Kick-start your career
A career guide for first years

Introduction
Hello there! We’re the Careers+Placements team and we’re here to help you
prepare for your future.
This is an exciting time for you right now. Your first year at university is the perfect
opportunity to step out of your comfort zone and try new things, meet new people
and develop new skills.
The key to finding a job you’ll fall in love with after graduation is taking advantage
of the opportunities on offer to you right now. That way, by the time you leave
Aston in a few years’ time, you’ll have an idea of which direction you want your
career journey to go in, tons of skills and experience stashed up your sleeve, a
polished CV, a stellar interview technique, and the confidence to go out there and
achieve your career goals.
But hey, we don’t expect you to go it alone. We’ll be here with you every step of
the way, which is why we’ve pulled together this handy guide to get you started.
It covers who Careers+Placements are, what your priorities should be this year –
as well as a sneak peek into the future – and some nuggets of wisdom from other
students who’ve been in your shoes. So make yourself a cuppa, find a comfy spot
and let’s get stuck in!

Meet the team
The Careers+Placements team are like one big, happy family – there’s a lot of us and it can be hard to
keep track of who’s who, but we’re all really excited to get to know you. So, we thought we’d provide a
little overview for you, so that you can get to grips with exactly who we are.
Careers team
The Careers Consultants are here to give you advice on anything to do with your career, right from your first year up until
graduation – and beyond! They’ll help you figure out what you want to with your life, check your CVs, do mock interviews,
go over applications with you, have a look at your transferable skills and much more.
JobShop
Work experience will give you the competitive edge when you start applying for placements and graduate jobs. This is
where our JobShop comes in. The team are just itching to help you find a volunteering role or paid part-time job to fit
alongside your studies.
Placements team
The placements team's mission in life is to help you find an
incredible placement that will give you a year of real-life work
experience and make you stand out from the crowd when you
begin applying to graduate roles.
International projects team
This lovely bunch work hard to help you secure memorable
international experiences. Whether it be for study abroad or
work placements overseas, these guys have got you covered.

A little look at what we do
We’re dedicated to giving you the support you need to succeed. Here’s an overview of our services.
Aston Futures
Otherwise known as your new best friend, Aston Futures is an online portal run by
Careers+Placements. It allows you to do all sorts of great things, including:
•

•
•
•

Search and apply for opportunities – whether that be internships, placements,
graduate jobs, part-time work or volunteering roles. Some of the roles on there
are also exclusive to Aston Futures, which means you won’t find them anywhere
else and that employers are looking for Aston students in particular. All the more
reason to get on there as soon as you can.
Book an appointment with a member of the team
Register for careers events
Set up tailored job alerts so you never miss out on an awesome role

To get started, all you need to do is log in using your student username and password
and fill out the profile with your preferences – pretty simple, right?
It’s really worth spending some time tailoring your profile as much as
possible. You’ll receive email alerts based on your answers, and we’d
hate for you to get emails about roles that you aren’t interested in.
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1-to-1 appointments
As a first year, you’ll probably want to get to know our
JobShop team and designated First Year Careers Coordinator
in particular. They offer face-to-face (when it’s safe to do so),
phone and video appointments and can help you with all sorts
of things, including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Figuring out what you want to do
Reviewing your experience and identifying all those
amazing skills you have
Polishing your CV until it sparkles
Writing a stand-out cover letter
Refining your applications
Perfecting your interview technique
Creating a LinkedIn profile
Exploring work experience opportunities.

To get started, book an appointment with them over on
Aston Futures.
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Events
We run a range of employability events throughout the year, including career fairs, workshops and employer sessions.
These cover all sorts of topics to support you whatever stage of your career journey you’re at.
We’ve already got some virtual events in the calendar that we’d just love you to join us for:
First Year Starter Pack webinar series | Various dates throughout autumn term
These will cover CVs, cover letters, gaining work experience, career planning and prepping for placements.
To book onto any of these webinars or see what else we’ve got coming up throughout the year, head to Aston Futures.
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Our website
Our webpages are jam-packed with useful tools, resources and
information. Whether you want to know how to research employers
effectively, get a glimpse of what the placement year involves, tidy up your
LinkedIn profile, generate careers ideas or explore LGBTQ+-inclusive
employers, we’ve got you covered.
Find us at: www.aston.ac.uk/careers
Careers+Placements blog
Like hearing what other students are up to? Looking for some placement
inspiration? Want to know what it’s actually like being in a graduate job?
Then you’ll just love our blog.
We've got heaps of blog posts from students, graduates, employers and
careers staff that could support you in all sorts of ways.
Check it out: http://careersandplacements.astonwordpress.co.uk

