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Rachel Sloan 00:00
Welcome to the Career Zone Podcast, where each episode we spend some time focusing on something that's on students minds right now. I'm your host, Rachel, Employability and Career Consultant with the University of Exeter. You can catch up on all of our episodes by doing all of those subscribing and following things we're on Spotify and iTunes.
Kate Foster 00:20
The university and the Career Zone in particular, have partnered with the social mobility charity upReach since 2012. Every year, the charity supports about 150 students or associates, as they're called, from lower socio-economic groups with their employability and career decisions after university. I'm really delighted to be joined today by Evie, who's a recent Exeter graduate and was supported by upReach as an associate. So welcome Evie. 

Evie 00:53
Thank you. 

Kate Foster 00:55
Thank you for joining me today. Could you start Evie by telling us a little bit about yourself in terms of what you studied and what you're doing now,

Evie 01:03
Sure, yeah, well, it's great to be chatting with you, so thank you for the opportunity. In November, I started my first job post graduation, which is in the Student Experience team here in the University of Exeter Business School. And I also studied at Exeter. My degree is in Sustainability and Management, and during my studies, during my first year, actually, I heard about upReach, and I signed up. So yeah, this charity has been really valuable to me, to my employability and my career endeavours throughout my degree.

Kate Foster 01:37
Great, so, it's in your first year you first heard about upReach. Can you remember how, how you found out about upReach in your first year?

Evie 01:45
Yeah, some time, I think it must have been in first term, I received an email because I was eligible, and I read in the email that upReach could help me gain understanding and experience within a variety of sectors, including charity and government, and because this was a profession I was most interested in throughout my degree, yeah I clicked to apply.

Kate Foster 02:05
Great, thank you. And can you remember what happened next? Was there an application process?

Evie 02:11
I think the initial application took about 10 minutes, so it was very brief. And sometime after this, I was asked to complete the graduate employability framework, and it was really useful. I just answered some questions about my previous work experience, my knowledge of application processes, interviews, my industry awareness. And then upReach sent me a visual representation of my employability, basically highlighting my current strengths and areas I could focus on for improvement. And I think as a first-year student with so many options and resources available to me, this oversight of my employability was so valuable in guiding the choices I made during my time at university.

Kate Foster 02:56
Yeah, and did they give you a chance to reflect on your graduate employability framework whilst you were at upReach?

Evie 03:04
Yeah, absolutely. I think I'm fortunate that I came into university with a pretty good idea of the kind of work I found fulfilling, and that's mainly around charity and sustainability, and the graduate employability evaluation given to me when I joined upReach, it highlighted that I needed to work on my industry awareness of the charity sector, as well as, I think, speaking in public, and also growing my professional network. So, yeah, I made a real effort to learn and grow in these areas. I engaged with specific societies, I kind of formed connections in them. I even tailored my studies to my career interests where I could, and it gave me more to talk about during interviews and during networking opportunities. So, I'm really grateful that I put in the time to learn and develop in those specific ways. And upReach really kind of facilitated that process.

Kate Foster 03:57
And do you feel then you were able to develop those areas whilst you've been at university with support of upReach and other support available?

Evie 04:06
Yeah, absolutely, it was a real kind of guiding light.

Kate Foster 04:09
Yeah, great. Okay. I mean, I know that the big thing with upReach is that they provide support, personalised support, don't they, for students, their associates. They've got lots of links to different employers, and you are able to work with a personal contact at upReach as well, who sort of keeps an eye on you and really helps and supports you through your time at upReach. Were there any, I mean, they offer such a range of different support, don't they, including mentoring, the one-to-one support I mentioned, and then links with their employer, partners and sponsors. Were there activities that you particularly got involved in with upReach Evie?

Evie 04:57
Yeah, so you're right that the support I received from upReach was very personal. I had access to one-to-one feedback on my CV and my cover letters as and when I needed that feedback, which is incredibly useful when you're a busy student, to just have a contact that you can go to for a specific piece of career advice. And towards the end of my degree, they also gave me mock interviews, which I found very challenging, so very helpful. It really helped me to secure internships and work experience near the end of my degree. 

Kate Foster 05:30
So, how do you think getting involved with upReach, how did it benefit you in particular, and how you know, it's very personalised, isn't it? So how did it benefit you? And how could it benefit other students that are maybe thinking about applying to upReach, particularly in their first year? 

Evie 05:50
Yeah, I think I'm probably not alone in in that coming into university, I didn't have any professional experience outside of hospitality, and I didn't have any industry connections in the sectors I'm interested in. I did have voluntary experience in the type of work I was interested in, and I had some idea of the kind of things that sparked my passion and interest. I think upReach helped me to combine that voluntary work and my kind of vague career prospects into something more tangible, because the support was so accessible and personalised. Yeah, upReach helped me to feel more connected and supported, to kind of go for positions that maybe otherwise I wouldn't have had the confidence to do. So, they, as I mentioned earlier, they led me to secure an internship in my final year, which I think directly helped me in securing the position I'm in now through the people I met and the skills I gained. So yeah, they've been really kind of holistically helpful, I would say.

Kate Foster 06:50
Thank you for those insights. So, taking you back, if you were giving your first year self some advice now, a few years ago for you, what tips, advice would you give to current students, or particularly first year students in deciding what to do after university?

Evie 07:11
I would probably say, don't underestimate the power and the value of voluntary experience and to just dive into the communities and the societies and the projects that interest you and find something that you're happy to support for nothing other than the experience itself. Because I really believe the people you meet at university and the connections you form there are as important as the content of your degree. For me, all of the professional experience I've gained was made possible through the extracurricular activities that I got involved in and the people I met at university. And you never know where these things will take you. So, if something interests you, I'd say to just be proactive and dive into it. And especially if you don't come from a super privileged background, it's unlikely that someone will be able to secure a job for you, and I think the same goes for upReach. They can't get you a job, but if you're putting in the time and energy to pursue these valuable experiences, then upReach can help massively in kind of securing those positions and giving you the confidence to go for them.

Kate Foster 08:21
Thanks, Evie, some great insights there from your personal experiences, but also, you know, the impact and value that upReach can add to that, you know, employability and career planning experience. It sounds like, particularly that personalised career support is important, isn't it, but also the opportunity they can offer students through professional networking and experience that perhaps they haven't had the opportunity to experience before they came to university. So, sounds like it's really valuable for you and really helped you in the next stage of your journey, after university and the position that you're doing. So, thank you for those insights, and thank you very much for your time today.

Evie 09:08
Thank you so much.

Rachel Sloan 09:11
This was the Career Zone podcast brought to you by the University of Exeter Career Zone. Check out iTunes and Spotify to keep up with all of our regular releases, and if you'd like us to cover something else in another episode, just send us a message, #CareerZonePodcast @UoECareerZone or @UoECornwallCareerZone on Instagram, and we'll follow up in one of the next episodes.

Links and further information:
You can find out more about upReach and whether you are eligible for support on the upReach website.
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