students were committed, hard-working and enthusiastic.  Research suggests that their engagement in the Career Academy changed their perception of business and has lifted their aspirations for the future.  Over 80% of the 2003 and 2004 cohorts of students went on to university.  At the beginning of the course, only a third of them would have been expected to do so.

The programme really does have a positive effect on everyone who gets involved.   Hector Sants, Managing Director of the Financial Services Authority, has written, “Active engagement with the UK Career Academy Foundation allows my organisation to support a community initiative in a really useful way, preparing the next generation for university and employment whilst developing my own staff team’s leadership and management skills.  This is a genuine example of a ‘win-win’ programme.”

Students notice changes in themselves.   One student wrote in her final evaluation of the programme, “The Academy of Finance has made me more serious about full-time employment.  My punctuality has improved and I am more motivated and focused.  I have a clear insight into my career path in the financial industry.   The course has done a great deal for me as I have experienced a lot from it.  It has kept me interested and more motivated to continue with further studies.  It requires a lot, however it will all be worthwhile in the long run.”

And teachers get inspired too.   One teacher has written, “I’ve been transformed by the Academy of Finance as well.  I’ve learnt so much from the opportunity managing this programme has given me.  I’ve had to work hard, but I’m now much more confident in my ability to do new things.  It’s been a wonderful experience – I want to spread the word!”
Twenty five schools and colleges around the UK are now running the programme.  The Foundation is now working with a further twenty schools and colleges to begin running the programme in September 2006.     insert name of school/college is one of those and I was delighted when the school / college approached us to explore affiliation to the Foundation.   I knew the staff team to be creative and innovative and was delighted that they wanted to work with us.

Affiliating to the UK Career Academy Foundation and running an ‘Academy of Finance’ is not just a case of setting up another programme.   What the Foundation is trying to do is to nurture a network of schools and colleges that are committed to working with business in an entirely new way – developing partnerships that are sustainable and bring genuine benefits to all participants.   We’re looking to start a quiet revolution in education that breaks down the perceived barriers that currently exist between vocational and academic pathways, boosting young people’s achievement and aspirations in the process – and encouraging businesses to share in the development of the curriculum that the young people follow.    To do that we need schools and colleges that understand and subscribe to our vision – and have the capacity to make things happen in their local communities.   xxx fits the bill perfectly.

The Advisory Board’s business plan describes a vision for the UK Career Academy Foundation:

“The UK Career Academy Foundation will become recognised by government, business, the education sector, students and their families as a leading source of focused career education, helping young people aged between 14 and 19 attain personal and professional success in school and college, in higher education and throughout their careers.    It will achieve this by developing and sustaining a national network of Career Academies, based in a wide variety of schools and colleges, representing the highest quality of business/education partnerships that will prepare young people for higher education and future careers through a combination of school-based curricula and work-based experiences.”

It has already moved some way towards reaching its goals.     We look forward to working with xxx to move even further.
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