Generating careers ideas
Now the introductions are out of the way, let’s take a look at what your career-related priorities should
be as a first year. First up, figuring out what to do with your life.
Think about what makes you tick
This is a great starting point. Have a think about the things you’re interested in
and what you enjoy doing. This could be things you like to do at home, as well as
topics you study as part of your degree. Prospects have a handy career planner
that matches your skills, motivations and desires to a career that’s perfect for you.
Consider your strengths and weaknesses
Knowing what you’re good at will help you decide which career might be the best fit
for you. For example, if you’re good at writing, have an eye for design and like to use
social media, marketing might be your thing. Identifying your weaknesses is just as
important as it will help you learn what you wouldn’t like to do or what you need to
work on getting better at.
Research potential careers
Whether you’ve got a rough idea of what you want to do when you graduate or no clue
at all, it’s good to explore different career options and see what you could do with your
degree. Take a look at our Advice by Career Area webpage to get started.

Skills to start developing
Employers just love it when you can talk about all the amazing skills you’ve got – and there’s no time
like the present to start gaining some. Here are just some they look out for.
Skill

Description

Communication

This covers verbal and written communication, as well as active listening. You’ll need to be clear, concise
and focused, and able to tailor your message for different audiences.

Team work

Being a good team player means you can work effectively in a group to build positive relationships and
achieve desired outcomes.

Organisation

This is about showing that you can plan out your time to complete your work. It’s also useful to show how
you can prioritise tasks and work productively to complete them to deadlines.

Ability to work
under pressure

You’ll need to demonstrate that you can keep calm under pressure or during busy periods without
becoming too overwhelmed or having it affect your work.

Problem solving

You’ll need to prove you can take a logical and analytical approach to resolving issues, considering all
potential outcomes to make sure you come up with the most effective solution.

Leadership

This involves taking charge of projects, managing groups, delegating tasks and motivating others to
achieve a specific goal.

Flexibility

This means you can quickly learn new skills and processes to complete tasks, and that you respond well
to change.

Psst – these are soft skills which means they can be applied to any job. Hard skills are job- or industry-specific skills such
as computer programming or the ability to speak a foreign language. These will be essential for certain roles. You can gain
hard skills through your course and work experience (more about that on the next page!)

Gaining work experience
There are loads of different things you can do to get the skills and experience to dazzle employers.
Part-time work
Part-time jobs are a great way to gain some real-life work experience that fits
around your studies – they’re also pretty handy if you need to make your student
loan stretch further! You can find part-time jobs in a variety of industries, such as
hospitality, retail and interpreting, and some are even based on campus!
Volunteer
Looking for something to do in your spare time that will help you give back to
the community? Then volunteering is your answer! There are so many amazing
campaigns and charities that are always looking for volunteers, so have a look
at what help people or organisations in the local area need. Employers will be
impressed by your motivation to do something for a good cause, so you might
even end up being hired, as well as feeling all warm and fuzzy inside from doing
a good deed.
Internships
These are usually short periods of work experience that often take place over the
spring or summer breaks. There has also been a rise in virtual internships lately
– great if you want to get some experience from the comfort of your own home.
Internships are a brilliant way to get a sneak-peak at a particular company to see
if it – or even the industry itself – is one you want to pursue a career in.

Work experience doesn’t need to be
degree-related. You’ll still pick up an
armful of transferable skills no
matter where you work. Plus, getting
experience outside of your degree
gives you the chance to explore
industries you may not have
previously considered – you never
know, your career plans might end
up changing for the better!
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Join societies or clubs
Turn your passion into action by joining a society or club. Employers
love hearing about your extra-curricular activities. Are you a hockey
player? That shows you work well in teams. On the committee for a
society? That’s an indication you’re dedicated to something you’re
passionate about. President of a club? You possess great leadership
qualities. There are over 100 student-led groups here at Aston, so
you’re bound to find something relevant to your interests.
Insight days/schemes
These are short-term periods of work experience, which are usually
aimed at first years. These tend to be a few days long and often take
place around Easter. They are usually structured around some activities,
and are a chance to gain an insight into a particular company. Some
employers even use them as a chance to scout for candidates who might
be suitable for their internship, placement or graduate programmes!

“General [non-degree related] experience is
really important as it teaches transferable
soft skills that we find very valuable in the
workplace. Retail and customer servicerelated experience is very useful and
enables students to perform better within
their graduate roles. A varied mix of
different types of part-time work would be
optimal. It gives you a broader skill set and
commercial awareness.”
Student Recruitment Officer from KPMG

Desperate to get your hands on some work experience now? Great, our job here
is done. To start looking for opportunities, head to Aston Futures or get in touch
with our JobShop team who will be more than happy to lend you a helping hand.

