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You're listening to the blind spot, a podcast from Thomas Pocklington Trust. Welcome to the latest episode of the Blind Spot with me Martin Sigsworth the senior employment manager at Thomas Pocklington. Today we'll be speaking to three of our recent interns, Alex Henderson, Alex Wallace, and Robert Cummins will be discussing the TPT internship program and their experiences during and after their placements. Hi, Guys, and Welcome to the podcast.
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Hi, my name is Alex Henderson. I'm the Student Support Coordinator at Thomas Pocklington Trust. Hi, my name is Alex Wallace. And I'm the digital engagement officer at RNIB. Hi, I'm Robert Cummings, and I'm a Salesforce Project Coordinator at Thomas Pocklington Trust.

So first question, which I'd like to like to ask today is just to if you could tell us a little bit about what you're doing before you started as an intern with Thomas Pocklington Trust, let's have this interview, if you could tell us first that'd be great. 

Alex Henderson: So really, I was I spent a lot of years sort of floating around, not really doing an awful lot. I was a web developer, doing that freelance. But I was really lost for quite a few years. I was I was doing bits and pieces of that, but I didn't really have like a proper full-time employment for quite a few years. I got into I got interested in life coaching in sort of a couple of years ago, but really that was that what I was doing before I did my internship. 

And what about you, Alex Wallace? So before I started at TPT, I was unemployed for quite a few years after leaving university, I had various jobs, doing things like cold calling, and research and that kind of thing. But that a job at TPT was really my first what I call full time formal job. 

Robert, what about you? So before I started TPT, I had just finished a two year course at the Royal National College for the Blind and Hereford been studying BTEC National Diploma in Information Technology, and a BTEC level in Braille add a Cisco Academy networking qualification. And before that, I'd spent about two- or three-years looking around for work and doing a couple of work experience replacements. But yeah, TPT was my first formal employment.
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What I'd like to hear a little bit about now is what you when you join TPT what you come in to do as an intern and what your role involves. 

Alex Henderson: Sure, so I joined TPT as the Communications Intern, so that primarily I was handling Thomas Pocklington trusts social media. It was all the different channels that we operate on. So like LinkedIn, Facebook, Twitter, and so that was my primary thing was writing the posts, monitoring the network's building relationships with people on social media. But the great thing about my role was that I had a really wide range of different things to try. I was on podcasts, I've written press releases, case studies. So it was just a really varied role. 

Alex Wallace:  So my job title was volunteering events and communication intern. And my role, first of all started out with me, helping the volunteering team to update their events calendar. And then then my role progressed to working with Salesforce, which is how they store information relating to customers and people that TPT works with, helped with accessibility testing around that and explaining to the members of staff how that work. I also helped with the do survey with the testing for a learning management system that again, that Thomas Pocklington Trust is introducing and helped with testing materials being developed for that. 

Robert: I was the technology information intern. So I worked with the technology team. And my primary responsibility was to maintain the Vital Tech website, which is a website that TPT runs that is an impartial guide to assistive technology, and technology related resources for blind and partially sighted people. So my job was to keep the content on the website up to date, make sure everything was still relevant, make sure the links worked and keep an eye on trends in the in the assistive tech industry to make sure that we were putting out the most sort of relevant information on the website. And also I got involved with various sort of technology work that came into our team that came from…
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internal staff from other departments or inquiries came in externally around technology and accessibility. I also was present on a number of technology related webinars that we ran last summer, I appeared in the recent series of Blind and Able videos that TPT put out. 

Martin: Fantastic. Yeah, I was also one of those Blind and Able videos, which I encourage anybody to check out. 
How did you guys find out about the TPT internship program? 

Alex Henderson: I enrolled in the TPT employment program; this was in the New Year of the same year that I got my internship. And I basically did it because like I said, before I was kind of a bit lost. And I made progress in doing things in my social life and challenging myself and things like that. But I really felt like I wanted to do something with my work life that really needed sorting out. So it's kind of a new year thing. I thought, I've got to do something to kind of get that kickstart. And so I enrolled in the TPT employment program, just because I thought, well, it will get things go and it will, you know, I'll have to write my CV and things like that. And plus, I'll have that accountability of, you know, there'll be someone there that I'll have to kind of that's going to encourage me to progress. Yeah. So then an email came into my inbox from the employment program, publicizing the communications intern role. And I just remember reading it just thinking, well, that sounds so good. And it felt like something I could really do. So I applied for it and got it. 

