
VWEM Case Study 2021
West of England Mentoring (WEM) is a unique group mentoring programme that
matches volunteer business mentors with groups of local school students aged
between 12 and 15. The programme targets students who are capable but may
benefit from extra encouragement to fulfil their potential. Typically, they will be
from disadvantaged, challenging backgrounds with low aspirations but high
capability. We believe the employability, skills, and experiences of every kind of
employee can be inspirational to these students. 

ablazebristol.org

In March 2020 all WEM secondary programmes were suddenly put on pause. Over a
hundred secondary students who would have received WEM support with
employability, career choices and raising their aspirations were denied this for the rest
of the academic year.

Autumn 2020 involved countless discussions with schools and business partners to
work out how and when we could do WEM. The WEM face to face programme usually
consists of six two-hour fortnightly sessions, five hosted by the business, and the last in
the school. A virtual solution was agreed, and the programme was adapted to consist
of six one-hour weekly sessions, using Microsoft Teams to deliver the content virtually
to students. Schools would use a combination of a big screen to deliver to the whole
group and individual laptops with headphones to facilitate breakout rooms for smaller
group discussions and activities. Twelve school - business partnerships were agreed for
those parties that had the capacity and capability to do WEM virtually and all were due
to start early 2021.

In January 2021, after two days back in school, a national lockdown was suddenly
announced, and all schools closed with only vulnerable and key worker children able to
continue to attend. All partnerships were put back on hold.

This Case Study details the pilot programme that got VWEM up and running in the
Spring term, resulting in other partnerships getting back on track by the Summer term, 
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enabling just under a hundred Year 9 students across the West of England to receive
support at a crucial time in their school journey.

The project team for the pilot VWEM programme consisted of:  Ceri Bowers, WEM Project
Manager, Ablaze; Catherine Young, Career Leader, Kingsbury Green Academy (KGA) and
WIN HE Advisor and designated school mentor lead for WEM; and Alex Hemns, Talent
Management Consultant & Europe Enabled ET Lead, Herman Miller, and designated
business mentor lead for WEM. Herman Miller very generously funded the entire
programme for the school and business to do WEM from their Herman Miller Care fund.

As this was a virtual programme Catherine was able to extend the offering to 24 students,
carefully selected using a range of criteria as the students most in need of this type of
support. Alex recruited fifteen volunteers from across all departments of Herman Miller to
do WEM, a few who had done WEM the previous year, but many new to mentoring, and
some also new to the company. All fifteen mentors under the leadership of Alex
collaborated well to adapt WEM to be done virtually, supporting each other with the
content and how to deliver it in an engaging way to the students.

The first three WEM sessions were arranged to be done while the students were still at
home under lockdown, and the final three sessions with the students back in school in a
computer room.

As the students were a Year 9 group, and therefore under 16 years old, highly stringent
safeguarding procedures from the school had to be signed off and followed. The mentors
had online mentor training from Ablaze which covered safeguarding in detail to account
for this, as well as being DBS checked as part of standard WEM procedures. 

Three IT testing sessions had to be conducted by the project team with the KGA IT
Manager assisting, to explore and test how Teams could be used safely and effectively by
all involved, before the first session could take place. Catherine, Alex, and Ceri
communicated continuously to make sure everyone was prepared.

As the first session was relying on students logging on from home it was amazing to see
21 students logging on, with much help and support from Catherine at the start. The
number of students attending each session was pretty consistent apart from the third
session, ironically about Overcoming External and Internal Barriers, where a localised
power cut meant half the students could not access the session, and some of the other
students had to relocate to another house or use a mobile phone to access the session. A
lot of resilience was shown by students and mentors alike to still make this session work!

By the time the last three sessions were held in school, the students were getting to know
and trust their mentors, with an amazing amount of rapport built up even over a screen.
Catherine was able to use a big screen as well as laptops to mix up the groups and
change the dynamic of each session, as well as provide real time feedback on how the
session was going.
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The mentors continued to use a range of tools such as mentimeter and buzz quizzes, as
well as videos and polls to keep it engaging and fun, but up until this point students had
only communicated via the chat and mic, not via the camera. 

The breakthrough came in the fourth session when one student, who had previously
been very quiet and reserved, took the courage to put his camera on. From an adult
perspective having had to live life on screen for the last year this may not be a big deal,
but for a young person in front of his peers and a group of adults he had never met
before doing WEM, this was incredibly brave. As a result, he encouraged more students
to put on their cameras which meant engagement between the student and the
mentors increased hugely from then on. 

The final session held at the end of March, as well as looking back at key learning
points and their future post GCSE action plan, was also a bit of a celebration /
graduation with certificates given out. The Herman Miller mentors decided to play an
inspirational video which got all the Year 9 students dancing and singing as a whole
group – it was pretty emotional to see, considering that most of these students have
had massively disrupted school and personal lives for over a year.
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The Evaluation report that is done at the end of every WEM programme from a
school and business perspective, showed a real impact on both parties, despite
being a virtual programme this year.