Student work experience stories
Work experience is awesome, but don’t just take our word for it…
“The most useful experience I used in my application was self-employment as a gardener
in my local area; I even used this as an example in my final (and very corporate) interview
with IBM. This just shows that having a diverse variety of experiences can be truly helpful
in securing great roles, even if they appear to have no relation at first glance.”
Jordan Smith

“The experience you gain and skills you develop by being in a society are invaluable when
paving your future career path. Going into interviews and assessment centres, I now feel
more confident in my ability – work experience is definitely worth it!”
Zafirah Nurmamodo

“By volunteering for my local Cancer Research charity shop, I gained a variety of
transferable skills – such as team work, organisation and communication – as well as
retail experience by being on the shop floor and managing stock.”
Saif Widyatmoko

“Working part-time as a HSBC Ambassador, I have been able to put theory into practice
and develop my professional skills – such as social media marketing and networking –
outside of the classroom.”
Shanique Clarke

Developing a CV
Whatever kind of role you’re applying for, a great CV is essential. Here are just some of our tips to help
you write one that will have employers saying, ‘I need to hire this candidate immediately’.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Keep it brief – two sides of A4 is plenty.
Avoid funky fonts (Lucida Handwriting and Wingdings, we’re looking at
you). Use a clear, professional font like Arial or Calibri.
Presentation is key – break up the text with headings, bullet points and
plenty of white space so it’s easier to read.
List everything in reverse chronological order so the employer sees
your most recent work history and achievements first.
Tailor your CV each time you apply for a new role – an employer can
spot a generic CV a mile off and won’t be impressed by it.
Provide evidence to back up you key skills – instead of saying you’re a
‘good team player’ give an example of when you worked well in a team.
Use active words – don’t say how you ‘did’ something. Choose words
like ‘produced’, ‘facilitated’, ‘developed’, ‘streamlined’ and ‘chaired’.
Update your CV every time you learn a different skill or gain new
experience, so you don’t forget about it.
Proofread before you hit send! A CV littered with spelling or grammar
mistakes, or formatting inconsistencies won’t go down well. It’s always
a good idea to enlist a second pair of eyes to check it.

Checklist of what to include
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Your full name and contact details
A short personal profile
Work experience + employment history
Education history
Key skills and achievements
Relevant hobbies and interests
References

We could go on about CVs for much
longer, but we have limited space right
here. Check out these CV webpages
for more information and book an
appointment with us for tailored advice
for your CV.

Your online presence
Social media is more than just a space to post your dog-filter selfies and share hilarious videos of cats
(although we are guilty of indulging in those ourselves). Here’s how you can use it in a way which future
you will thank you for.
Follow our social media accounts
This isn’t just a shameless plug for our accounts – we actually post tons of stuff on there that we think you might find
useful. We’re talking events, opportunities, competitions, advice, resources, student stories… we could go on, but then
we’d be here all day. Check them out for yourself – and give us a follow while you’re there.
Create a LinkedIn profile – and maintain it
LinkedIn is a fantastic way to showcase your experience and professional interests, make contacts with people working
in your chosen sector, research jobs and different career paths, and connect with Aston alumni around the globe for
insight and guidance. Think of it as a digital version of your CV which you update as and when you gain new experience
or skills. Not sure what to get started? We have a webpage for that or you can book an appointment with us.
Connect with employers through their accounts
Follow companies that interest you or are in the industry you want to go into. This will
help improve your commercial knowledge, plus you might see them advertising useful
events or opportunities!
Be mindful of what you post online as future employers might see it!
We hate to break it to you, but employers won’t be as impressed as your mates were
that you can down 10 Jägerbombs in a row, so maybe think twice before posting that
video, eh? If you don’t want an employer to see certain things, make sure to check
your privacy settings on your accounts or better yet, don’t post them at all.

Mentoring
There are a variety of mentoring schemes you can get involved with during your time at Aston. These will
help you gain and share insights, develop transferable skills and expand your network.
Transition Mentoring
There are lots of mentoring schemes you can benefit from throughout your time
here at Aston, but this one is specific to new undergraduate first year students.
We get that starting university can be daunting – particularly if this is your first
time living away from home or in the UK, or if you’re returning to education as a
mature student. By signing up for this mentoring scheme, you’ll be able to receive
advice from a current student who could help you settle into life at Aston. Your
mentor could provide support with all sorts of things such as:
•
•
•
•

Getting to grips with university processes
Discovering places of interest in Birmingham
Making friends and getting involved with student societies
Achieving a good life/study balance and much more!