Alex Wallace: Well, for me, I heard about the program, through word of mouth. So just totally, totally by chance through someone who works at the local blind society near where I was living at the time. And I saw the advert for the position. And I just, I sort of went through the requirements and what was going to be involved. And I was really excited by the fact that it was all going to be about things like working with social media, it was going to be updating information. And obviously, would need great attention to detail. 

When I left Royal College for the Blind, I finished my BTEC, I was bit apprehensive because one of the reasons I had gone back into education was because I had struggled to find work. I knew I wanted to do something technology related. And so particularly around assistive technology, it was actually through social media through Twitter that I saw the roles being advertised. And first actually apply for the communications intern role, Alex Henderson got, but then I saw the technology information intern, I thought, wow, that's, that's absolutely perfect for me. So I applied and got the interview. And then actually, I got the call for the job offer on my birthday. So I guess it was one of the best birthday presents I could have got. 

You guys all ended your internships at a similar time, which was which was December 2020. So it'd be good for the listeners to hear kind of what you've what you've gone on to now. You know what, what followed the completion of your internship. 

Alex Henderson: So I was coming up to the end of my contract, like you said in December 2020, with TPT, a new role came available in the student team. And that is the role that I currently have now. So I just saw this, and I just thought the job description was really good. It had a lot of skills that I developed during my time as the Communications Intern. And I just had a really good feeling about it. And I went for the job. And yeah, I got it. This is what I'm doing right now. So yeah, it worked out really well. 

Alex Wallis: Same with Alex is sort of came to an end at the end of December. And I was very fortunate when it did because I became aware of a vacancy that was being advertised at RNIB for their digital engagement officer. And so I applied and I was very fortunate to get that. Ss part of my role at RNIB is that I amresponsible for updating a an online directory that they maintain called Sightline. And also promotingan FAQ that they run called Site Advice. 

Robert: So as Alex mentioned earlier, TPT were working on rolling out a new system called Salesforce, which is essentially a big database for storing a lot of information. And as part of my internship, I actually studied towards a professional, Salesforce certified administrator credential, which meant that I would be qualified in building the system and maintaining it. So once I achieved that near the end of my internship at
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TPT, I've kept me on for an extra few months to help with rolling the system out to all the staff in the organisation. So I've helped with building parts of the system and doing a lot of the training for staff, particularly staff that use jaws and assistive technology. 

Martin: And I understand that you are due to leave this as well, within the next within the next few weeks, you've got a new job, is that correct? 

Robert: Yeah, I have. So I'm actually leaving to go and work for RNIB, I'm going to be taking up a role doing website accessibility auditing. Brilliant. That's fantastic news. And congratulations, looking at kind of the jobs that you guys have gone on to do and what you do now, what are some of the skills that you learned during your internship, which you think have helped you to go on and secure were full time employment following the internship, it's really hard to sort of explain this, it's just been, I've learnt so much, it's just incredible. So not just the skills of sort of developing my communication skills. So knowing how to write social media posts, and as you just how to use social media, I mean, before I started at TPT, in that role, I really wasn't someone who was on social media a lot I didn't have a clue about it at all, to be honest. So I just developed so many of those right written skills, you know, verbal communication, and but just so much just, I had so many opportunities to try different things, you develop so many different skills, I mean, as part of it as well, you just have to learn a lot about organization, how to prioritize how to handle, you know, multiple things, you know, work, work streams at once, I think as well, just your social skills, working in an office environment is something for me, that was quite new, I hadn't worked in an office for quite a few years. Those are all skills that you develop all those small things, being punctual and all those kind of things that you need when you work in an office environment. As far as what kind of skills, you know, did you did you develop as part of the internship and do you feel that they've helped you to, to transfer successfully to the new role, which you've got with RNIB? 

