A career in the civil service: what’s involved and how to get into it
Podcast transcript

Martin Sigsworth (MS): Hi, good evening, everybody. And thanks for joining our latest webinar. Today, we'll be talking to somebody who works in the civil service. So that's Katy. Before we get round to that, I've just got a little bit of housekeeping to do. So for any JAWS uses or assistive tech users - just to let you know that this webinar, nobody can see you or hear you. So all cameras and microphones are off. So yeah, don't worry about having to having to do anything to put your mic on mute or worry about people looking at you, because the only people that are on screen and myself and Katy.

We are recording this evening's webinar, and we will be making the audio track available after the event. We'll send out a link to that, please feel free to share it with any friends or people that you think might find it helpful.

We will have a little bit of time at the end for question and answers. There is a Q&A box on Zoom. So again, if you're a screen reader user, you can tap around to get to that, if you can write your questions in there, and we'll go through them at the end. I know that some people have submitted questions ahead of the event. And I'm hoping that those questions we'll be covering them in the conversation.  But if not, please, please feel free to shout out in Q&A. And we can cover that.

So, without further ado, we'll get started. So I'm Martin Sigsworth. I'm the senior employment manager at Thomas Pocklington trust. And I'll be talking to Katy this evening and asking her all about her career and how she got started. And any tips that she has for blind or partially sighted people that might be looking at getting into the civil service? So okay, would you just be able to give us a quick, quick introduction? 

Katy Coleman (KS): Yeah, sure. Hi, everyone. My name is Katy Coleman. And I work in the civil service. And I basically work in well, I've been in the civil service for 14 years now. And worked in lots of different places, including health, have worked in energy, climate change, and currently working on crime, policing, and fire.

MS: So yeah, if you're happy, Katy, we'll just we'll just get started. I think so. The first question, I guess the best, the best place to start, you've kind of just told us that you're working, you know, on policing and crime. So what does that what does that job look like? You know, what is it you have to do? 

KS: I'm definitely a policy official in the civil service, rather than some of the other kind of jobs that you could do. And basically, most of my role is involved in being a computer and kind of looking at policy options for ministers. So anything that they want to implement in my particular area around crime, they come to us and say, we want to implement this issue or this particular policy. And then I will look into how that might be done.
Often involving a lot of the conversations with external stakeholders, so maybe police or civil society organisations or the government departments, and then I tend to do a lot of writing of briefings to other policy officials or to ministers. 


MS: Okay. Sounds really interesting. So did you did you understand that this was the field that you wanted to get into?

KS: It didn't really cross my mind, because I didn't really understand what civil service did, what a civil servant did and what it really meant, because it's quite a weird kind of terminologies describing an awful lot of things. The first time I realised that actually I'd like to work there was when I discovered I wanted to work in climate change. And then I found out that what better place to go and work in an area would be to go into work for the government who have the ability to change things. So I thought I could go and deliver policy on an area I was interested in. 

MS: How did you find out about that as a career route? Did you get any advice or guidance or was it just your own research that led you to that point?

KS: You know, it's a while ago, but I think, probably the way, the way I found out was through I think probably two things. Obviously, this service has quite a lot of profile. So they did their advertising everywhere. And I might have found out about it through some kind of job fair university, but also they do a lot of advertising online. So there was, you know, the graduate possibilities. And I think I may have gone to some kind of open day where they talked a bit about different roles you could do. 

MS: So when you said that you went to uni. When you came out of uni did you go straight into the civil service? Or was there a bit of time where you're applying for other things as well? 

KS: Yeah. So as I said, before, I kind of had a bit of an epiphany and thought, right, I need to go and work in climate change. And so for the last few months of my time, at university, I was applying frantically for all these campaigning jobs and policy officer jobs or whatever they were, and all these, you know, aspirational kind of charities and thinking that I’m gonna somehow change the world. But it turned out, they didn't think that I could change the world at that time, because I had no experience.

And so I then broadened my search into just general graduate jobs and the Civil Service came up. And for the first year, after I left uni, I was working as a volunteer in an environment Education Centre, thinking that perhaps that would give me some more expertise and experience applying for lots of jobs. 

I got the job for the civil service, because I applied for the graduate scheme. I'd also applied for a charity job in road safety. So by that point, I was kind of just thinking, you know, I just need any job. And I was just broadening what I was willing to do, because, you know, the number of applications you make and don't get was quite disheartening. 

And there can be so many, you know, you have to apply to so many jobs just to just to even get an interview. 

MS: So what challenges were you facing at that time? 

KS: I guess the first one was knowing how to, to make a CV. And so that's, that's one of the things I definitely recommend to anyone listening is learn how to make CV and I found some of the most difficult bits was all the, you know, the formatting and things that you have to do, which you can't obviously see and making sure they look right. And every time you had to apply for somewhere, they want slightly different thing.

I was often emailing someone, I'd like to say a number of days before the application deadline, but it was usually about three minutes before. So just double check the table or whatever it was I was doing. And then they'd say, yeah, that looks fine, or whatever. So having somebody anybody to be honest, who could format. 

And I think the other thing was just getting people to kind of take you seriously, maybe. There was just one thing that I found before I got a job, I'd apply to this thinking about maybe needing to stand out from the crowd. I applied for some kind of a scheme for people who come from disabled background or other disadvantaged backgrounds. And it was to go abroad and do like a research project for a week somewhere. And they actually came back and said, Oh, no, we can't accept you. Because basically, we don't think you'd be able to do it, because you can't see. And for a scheme who was saying that they wanted people to fly, I thought oh my goodness, if they won't accept me, how is anyone else ever going to. So that was quite disheartening at the time. 