Take a look at the mentoring webpages to find out more about all the available
schemes. You can also register your interest for a mentor by filling out this form.
For more information, please email: mentoring@aston.ac.uk

Kicking off your placement search
As an Aston student, you’re in the position of being able to do a placement in your third year – you lucky
thing. Even though that seems like a long way off, it doesn’t hurt to start thinking about your placement
year now. Some placement roles open for applications in your summer between first and second year, so
it’s good to get a head-start on your placement search to increase your chances of securing one.
Why you should do a placement
Depending on your course, it might be compulsory for you to do a placement. Even if it isn’t, we highly recommend doing
one because the benefits of a placement are endless: you’ll be able to gain work experience, establish industry
connections, develop your skills, explore a new part of the world, add some sparkle to your CV... need we go on?
Your options
There are different types of placement you can do:
•
•
•
•
•

A work placement in the UK
A work placement abroad
A study abroad placement
An enterprise placement
Split your year up and do multiple shorter placements.

It’s your year, so do what makes you happy.
Please be aware that some of the placement options may
change slightly in response to the current global situation,
but rest assured, the placements team will keep you informed.
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Finding a placement
Wondering where you can find yourself one of these fancy placements? Here are just some useful websites to get the
ball rolling:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Aston Futures – here you can browse vacancies posted by employers actively looking for Aston students.
RateMyPlacement – you can apply for a range of placements through this site, as well as read reviews on what it’s
like to do a placement from other students who have experienced them first-hand.
Placer – this is a free app you can use to search for placement opportunities.
Gradcracker – if you’re looking for a STEM placement, then Gradcracker is a great site to explore.
TARGETjobs – they have heaps of useful information about job sectors and careers advice, as well as a portal
where you can search for vacancies.
Tech Internships & Study Abroad – we work closely with this organisation. They’re a great place to look for
placement roles if you’re hoping to go overseas.

Placement Coordinators
Our placements team are dedicated to helping you find the placement of your dreams. Each School has designated
Placements Coordinators, so drop them an email when you start to get serious about your search.

Looking ahead
Your priorities will change as you do over the next few years. However, we’ll be by your side every step
of the way. Let’s have a little sneak peak of how we can work together.
Second year
As we’ve just mentioned, you can start thinking about your placement in your first year, but we’ll be kicking the search for a
placement up a notch when you enter your second year at Aston. Second year will be the time to identify and apply for
placement opportunities that take your fancy and increase your chances of securing one by polishing your CV, interview
technique and applications.
Placement year
We hope you’ll have a marvellous time when you’re out on placement. But if things aren’t going to plan, rest assured we’ll
be there for you. Our dedicated on-placement team will be there if you’re struggling or even if you just want to tell us how
much fun you’re having. As well as making the most out of the year, there will be other things you’ll need to focus on
during this time too, including completing your placement project and updating your CV with all the amazing new things
you’ll be accomplishing!
Final year
Now you’ve got more skills and experience than you can shake a stick at, this will be the time to
use them to dazzle graduate employers. We’ll be able to help you with finding roles and
preparing for the application processes. We can also help you identify alternative options such
as working for yourself or exploring further study.
After Aston
Please don’t forget all about us as you fly the Aston nest, as we can support you for another
three years after graduation! That’s how committed we are to helping you succeed.

First year checklist
To help you get the most out of your first year here at Aston, we’ve pulled together this checklist of
career-related activities to focus on over the next few months. You’re welcome.
Use the JobShop service to find out more about work experience
Book an appointment with our First Year Careers Coordinator
Set up your profile on Aston Futures
Join a club or society
Get a part-time job or volunteer – or both!
Apply for an internship and/or insight day
Set up a LinkedIn profile
Book onto a careers event or three
Create/update your CV and get it checked by us

Don’t be a stranger
That’s enough from us for now. We hope your first year is an absolutely amazing one and we look forward
to getting to know you over the coming years. We’ll always be happy to hear from you, so here’s how to
get in touch with us.
Contact details
Email us: careers@aston.ac.uk | jobshop@aston.ac.uk
Call us: 0121 204 4757 (Careers+Placements Centre) | 0121 204 4844 (JobShop)
Visit us: You can find us in the Main Building on the 1st Floor, South Wing (just about the Main Reception).
Opening hours
We’re open 9.00am-4.30pm, Monday to Friday, all year round (the JobShop is open 10am-4pm).
Find us online
Facebook: Aston Uni Careers | Aston Placements
Twitter: @AstonCareers
Instagram: Aston_Careers_Placements
Website: www.aston.ac.uk/careers
Blog: careersandplacements.astonwordpress.co.uk
Our support looks a bit different now as a result of the current situation, but we’re still here for you. Take a look
at the ways you can access our services and resources virtually: www.aston.ac.uk/accessingcareerssupport