Alex Wallis: as I said before, one of my current role, but I mean, it's part of it is updating information on the RNIB Sight Line directory, as part of my internship, I had to do working with contact records and information about people it might attach, it really helped me to develop attention to detail and how to work effectively as part of a team really helped me grow in confidence, a great deal as 

Robert: well, when I joined, obviously, it was my first sort of formal employment,
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sort of naturally a little bit nervous, or wasn’t particularly confident at the time, but I think sort of slightly over the year, my confidence has really grown sort of developed, you know, my skills and working alongside a team and all that dealing with Project deadlines, the fact that my internship obviously spanned sort of pre and post COVID lockdown, but I sort of had the experience of both working in the office environment. So the whole commuting to and from work, and then having to make the switch to working full time from home, which was an experienced sort of, in itself really, you know, having to adapt. And it was it was good to have the experience of both all that really helped when it came to interview of my own IP role, because I had a lot of experience and examples to draw on for that interview. 

More generally, I guess, you've kind of switched on this a little bit, but what do you think that you got out of your internship working at TPT? 

Alex Henderson: Again, it's, it's really hard to quantify this, but I think, as some of the other guys have touched on, I think confidence is a big thing. I mean, when I always thought of myself as a confident person confident in myself, but I think until you've been in a situation and you've done a certain skill for a while, you can't really be totally confident in it. And I really wasn't feeling very confident about you know, when I went into the role, but my confidence just grew so much just in terms of when you first started your kind of very much everything was run by your manager, like whenever I was writing social posts, it would always be run through my manager first before we posted it. And then just as the months go by, you get more and more confident, and I started to see that I basically didn't need to run it past my manager anymore. Like I was confident enough to know that I could do it. And that that kind of that panned out with a lot of other things as my kind of role expanded. But also I think just really tangible things sort of like the fact that I've got this this on my CV now I've got over a years experience working with…
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A great organization. And when I look at my CV now, I am quite staggered about how many new skills that I've added to my CV, how many things that I've done, you know, I've been involved in so many different projects and types of work, that it's, it's given me so many of those things as well. But I think as well just it gets you that that valuable experience, it gives you that platform to demonstrate what your skills are, I think it can be really hard. You know, if you haven't got that previous experience, it's hard to get people to put that faith into you and give you that chance. And I felt like the internship gave me a great platform for me to show that I did have the skills and I did have, you know, those talents and those abilities.
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Brilliant, just fantastic. It's interesting, you mentioned kind of the skills that you've developed and being quite surprised because I remember a student doing a session on your CV and, and he kind of saying to you, come on Alex, you've done x, y, and Zed here, and you're like, never thought about it like that. Because it was just like my day job. 

And Alex Wallace about you, I'd say it's certainly the biggest thing for me were a big increase in my in my confidence, I'd say a lot more transferable skills definitely share a variety of stuff that I was involved with, I hope now that I find it much easier to secure future employment, I think based off of that, and it and it's  proved to me as well that, that I can do it, because as well as the actual internship helped me to grow, I actually had to relocate to London in order to actually take up my role at TPT. And that was my first time since university that I left home. So it shows me that of what I'm capable of achieving. 

Martin: And how did you find that kind of relocating process, you know, you moved from home to London to take up this to take up the internship at TPT. How was that? 

Alex Wallis: it was a it was a big adventure. It was it was scary at first, but, and there was an awful lot to actually get used to, but it went it really well. And it's actually allowed me to actually build a proper base within London and live a life there. And obviously, I think that's one of the key things about moving there is that I'm hoping it'll be much easier for me to stay in work now that I'm in the location is a big a big part of that. The I think No, I found it. I found it very enjoyable, though. It's, it's given me so many more opportunities in terms of being able to get to get out to meet people and have new experiences. How about you, 

Robert? What do you kind of feel that you got out of the internship working with the technology team, it was a big, big boost to my confidence, knowing that I was doing work that that was appreciated. And that, you know, I was helping contribute to the organization and helping improve the lives of blind patch type people and all around kind of confidence boost. The other day I was I rewrote my CV, like Alex Henderson said, I was really surprised at the amount of new experience I could draw on and new examples I had that I could use. So compared to what in the experience I had, when I first started, you know, there's a lot more things I can say. Now, when people asked me an interview, tell me about a time when you did x, y and the all round experience of not only just the role, but it was commuting to and from work. So I commute every day by public transport, that was actually quite a big thing for me to do. Because I'd never really sort of done that on a daily basis on my own before. Even little things like that were quite big achievement. 