MS: How did you deal with that? Was it just a case of you had to?

KS: Yeah, I mean, firstly, I had to but also it really get brought home to me that lack of education, even from people who say that they're trying to kind of be supportive can be something that you really have to be aware of. So it meant that the next time I was in that situation, when I was applying for a job, I'd go in with, you know, more with what my strengths were rather than maybe you know, what my disability was or what I needed, for example, to kind of say, this is what I can do, and you can make it happen. 

MS: Yeah, yeah, absolutely. I think that's really important to you know to recognise that and it can be it can be pretty devastating, but you know, even something like that, but also I guess it makes you makes you more determined as well. 

KS: Exactly. Yeah. Yeah. Especially as growing up there was a very much a kind of sense of, you'll either be one of (not saying that these careers are wrong in any way) but there was just a very sense that you'd either be one of two things at the time, like, you know, maybe a personnel officer or a piano tuner, or maybe a massage kind of therapist, and you just didn't really hear of any other sorts of options being given, even though, you know, it was beginning to change. So it felt very important to me to, like, make my own path and do what I wanted to do. 

MS: Yeah, absolutely. Did you know many other blind or partially sighted people that were working at that time, like, which, you know, provided some kind of any kind of, not inspiration? But you know, like, that kind of like, just a bit of a role model to be like, Yeah, you don't have to become XY or so that people think it's suitable roles for flying? 

KS: Yeah, I don't think so. I mean, I think I knew there are a couple of people who are kind of, you know, older than me at the time. I definitely wasn't in touch with anyone. But I'd say one of the things that really helped was actually going to blind in business who maybe have been mentioned before on this. And they, when I found out about them, I just thought, well, I'll go and I was a bit unsure. To be honest, because obviously, at the time, I really wasn't very comfortable with blindness, and kind of fixating on it. I just wanted it to be, you know, me, without the blindness thing. But actually, they gave some really good tips on, you know, went on a course with them on what to do, how to be in an interview, they get to have some employers there who kind of came and spoke to us and gave us a sense of what some of the tests might be, like, if we went through with the application. 

And also, they gave me a bit of help with the civil service application process for the grad scheme, which was the thing I applied to by just making sure things were, I think, at the time, they just spoke to them to make sure that they would get everything in Braille or whatever, and adjustments in time and things. 

MS: That's yeah, that's really good. I'd recommend Blind in Business, a really good organisation. And we've done a little bit to work with them ourselves, as well.   So yeah, you just kind of quickly touched on it there. But how did you get your first role? And, you know, you mentioned applying for the graduate scheme? Can you tell us a little bit more about that? 

KS: So, I mean, it's probably not changed all that much since I applied, although I'm sure they would argue differently. But basically, you know, there's lots of different ways, lots of different exercises I had to do. And the first one was an online exercise, which, at the time, they said, Oh, you don't have to do that. Because we don't know if it's accessible. And I thought, Oh, my goodness, if they're saying that now, what they're they going to be like later on. But anyway, it was kind of nice that it meant I didn't have to do that part. 

And then there's like an exercise, you have to go and sit in London and do a multiple choice. And I wasn't living in London at the time. So, that was quite scary actually staying over at someone's house beforehand, you know, taking a suit and just doing all the things that you do. But you know, you never had a job before and you just feel very, you know, conspicuous? And how are you going to find your way there? All those questions that you have, when you may be visually impaired, and also just looking for a job. 

But anyway, got through that, luckily, and then had to go back for this massive assessment centre. And because the exercises were done over a day, and there was also another written exercise, and I needed extra time for some of them, because of the fact that it takes longer to read through the material, I had to go and do a three hours in the afternoon before and then come back and do a full day, the next day as well, and have like, long time to prepare notes and briefings and stuff. So that was that was challenging, but also I feel like maybe it demonstrated resilience as well. 

So when you do overcome those challenges people think you've obviously got some something about you and you're not allowing, you know, they obviously shouldn't be taking your disability into account at all, but whatever, people think they're still going to think that you're not allowing any anything to get in your way. 

MS: Yeah, exactly. I can totally relate on that.  Having to go down to London for a job interview because I was I used to work for a TV and got a job in a production show the scheme for Channel Four and I had to travel down to London, stay in a really dodgy B&B in Kings Cross. 2010 before Kings Cross was his trendy as it is now.  Absolutely racked with nerves. You had to figure it all out, like getting the train down, at the hotel then ask if hotel can book you a cab. You know, it's and it was tiring. 

KS: I have to say it was tiring because for me, I'm totally blind. And so you know, every step of the way, I had to ask for help. And you know, whether it was the train assistants or the taxi driver or the person I met at the reception, and then you know if you have to be quite, you know, not you could you had to be extrovert at that point even though, you know, extrovert at that point to make sure that I was going to be on my game I guess and as soon as you walk in the building, even when you're being guided around and you know you're being given support with things you still need to be putting on that face of, you know, this is my best self, demonstrating I’m worthy of the job. So, maybe a lot more to it than maybe if you're just able to turn up and sit down somewhere and then be called him for, for whatever you were doing. 