Evaluation data showed:

• 100% felt more confident about themselves and their abilities, with 31% saying very
confident. 
• 100% said they were more confident at taking part in discussions, with 38% saying
very confident
• 100% said they had learned more about career pathways, with 69% saying a lot
more, compared with 11% who said they already knew a lot in the pre WEM survey
• 100% said they had learned about the skills needed for work, compared with 58%
who said they did not know about the skills needed for work in the pre WEM survey
• 94% said they felt better about school having taken part, with 25% saying a lot
better
• 69% of students had more ideas or a better plan for post GCSE’s having taken part
in mentoring

Feedback from the students

Some students said they learned:
• To cooperate with others 
• responsibility 
• growing my confidence 
• how to write my CV
• key bits of learning I will need 

Whilst the purpose of the programme is not to change the way the students feel
about school, for some students it enables them to view school differently and this is
what they told us:
• I think I will be able to speak up in class now
• I'm more positive in my approach to lessons
• I feel more comfortable, feel better about myself
• I'm able to be a bit more confident

Two of the students were interviewed on video to give their feedback after VWEM,
and here’s a comment from each:

• “They were very informative, trying their best to help us develop new skills… they
made me think about what I’m good at and what I want to do when I’m older…I
think they were the best mentors they could have offered us” Jai
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 “The programme was sometimes very funny and sometimes very educational and
it’s a big help when you don’t have much confidence and needed a bit of boosting…
what made me feel really happy was seeing other people turn their cameras on
after I did…I felt like I’d done something really well and the mentors gave me a lot
of support and well dones…I think the programme is amazing” Tyler

Feedback from the mentors

• I wish I had an opportunity like this when I was their age to listen to different
people from different backgrounds doing different jobs. I think its great way to
build students confidence and for them to think about what they inspire to be as a
person and what job they might think about doing. It’s great to listen to people who
have had life experience and think this is great way for students to listen to people
living in the real world.

• I think this programme is very important as it helps to promote further
development (personal and professional), increase social confidence, develop
communication skills, as well as learn from the experiences of others
• I've done several volunteering roles in the past, but not directly with students. I've
thoroughly enjoyed this programme - seeing how the students have grown in
confidence each week has made it so worthwhile!

• I have never done anything like this before, so this was a challenge for me. I am
very proud of myself as I can lack confidence in myself. This has shown to me that
I can get outside my comfort zone, and I feel this has been very inspiring listening
to the other mentors and also watching the students gain confidence.

• For Herman Miller, it brings a lot of people together from different areas of the
business that normally wouldn't have a requirement to interact with each other. It
is a good chance to meet new people and create new networks.

• Part of our corporate strategy is to give something back to the community but
also develops the mentors and some of those skills will help them in their roles and
their wider teams.

Recent media / research 

1. The Guardian recently reported “Children experiencing poor mental health are
three times less likely than their peers to pass five GCSEs including Maths and
English, according to a study.” 
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Researchers analysed responses from 1,100 children aged 11-14 from the
Understanding Society study and subsequently used the National Pupil Database
for England to link this information to their exam results at age 16. Dr Neil Smith,
who led the study at NatCen, said: “As the school year comes to an end, young
people are facing a double hit to their educational prospects. First, disruption to
schooling caused by the pandemic has directly impacted on learning. “Second, the
pandemic has adversely affected many young people’s mental health, and it’s likely
those whose mental health was affected the most by the pandemic will face greater
difficulties in making up for learning time that’s been lost.”

1. The Young people’s future health inquiry 1* identified the following four ‘assets’ as
important for the 12–24 age group in securing the foundations of future health:

• skills and qualifications
• emotional support
• personal connections
• financial and practical support.

The pandemic has adversely affected all four areas with implications for young
people’s future health and prosperity.

Engagement with and access to home education was extremely variable during
periods of school closure and much harder for vulnerable groups to manage. In
general, most children and young people spent fewer hours learning at home than
they would have at school. Although there was increased engagement in the second
period of school closure from January 2021, the gap remained 2*. 

This is because children from poor backgrounds received fewer active resources
from schools, had less access to study space and were more likely to be less
supported by their parents than those from wealthier households 3*. Teachers
reported some groups were less – sometimes significantly less – engaged in remote
learning than their classmates. This included pupils with limited access to IT or
study space (81%) and pupils eligible for Pupil Premium funding (52%), both a
significant section of the WEM target cohort.

1* Jordan M, Kane M, Bibby J. A healthy foundation for the future: the final report of
the young people’s future health inquiry. Health Foundation; 2019
(www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/a-healthy-foundation-forthe-future)

2* Montacute R, Cullinance C. Learning in lockdown. Sutton Trust; 2021
(www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Learning-in-Lockdown.pdf)
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3* Andrew A, Cattan S, Costa-Dias M, Farquharson C, Kraftman L, Krutikova S, et al.
Learning during the lockdown:real-time data on children’s experiences during home
learning. Institute of Fiscal Studies; 2020

Above 3 pieces of research taken from
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/unequal-pandemic-fairer-recovery

For more information, please contact Ceri Bowers, WEM Project Manager
Email: ceri.bowers@ablazebristol.org 

For further information on Ablaze and the other programmes we run:
ablazebristol.org