Martin: For me, one of the important things of ever an internship going well is seeing an opportunity and taking the opportunities which are presented to you and all three of you've done that really, really well. So, okay, move on, too. I just wanted to ask about any challenges that you faced as part of the internship and how you kind of overcome that. And let's start with you, Robert, one of the sort of challenges I faced in the technology team was that we would occasionally get work come in, that needed to be turned around very quickly, I had a very short deadline, I really needed to be on top of what I was working on. So I'd make sure you know, I had everything put in my calendar. So I knew when I had meetings and such, so I knew when I had time to work on the project and when was needed elsewhere. When something came in, I'd have to sort of look at the deadlines and be like, Okay, this, this project needs to be done first because it needs to be sorted and, and returned by the end of the day. Whereas this other project, while it's important can wait until tomorrow for me to look at for example. So it's that sort of flexibility and being able to manage potentially multiple deadlines, which is sort of a critical skill for any work environment. One that I think that I've been…
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improved greatly on. 

Alex Henderson: I think I've got to start with my, my first day to be honest, because I just remember this so clearly, and it still makes me laugh when I think about it. I remember my first day, during the internship, I got home. And I just remember flopping down on my sofa when I got in, I didn't take my jacket off my shoes off or anything. And I just was like, wow, like, what have I got myself into? I felt so out of my depth. Because there's, you know, your first day, it's so much of it's new, it's a new environment, there's so many different things. And I think it just it felt really overwhelming. But I was still determined, like, you know, I've just got to hang in there. Because things always start off a bit difficult at the beginning of anything. So I guess the challenge is started on day one, to be honest, and but I think that the whole internship was, that was what it was all about was about challenges. I think there were, especially in my role, there was so many different things that I was trying and so many different things that I sort of got the chance to have a go at. And these are all things that I'd never done before. So all of them were just like mini challenges. So my attitude was just always that I was I wanted to use this opportunity to just take advantage of every chance I got. If I got an opportunity to try something new it was I just say yes, even if it does seem a bit scary at the time, I was just determined just to soak up everything that I could and just take every opportunity that I could. So but I mean, there's the other things like some of the other guys talked about, you know, it's that thing, I think one of the big things for me when I first started was that actually, there was expectation on you, though you had responsibilities, people were expecting you to do X, Y, and Z in a certain timeframe and actually coming from…
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someone who just been kind of working for themselves previously, that was quite a big thing. So I think that was a challenge that that I you know, I think we all had to rise to fairly early on in our internships. I think just overall there would that the whole internship was made up of lots of little challenges. But that's the whole point. So if you know, did you I'll ask this to you all, actually, because you know it, we were talking about challenges and challenges in the workplace, which, which always exists no matter where you were. 

Martin: But did you feel supported by your kind of managers and TPT as an organization and your colleagues to, to face those challenges? And were you confident that you could overcome them? 

Alex Henderson: Yeah, absolutely. So one of the one of the things I didn't mention actually was that at the beginning, I was really struggling with my screen. So I was used to just using magnification. And using ZoomText. And working in an office environment, it's really difficult, because you've got quite a lot of ambient light. And TBT tried really hard, they took a lot of light bulbs out for where I was sitting, they tried, you know, moving the blinds and doing all these kind of things and positioning me in the in the right place. But eventually I just came to the conclusion, I had to, you know, start using a screen reader. But in terms of in terms of that they did everything they could to make that as best as they could, you know, and but just in general, my manager was always supporting me, like, when I first started with the social media, it was really daunting, because all my work was sort of front facing, you know, everything I wrote was going out onto the going out there into the public. So I never felt like I was under like too much pressure there was there was always just enough. They're always just pushing you enough so that you they're trying to get the best out of you. But I never felt like I was I was kind of just left to kind of, you know, left to my own devices. And I was struggling, I always felt like I could approach my manager and my colleagues if I needed to. 