MS: it's an interesting point about when you're been guided around it, that's always still part of the interview as well. I remember somebody telling me once very, very early in my career, whatever you do always be super nice to whoever you meet.  If it's a receptionist or whoever, because especially in that lift, you know, when you're going up.  Because yeah, the interview starts as soon as you enter the organization's premises.

KS: So yeah, I got the job in the end, after that, which was lucky. And I actually ended, I'd never had a job interview like that before, and then I ended up with two in the space of a month. And it was either a road safety charity, or the graduate scheme. And I decided to go for that one. 

MS: You weren't living in London at the time, I'm assuming you, you had to relocate to do to do that to take up that job. Is that right? 

KS: After after the first year. So the first year, I was allocated the job in the city I was living in.  But then after that first year, I then really had to relocate to London for my next kind of posting. 

MS: How was that? 

KS: Perhaps I sound slightly more disorganised than I mean, it was actually it was actually not my fault this time. So I didn't get much notice of the move to the next posting. And basically, it was just come down to London, look at six houses in a weekend, pick one to rent or whatever. And, and then two weeks later, move down. So that was basically how it was. And it was lucky that I knew a few friends down there already. Yeah, it was definitely quite stressful, because obviously, you've got to learn the new city, you've got to learn new housemates and start working in a place you've never been to before. But actually, it was actually a really good thing, I think, because it gave me more options to work kind of going forward. 

MS: I moved to London. I had two weeks, two weeks notice. And it was, I think, the first week in London was just like the madest thing of my life. Like learning new routes and, and yeah, just living in this flat in Cally Road.  
KS: So if there's one thing I can say, for anyone thinking of moving to London, I took very literally, you know, live near the public transport. So I ended up living in a room that was directly opposite the tube station. It was just awful. It was just the most noisiest place I've ever lived in the whole time in London. Three every morning from like five in the morning till three every morning. And yeah, I moved away from the tube station after.

MS: So once you got onto the graduate scheme, was that for a year or two years?

KS: It was actually four years. The schemes still seem to be about that. So every year from one post to another, and I ended up working in the same department for four years, but now they've changed it, which I think is much better. So you move around departments every year. 

MS: Did you have a clear idea of how you kind of want it to progress when you when you went in?

KS: Well, so like I said, before, what I thought was my kind of aspiration was to work in climate change. And I was given a job in health, which, which at the time made me feel lucky to have a job but disappointed that it was an area that wasn't where I thought I wanted to be. But actually, it took me six years to get into the department I wanted. So that's one thing I would definitely say is - Don't let your initial kind of career stop you from continuing to get to where you want to be in the end.

But yeah, I think the first kind of year, there was just you know, all of the normal things of learning, learning how to write advice to ministers in the right way and just all the things that you would normally learn as somebody who's got a new job, what's the etiquette for writing emails, you know, as a younger person? How much banter can you have with your colleagues? And there are a lot of older people in the office at the time so it felt very, sometimes a little bit like, you know, I was maybe not looked down on exactly, but just you know, seen as seen as the kind of ambitious person who had a lot to learn, you know?  But But I would say the other challenges was obviously just getting used to the technology and all of those things. 

MS: Yeah, we'll come on to that in a second actually. I think you said its 14 years you've been working for the service now? Is it still something that you think you want to progress further? Or do you think you'll end up doing something totally different? 

KS: It's very difficult to know, I mean, if there's any other civil servants listening who work for me, obviously, I'm very committed to my job. And with that caveat, I think the great thing about the civil service, I would say, is that it's so varied. I mean, I could go and work on any, if I can get the job, on any policy area across government. So that could be Coronavirus. It could be high speed 2. It could be exiting the European Union could be deforestation, reforestation, and climate change could be anything. So in a way, you could stay there and do so many different areas of policy, but it's kind of maybe good to feel like a bit of fresh, but at the same time, I would say, it's always good, isn't it, to try and get different experience? Because then, you know, you know more about the other side. So for example, working with the private sector or in charity organisations, so not putting anything off the table. But I would say that it's quite an interesting place to be at the moment, just because of the breadth I can go and work on.

MS: Absolutely. It's really great that the same opportunities within, you know, within the civil service to move around like that, because I think my assumption would have been like you, you become kind of expert in one policy area. And that's, that's where you're at, you know, but they’re obviously supportive for you to learn different areas of policy as well. 

KS: Definitely. And I think that's kind of one of the things that civil servants, you know, when you get used to it, are relatively good at because you start to learn what the general tools are that you have to implement policy. And you get to learn how to engage with stakeholders, and how to draft things in an understandable clear way using evidence. And then when you move around, it's more about learning the area that you're in, rather than having to relearn the tools that you would normally use to do your job well. 

So I think that's, that means that you can move around, although obviously, there are real benefits of being somewhere for a while, and becoming the expert, because you can then be the one who's called on to kind of explain things to the new people. And you’ve got the background knowledge, which sometimes the civil service doesn't have of what they've done before. But I found after four years of working in the same job that I was getting a little frustrated at the same things coming around again, you know, the same questions, and felt like actually, perhaps it was time to move on and let somebody new come and innovate and tackle them, maybe differently to the way I was. 

MS: So looking at that, I think this is important to point out that, you know, we're talking about, your experience here, and different peoples. And the whole point of this is that we speak to people during these roles and talk about their experiences. So working at the, you know, in the civil service working in the department that you work in, what, workplace adjustments have you put in place and what, you know, what assistive tech, you kind of touched on the tech stuff. 

KS: Yeah. So, I mean, for me, it's the screen reader JAWS and the computer, which makes it sound Oh, so lovely and simple. With a maybe a Braille display, which I was able to get. In practice it’s a lot more complicated than that. Because when you're at home using JAWS, say, for those who know about screen readers, and you're using it in work and you're checking your emails, it just kind of works, as long as you've got it installed, right? When you're using it in a in a network environment in an office where they've locked down a lot of the, you know, for security reasons, some of the, what you might call the kind of back functions that JAWS maybe sometimes relies on to read while I’m not saying that it doesn't read documents or Outlook, it certainly does. But there's always this issue that sometimes it just can fail. 

And also so you know, some of the ways in which we're now moving to in the department. There's kind of new knowledge management systems that we have been encouraged to use, you know, more online sharing collaboration tools, and they're very different from the kind of, you know, File Explorer, my documents, offline ways of working. And you know, without the right training and without the right sort of development of the system in the workplace, you can often find things aren't quite working right, you need to make a number of positive and constructive suggestions and feedback, shall I say, to people who are managing that.

MS: And do you normally get they normally put the fixes in place that you need without much hassle? I know, this can’t always move fast, because there's different layers, but you know, are they quite amenable to the requests that you make?

KS: So I think, I'm going just be honest here and say, I think that we are, the people who work there who are visually impaired, are always a few steps behind the curve. And I think it's probably and please, you know, someone can tell me, someday, if it's not the case, for someone working in an office, you know, in a big corporate organisation, but I think a lot of the time, you, you can't always expect all of the technology to be working 100% fine for you versus everybody else, just because of the way that the screen reader works with the technology and organisations. You know, civil service definitely is doing its best to, you know, make sure that things are meant to be compatible, you know, Microsoft SharePoint, all those things are supposed to work. They say they work, but they don't always and I think sometimes you do have to spend some time just finding workarounds, or kind of, you know, taking the time to find out what the problem is. They do fix things when they can. I just think that sometimes you have to say, d’ya know what, I'm never gonna be able to read this particular spreadsheet, or I'm never going to be able to access this weird system that isn't accessible for JAWS. No one had ever kind of heard of a screen reader before it came to my department. So you have to find ways around it, or find jobs where you don't need to use those systems. 

MS: And is that been a case of you? You know, have you found workarounds? 

KS: Yeah, yeah. So I mean, for example, we started talking about SharePoint as a knowledge management system. And we're all supposed to be using it now. And it's meant to be very helpful. And we can all share our documents, and everyone can edit them at the same time. Because I was struggling to even open the documents on the system, and had a number of conversations. In the end, I just said, Look, I can't use a system right now, please send me everything by email in advance. And I know it is frustrating, but I will put my comments in. And we'll do it that way. And people are very understanding of that. And whilst you do have to remind them, they are also angry on your behalf, you know, they'll say, Well, you know, that's not right, we need to do better. So it's actually quite helpful, because I think it does raise awareness, and it gets you allies on your side, which can be helpful when you're pushing for stuff to change. I'm really not trying to say it's negative. But you know, I'm not gonna say it's like what I want to be doing when I go into the office, having discussions and sometimes a few strong words about technology. But it comes down to that resilience point, you know, there are going to be challenges. But if you can find ways around them and overcome them, you can still do your job, you can still be seen as a really great colleague and person that does, you know, the policy role well, or whatever, you just have to do it slightly differently. And let's all have a bit of a moan about why modern technology isn't always accessible.

MS: It's sometimes not the organization's policy, if a particular platform, that gets an upgrade, it can sometimes make it accessible and your tied into a contract with that provider. You know, even at TPT there's been times where, you know, we as blind members of staff, find workarounds to do our expenses and things like that.

KS: Exactly.  It’s those kinds of systems that can, some days I can make or break, you know, there has been some days where I've just been like, oh, you know, I couldn't do this it wouldn’t do that. I don't know why. And then there are other days where you just think, I didn't think about my, like using my screen readers, because I was so busy, just doing my job. And those days are wonderful. Other days, not so much. But again, I mean, it all demonstrates resilience, I think, and you can probably use that. So I've tried to use to my advantage. And so if you're gonna come on to this, but it's made me really passionate about trying to support people with visual impairments, but also broader disabilities in the department and beyond. So I've set up or joined or chaired networks to raise these issues. And it gets you into meetings with senior officials. And, you know, you can be there being the one that's giving real factual examples of why things need to change and how they should change. And I think it can sometimes be an advantage because you get seen by people that you wouldn't if everything was always perfect, and you just got on with the job. 

MS: Absolutely. I was going to move on. I was actually going to move on to that. Yeah, because you're, you're an active member of the Civil Service VI network.

KS: Yeah, I think they call themselves the vision network, which I guess is sort of maybe two for two reasons, hopefully, because we've got vision, but not maybe vision - as in vision
MS: Can you tell us a little bit about the network? And how it works? And you know, what, is achieved to support VI professionals? 