And how about you Alex Wallace? Did you feel supported throughout your internship? And what did that look kind of look like? I absolutely was supported. So I remember that when I when I first started, I wasn't familiar with some of the IT systems that are used. And I did try and figure it out on my own. But in the end, when I was struggling, I was able to arrange to speak to one of my colleagues. And she actually spent about an hour with me going through some of the basics, which enabled me to use my Outlook calendar much more effectively than I had been doing. And my manager was also really supportive as well. Part of it was thought that I might need a support worker to assist me and
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my manager in particular, but also other members of TPT staff really assisted me with the whole with the whole application process for my support worker

24:44
in terms of checking it over, if I'd maybe miss things off, and also other members of TPT staff assist me assisted me with making sure that my paperwork was correct for Access to Work. So that really made the process much smoother than it was…
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than it would have been otherwise. So couldn't have asked for more support from TPT. To be honest, what elements Did you enjoy most about the internship? So I think for me, is getting one of the things I sort of touched on earlier about doing work that I knew was making a difference. So for example,
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last year, I wrote a blog post for National Storytelling Week. I don't claim to be a particularly good writer, I didn't have a lot of experience writing a blog post. And so they came to me and said, okay, we need someone to write a blog post about reading services, and places to get books.

25:39
As part of National Storytelling Week, they pretty much gave me free rein. But right in the post itself, even when I actually finished the post, I was really nervous about sending it off to be looked at for approval of
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Actually, I sent it off and bagged sort of one or two minor corrections. Oh, really impressed with it. And that was a real big sort of sense of achievement nine that, you know, that was my work going out on the website. Yeah, absolutely. And I guess to a certain extent, being pushed out of your comfort zone and things that maybe Yeah, don't come as naturally. But, you know, you're still able to do and prove to yourself that you can do as well.
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Alex Wallace, how about you? What, what did you enjoy most about about the internship, CPT, I think I enjoy the variety of challenges it it actually gave me. And in particular, the the opportunity that they gave me to get youth to try it, try a whole new various systems that I hadn't tried before. So things like Salesforce, I particularly enjoyed…
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helping my colleagues to, to learn to use that effectively. And the learning management system I really enjoyed being able to actually sit down with my colleagues actually work out what bits of it worked well, from an accessibility point of view. What didn't I enjoy so much of it? I mean, I think I like being creative. So I think my job really played into that, because every day I was, I was able to be creative, and I love learning as well. So it was kind of a double whammy, I was always being challenged, and I was always being creative. And, and I just enjoyed that. Another big thing was actually, I enjoyed being trusted. I knew that my team, my manager, trusted me to get on and do my job. And that was a really nice feeling. 

Martin: What advice would you give to any blind and partially sighted person that might be listening to this and, you know, considering applying for a TPT internship

Alex Henderson:  just go for it, definitely, it's a no brainer, it could, it could literally change your life. And it's no understatement. So definitely go for it.

Alex Wallis: I would say, absolutely apply for it. If you if you see if you see an internship and you think I can do that, go for it, you might and even if you think you haven't got all the skills that you need for it, even if you've got some of them, go for it, because utterly TPT will actually help you to develop skills that you don't have, it certainly has absolutely transformed my life. 

Robert: If you see internships, you know, just just go for it. Because at the end of the day, it's such a valuable opportunity. Even in the sort of relatively short space of time, I've got so much experience, and so many workplace examples I can now draw on for future interviews, and so much to sort of put into my CV that it's, it's a real been a real positive sort of first step. Even if you don't get a role, just keep looking, because roles will pop up from time to time and new roles will be posted. So if you don't get one, then there will be opportunities to apply again, like I didn't get the communications role that Alex Henderson got. But then I got the technology information role because I wasn't put off the first time even though it can be a bit disheartening. When you get rejected for a position, it is important to sort of just keep on going. Don't let it get you down.

Martin: If I was to ask you to describe your intern experience in three words.
What would they be? 

Alex Henderson: Okay, this is a tough one. But I think I'd go for fun, invaluable and life changing.

Alex Wallis: challenging, interesting and varied
Robert: knowledgeable, rewarding and thankful. 

So on that note, I just want to thank the guys for appearing with us on the podcast today. So yeah, thank you all. I hope this gave people who are listening and insight into what the Thomas Pocklington internship… 
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Program looks like and some of the benefits that it can bring. I really appreciate your guy's enthusiasm for the time that you were one of our interns and, you know, it's great what you've gone on to achieve subsequently. And just a massive thank you for, for giving us the time today. Thanks, Martin. And thanks, guys. Thank you. Thanks, Martin. 


You've been listening to the blind spot, a podcast from Thomas Pocklington Trust. If you'd like to find out more about what we do at TPT, check out our website, go to www dot Pocklington hyphen trust.org.uk. And don't forget to subscribe to the podcast so you don't miss the next episode. Thank you for listening
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