KS: I went to the chair as a good civil servant of the vision network and said, What shall I say about you guys, when I talk? And he said, Do you tell them that you will get support if you join civil service? So I've said that now, I think, actually, the network themselves, you know, as a vision network is very difficult for them, because they're trying to work across multiple departments. So the main thing I've got from it is a there are actually loads of visually impaired people working in civil service that you just never hear about or get to meet. And it's actually very helpful when they all come together. In fact, there are so many of us, we haven't really been able to have a proper conversation, because it's all dial in and no one gets any chance to say anything. But I think that in principle, kind of the knowledge that they're there is reassuring and comforting. Because it means that there's lots of other people probably facing some of the challenges and also experiences you are, but also, obviously, it's a great way of being able to kind of find out how you can get on and develop. So I set up like a mentoring scheme for people in the network. So now people who want to you can talk to other people in other departments, who are visually impaired, like themselves, find out, you know, maybe the grade above, and they can kind of say, you know, what's stopping them from developing their careers? Or what technology challenges might they have? Or, you know, how have they got the right reasonable adjustments, what development opportunities might they need, you know, if they've got any access issues, and then talk about ways around them. So it's quite helpful in that respect, because whatever people say, unless you live it, it's very hard to, to kind of understand, you know, your experience.

MS: Can be a bit of a lonely place, when you're the only blind person in an organisation that's struggling to use a particular system. And it's great that that exists.  I've kind of been in that situation in the past, you know, trying to make a totally inaccessible platform, accessible, and you've got to be the expert, you're like, I haven't got a clue. Being able to, like, ask somebody else, who has a bit more experience, must be really beneficial, and quite reassuring, as well.

KS: And I would say that, I mean, for me, personally, the departmental networks been even more valuable, although I shouldn't really say that because I set it up. But what I really mean is a generally in civil service, I've been to lots of departments with visually impaired networks, or disability networks. And when they're there, and you go in and you find out there is one, you know, it's the kind of one of the first thing I recommend you do, if you feel comfortable enough to do it.

You know, this system and the challenges or this person is really nice, this person is the one to go to if you need them to fix your IT quickly. Rather than go through the help desk, who won't fix it is, you know, you kind of get to know the right contacts to get things done quickly. And guess what? You need it.

MS: So I guess like, just to wrap this little section up, I think I know the answer to this, but would you recommend a career in the civil service?

KS: Shall I say, yes? Or shall I say no?

MS: For me, you got to say yes, because you've been quite complimentary about it.

KS: So given the seminar, and yes, I really would recommend it. I think, you know, it's, it's somewhere that you can develop, if you want to. So I do know that there are blind people who are much higher up than me.  And so from, you know, just below director general level, who are leading full, massive teams of people in a department to, you know, it's coming in at a more administrative level at the bottom. And when I say the bottom, I don't mean that during a derogatory way.

And so, yes, I think I think and also, it's not just about policy, I've mentioned that because that's what I do. But there are also a lot of other career pathways. Personally, I would say policy is coolest. But there are other ones, you know, diplomatic, I mean, that's quite exciting, isn't it? I don't know if there are blind people being diplomats, but I hope there are also more kind of skill, sort of, not general skills, like accountancy or maybe project management, which you may or may not find, easy to do when you're visually impaired, and other you know, other other professions. So it's broad and it's interesting.

MS: Sounds really good. So yeah, just want to kind of talk a little bit more more generally now about routes roots into the civil service. And, again, I know you don't work in HR for civil service, you're not an expert. 

KS: I’ve done my research for you Martin. 

MS: So tell me a bit about the entries, I think people would want to know is how can you how can you actually look for roles in the civil service? The type of entry levels that are available. 

KS: Yeah. So I was doing my research a number of weeks ago/today.
Basically that the main thing to say is, if you Google civil service careers, that's civil service careers, then you will find what you need. There's a helpful page called How to join the civil service, which I thought was very helpful for me, and I was looking earlier. And on there, you've got all the different pathway entries. So just to be very brief, in summarising them quite a lot are for graduate entry. So there's a fast stream graduate scheme, which is for people who have completed their degree. And there's an undergraduate entries where either you're nearly finished your degree or in your first year, and there are some kind of diversity schemes for those entry paths. So you definitely want to look at that if you're at university or nearly finished university. And to see, you know, the week one and a summer kind of internship scheme. There's also an apprenticeship scheme for people who haven't been to university. And it confused me. And I clicked on that, because it took me to jobs straightaway, rather than telling me anything about it, but there's 21 jobs currently available for apprentices in different departments. And if you go into those particular jobs, so for example, the top one I think was transport, then it tells you what the what the scheme is, you know, policy, or accountancy, or whatever it is, and how you get into it. So I didn't get as far as finding out the kind of application process, but I did. I do know that that's kind of quite a. Yeah, it's not like an internship scheme, where you work there for a few weeks, it's actually a permanent, come work here, come and get a qualification in management or whatever it might be, and then hopefully get a permanent job. 

MS: Yeah, for anybody that might be might not be aware of how apprenticeships work is, as Katy said, it's for maybe for people that don't hold a degree and it's, kind of doing a real job and receiving training at the same time. So it's about 80% of work and 20% training. And I think you can be any age to apply for them as well, for a while for most of them anyway. I think I'm right in believing, Katy, that with the graduate schemes, they're not age limited, either. You could have graduated 10 years ago and still apply for them.

KS: I don't know, but I I'm going to say probably -that's a good civil service answer, by the way. Not too committal -  not saying yes and not saying no. 

MS: I think just to what we can do for anybody who's is tuned in as well, when we send out the link to the to the idea of this will also provide some links to civil service careers and the different kinds of graduate schemes and apprenticeship schemes. So you'll have that in an email. So, you know, in terms of, if somebody is looking at changing careers, do you think that there's the scope for somebody to move into the civil service and the kind of real range of roles, which, you know, which would be available to somebody in that position?

KS: Yeah, definitely. So I've obviously talked a bit about the kind of the entries where they may or may not have made the entry pathway or maybe haven't had a job previously, you've either gone to university or you've maybe starting out, not to say that you might not have had a job previously, that's okay. But there's also direct entry. So that's basically where they already have jobs on the website now that you can go and apply for and you can just go and search for a job in, let's say, the home office, and you'll see if there are any jobs that are available for people who don't currently work in the civil service. And they range from, you know, very kind of the lowest kind of paid jobs for people who are just starting out in their career, what the versus, you know, jobs, that kind of middle management level managing teams to permanent secretary if you think you've got the skills, and so on. So yeah, you can, you can definitely join at any grade, and you can find out a lot about how to apply, I'd say it's definitely worth looking at the way the application process. And because there's a form, there's kind of a formula for it in terms of you need to write, you know, you need to write about particular behaviours. So there's something called Arno, I think it's gone out of my head. But whatever it's called, it's basically a framework, which you look at, and it will tell you the 10 behaviours that you need to demonstrate. And then for each interview, or like job, for example, you basically write on your application that will meet the criteria for however many behaviours they want. 

MS: Oh, okay. So you address those behaviours? 

KS: Exactly. So there's like a really great documentary. So if you want to see, do I think I've got some of the skills and what kind of grade might be working, you know, wanting to apply that? Yeah, it's a really helpful document when I find out the name and send the link to you to download.  So how have I ever managed a team of 100 before? Maybe not. Have I delivered a report before? Yes. Okay. So what kind of grade might that make?
MS: Yeah, that sounds that sounds really, really kind of handy. Actually. To know where you should be pitching yourself. Well, so again, it avoids any disappointment as well, if you are pitching yourself too high.

KS: Aim high, get feedback, and then aim, aim where you need.

MS: I think it's important to point out as well, you know, you moved to London to carry yours. But there are a range of different roles around the UK. 

KS: Yeah, I thought I really ought to say that, I'm afraid I can't actually say that the civil service jobs website is accessible, which I probably should have mentioned, when asked about this to the person who told me about joined careers. But when you're searching, sometimes it can be quite difficult to select a location or a particular kind of job, or, you know, a particular one category of subjects for jobs, for example, okay. Yeah, because the drop down lists are not really combo, they're not drop downs, they sort of they're a bit weird. But basically, if you, if you are happy to just search by all locations, I think you may actually be able to just type in a location in a box. And that's relatively easy. It's just if you have to, like, pick from some drop downs, the sorts of areas that you'd be interested in, then I will feed that back and now I’ve said it to you guys, then it's not always the easiest. But yes, you can definitely search by location. And there's jobs all over the country. In you know, north, south, west, everywhere, all the regions. 

MS: So yeah, that's, that's great. So I was just kind of moving on to general kind of advice for you for both blind people that have been in work. So, you know, sharing our tips and advice for people that might be tuned in. 

KS: Is there anyone there?

MS: Looking, you know, looking back, is there any advice that you would give to a younger you, when considering looking for and applying for work? 

KS: That's a very interesting question, and I was wondering this myself earlier.  I think there's so much advice I would have given to myself, if I told you all - I'll be here all day, but I think probably a couple of things spring to mind. 

One is find your own strengths and try to know what they are. Because if you know what your strengths are, then you can sell yourself to other people with them. I definitely found a lot of my focus when I first started out was, as well as thinking, oh, you know, I'm not sure what I want to do and, you know, looking on places like milk round, which is a graduate job site at the time and going do I want to be an HR person working in Sainsbury's? I don't know. Perhaps I'll just apply and see anyway, you know, there's also that thing about, well, what are people going to make of me when I can't see? And will I be given the opportunities that you know, that everyone should have? And so if I'd decided and known a bit more about what my strengths were, maybe by asking other people I met, perhaps I did actually apply. 

Some other advice would be to go and get work experience, whether that's at school or, or after, when you're maybe looking for jobs. So, you know, volunteer, or ask a company. So for example, I didn't know what HR was. So I emailed an HR company in my local area, and said can I come down and be in your company for a week? And I'll do anything. And, you know, I’ll bring my laptop down, if you're happy for me to connect it up, which they were luckily. Obviously, the provision of JAWS and things maybe can make things longer. But yeah, they just said, come down, I'll email you a couple of things and can you write a report summarising what I sent you. And it's that kind of thing that really helps you to understand the world of work. And then I had him write some feedback about things he thought I could do well, things where I thought I should develop. So that's one definite piece of advice. 

MS: That's, I think that's really, really, really good advice.  And finally, we might have people tuning in this evening that have been looking for work for a bit and getting quite frustrated.  You said yourself that you applied for a lot of roles. What advice would you give somebody in that situation apart from staying positive. 

KS: I would say, on one hand I would say, you know, obviously, you want to be realistic. The fact that we're visually impaired can be a challenge in terms of applying for jobs, because you will have an I've had it, some people who don't understand that you can still do what other people can do, and they might discriminate against you on that basis. And when they do, you should call it out and complain and do what you can. But the other important thing to say is you have to move on from those situations. And you also have to kind of be aware that there are loads of other people out there and loads of other employers out there who don't discriminate, and who do see your value and will see your value. So it's about selling yourself, knowing your strengths, and getting yourself out there. And not giving up when you've got 30 or 40 no interviews because there's only one or two that need to happen, where you'll get lots of experience through doing those interviews. And then the third one, you'll get the job, for example. So never give up, keep trying and also learn from feedback that you get. So even if you don't get an interview, it's always worth trying to email them and saying: Hi, sometimes using your vision impairment can be an asset and saying, you know, I've applied for those jobs, and from a sort of diversity protected characteristic, because that's all the rage now, would you be willing to, you know, give, just tell me what you thought about my application? And those kinds of conversations where people are willing can be really great. 

MS: I think that's really great advice. Actually, you know, I look back on my career to date, there's been times when I've gone through interviews, and haven't got the job. And, you know, when I've got the feedback, it's been like really invaluable to, to get that and take that on board and, you know, take it positively as well and make them changes. And then I've normally gone on to nail the next interview that I've got, and you’re never, you never an expert in it. You know, your never the finished article. 

MS: Alright. Well, I am going to ask Amerdeep, if we have received any questions.

Amardeep Tokhi (AT): We've got half a dozen questions. 

MS: OK. We might have to be quick. But if we overrun five minutes, it's not the end of the world. 

AT: So first question is, what advice would you give any blind or partially sighted person considering a career with the civil service?

KS: Find out about the civil service. You know, I mean, it's really obvious thing. But do you know what civil servants do. This is a rhetorical question, but do you know what civil servants do? There are so many things you can do? Because I didn't. And I wish I'd done a bit more research before I got my job to be honest, because I think I might have been better at it earlier. But, you know, go and listen to a briefing in the Houses of Parliament, for example, online. Think about when ministers are standing up some civil servants somewhere will have given them those lines or some kind of version of those lines to say. Start thinking about how does that work? What kind of language do they use? And the other thing is, maybe doing some kind of online courses in you know, whatever you are you thinking of getting into. So anything free on, you know, policy management or development or just reading articles from think tanks about, you know, their views on things. I think all of that stuff can be quite helpful. And also reading the civil service code. I probably should have said that as a good civil servant. So we have a code, which means we're impartial. And we serve the government of the day. So when I went to work on climate change in a way, I made the mistake of thinking I was going to save the world and make everything better. But actually what I was doing was working on government policy. And if that policy was let's go and save the world and make climate better, then I would work on that policy. But there are sometimes where actually you have to make compromises about what you can achieve in government. And you're following those policy options. So it's about delivering what the government said they'll deliver in their manifesto commitments, not about what you think is the right thing to do.

MS: I think that's a really important point. Because I actually found that frustrating. I haven’t got anything to add to that. I should just say, listen to what Katy's said and listen back to this and do your research.

AT: So following on from policy, can you talk a bit more about your policy work in the civil service and basically what this involves and what a typical day may look like?

KS: Okay. So I'll try and give an example. When I was working in the Department of Health, I was working in an area where we were looking at waiting time targets. And there was a new policy called the 18 weeks policy at the time. And they just said that they would tell every patient how long they would expect to wait. And they shouldn't wait any more than 18 weeks from when they were referred by their GP to when they're treated. Sounds very simple, doesn't it? But working in the area, suddenly, I discovered that, oh, we need to measure it. Oh, my goodness, there's like a number of different things going on between the GP and going to the  hospital, you know, you might go to a consultant, or somebody in the primary care sector who isn't in the hospital, or you might go and get a diagnostic test, and then you might go to some of the appointments before you get treated. So, measuring it, like working out how to collect that data and analyse it, was one thing that we were looking at. Another thing was, is 18 weeks of appropriate time for everyone or not. So for example, a service, maybe where patients need to go away and think for a long time about whether they want to continue with treatment or not. So yeah, they were the kinds of things I did. And on a day to day basis, I might be having conversations with analysts saying please, can you give me data and tell me how people are doing? Are they meeting the target. I might be asked to do some briefing about patient information. So we've just got this report about how many patients are going to wait 18 weeks, and how many are going to have to wait longer based on how well the time has been met? Can you put that into language that they will understand and then publish it online? So interpret the report data and then put that it online? And then sometimes you might be told oh, there's an MP who has got a question who is in Parliament please, can you write an answer to that and give me some background and send it to the minister in two hours? So sometimes you've got to juggle your priorities, but you get an awful lot of different a different responsibilities.

AT: You might have covered this already, would do you most enjoy about working in the civil service?

KS: Oh, Well, there's a number of things, I guess. So they've got very good annual leave policies. I’ve got 30 days a year. So that's quite helpful. That's quite nice. But if you're talking about kind of generally policy, or you know what I do. Whilst I may slightly find these a little bit scary, I guess everyone does, in their own way, being able to maybe have a meeting with the minister and brief them. There's nothing like standing there and being asked to explain something very complicated in 45 seconds to somebody who's in power. And also just being close to people who you're seeing every day, maybe on TV or in Parliament, you know, you get to hear or see some of their thoughts. You get to understand the internal workings of government and see what they're thinking before what you see on the news. So sometimes I'll be working on an area and the next day, it'll be in the news. And I'll say, I've worked on that. And I've given that press release to press who have just released that. And I've answered that journalists question. So yeah, I mean, it's quite exciting.

AT: So we had another question, which has come via email, but also one just come through now. Is there an age barrier to join the civil service?

KS: I'd hope not. Because otherwise, I assume that that would be very much age discrimination. So I think that the answer to that would be no, but I don't know enough about age policy to know if there is like an upper limit of joining like, if you're 67 receiving pension, whether you could apply but other than that, I think no.

AT: So we've got three questions on around accessibility. So the first one is - Did you experience any accessibility challenges with the civil service recruitment or induction process?

KS: Yes, so I had the extra time when I was doing the assessment centre. And that was really important, because otherwise I would have not been able to read all the information. And it would have been disadvantaging for me. The other thing I got was simple things. So I said, Please, will you always introduce who is in the room when we do exercises? Please, when you tell me what time left is on the clock, for example, maybe. And yeah, just basically ensuring that people tell you what's, you know, describe who's there and make sure that you're not at a disadvantage, particularly in like a briefing exercise where you've got six people in the room. You need to know who's there and where they are, so that you can respond to the right person at the right time.

AT: Right. Next question is, I've heard that there's something called an adjustment passport, that you can transfer between government departments and get the same passport. Have you any experience using it, and any times it hasn't worked?

KS: I have not used the adjustments passport. I know it exists. And I know what it is. I decided not to use it. Because I felt like I wanted to have the conversation fresh every time I moved departments with the people that I wanted to share my disability with. Now the passport is yours, and you can own it. For those who don't know, it basically is a document that you write, you fill it in, and it tells the people or the manager that you're working with, if you choose to share it, about your disability. So it can be quite helpful if you don't want to have that conversation face to face, you want to send it off and then say, you know, okay, so what do you think? And it could be helpful maybe to remind you of the things you use on a day to day basis, because you can put in there anything you want about what adjustments you need. Do you need specialist software? Do you need to go home early on a Wednesday? Because you've got eye appointments? Do you need support from the team, for example, for certain administrative tasks? If the systems aren't very accessible in that particular area? So yeah, I would say you could use it, it's probably very helpful. I just choose not to because I want to kind of have the conversation and not share a document with anyone so that I know that no one else can use it in a way I wouldn't want them to.
AT: And last question, generally, how accessible have you found any learning and development opportunities offered to you in the civil service? 

KS: That's a really good question. I'll be honest, again, obviously, you know, this is just me, I'm not saying everyone else has the same experience. And I probably should have said that upfront. But for me personally, there's so many learning development opportunities in the civil service that are accessible. First off, and they are they're brilliant. I mean, the number of talks, the number of people just from within the departments who come and tell you about what they're doing, it can be a learning experience. 

More formal learning and development. If I focus on the negatives first, and then on the positives, the civil service learning system is basically an online e-learning tool. I think the courses are relatively accessible there. Sometimes you can struggle a bit, but I personally don't enjoy e-learning. I think sometimes they make them accessible by taking away all of the joy that you would have maybe, if you can call it joy, of having any images or pictures or, you know, filling in certain things that may be a visual, looking at word clouds and stuff, all of that sort of taken away when it's accessible. And it maybe feels a little bit mundane. But obviously it gets the job done. And sometimes you need to do them. 

The courses, I like the best kind are the talent management ones. There's one for visually impaired people and for people with disability which would include vision impaired people, it's called positive access pathway. And that one's quite good. It's like a face to face mentoring, having a coach, you know, learning about what your development areas, feedback, and then some modules on development of policy and other things. So yeah, there's some really great opportunities and some of it, maybe you might not find it interesting. And when something isn't accessible, you may have to ask for, you know, adjustments to be made. So, for example, sometimes trainers from civil service learning don't always realise that they need to send you stuff in advance. That is probably the thing I would end on. 

If I don't know if it's the end. That's one thing I'll say is like, just always be aware that the best way of getting what you want in your job, whether it's civil service or anywhere is to tell people what you need, and to be aware that they won't necessarily know, when you might need to push people to do it, not because they are trying to be uninclusive, but just because they just don't know. 

Have a standard email ready, particularly when you start a job to send to the team that says: this is me, I use a screen reader or whatever it is, I need this, this is how it works. This is how it doesn't work. I'm happy to work with you on however, you know, same with e-learning or other learning opportunities, just tell them what you need. And if they don't give it to you, then tell them they need to.

MS: I think that's a that's a really, really good place to end actually. I just want to say thanks very much. It's been really great. I've learned a lot off the back of this. I hope the people that have watched have too. I really appreciate you giving up your time to do this and also for doing research on the different entry points into the civil service. We really appreciate it.

KS: No, that's absolutely fine. And if you get any more questions, or anyone wants to ask anything, like obviously, I'm hoping there's not going to be like 100 questions. But if someone if someone ever did kind of get to a point where they thought they really were wanting to get into the civil service, or in fact does get into the civil service, and you want a friendly chat or a friendly face, then go through Martin, and I'm sure he would be willing to pass it on to me.

MS: Yeah, absolutely. Okay, guys. We've got to wrap it up there for this evening. We’ve run a couple of minutes over but yeah, I'm happy with that. Please do go check out all our resources online at www.pocklington-trust.org.uk/employment   

We looked at CVS and application form today. There's some really good advice on our website about doing that and some accessible templates as well. Feel free to get in touch of us if you need any help. All information is on the website.  We will also be sending out information on our next webinars in due course so please to sign up again.  Just say thank you again and see you soon.

KS: Thanks Martin
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