
be able to make a better decision 
about exactly what he wants to 
do next. 

“Stepladder has to make its 
own money, so at the moment 
we do focus groups for example,” 
Howson explains. “We’ve got a 
big database of young people, and 
one of Ben’s jobs is to go out to 
agencies and sell the idea that we 
can bring them these guys, from a 
cross section of places. And we’ve 

already done one for Fremantle, and one for TBWA.”
Kasey Bailey-Barker is another starter at 

Stepladder, a result of Howson’s involvement with 
the Kids Company in South East London. 

“It wasn’t until a contact there brought Kasey 
into the offi ce and we started talking that the 
penny dropped, and I realised I was in a room 
with someone who really wants to come and 
hang out and do what we’re doing. So we said, 
‘At the minute, Stepladder can’t afford to pay for 
you, but go back to Kids Company, and tell them 
that this amount of sponsorship would pay for 
you to work here for a year, do an apprenticeship, 
get all the experience you need, and build that 
CV up.’ It worked, and that’s another element that 
we’re offering, a route for businesses, charities, 
even individuals, to fund someone through an 
opportunity to work for a year.” 

In Practice
“I was just about to start a diploma in art, then I 
had the meeting with Dan, and he just excited 
me about Stepladder, and about growing with a 
company,” Bailey-Barker tells this magazine. “From 
then, it’s been non stop work, trying to get people 
informed about it. I can say from experience how 
diffi cult it is to get into the events world. It’s a really 
closed industry. Everybody knows each other, and 
you’re more likely to get a job by networking than 
by applying. So it’s great to come and get some 
practical experience.”

At Stepladder, youngsters might do some time on 
a festival site, at an award show, or at an exhibition, 
so after 12 months, they’re in a better position to 
say, ‘I want to go and talk to XX event company, 
because I’ve seen what they’ve done’. And in that 
year, they’ve been able to develop a CV, with real 
experience at the top, meet relevant people, earn 
some money and potentially get a qualifi cation 
through an apprenticeship.

“You can be picked up at 14 or 15 and taken off on 
a journey to be a footballer. The world of science can 
woo you with its promises at the same age, but the 
creative and cultural industry, which has probably 
changed since we’ve been in this room, just doesn’t 
have that going for it,” Howson concludes. 

“When you go into a school, and ‘Nina’ walks 
into a meeting and says, ‘I’ve just fi lled in my UCAS 
form and applied for something I didn’t want to,’ 
that’s fundamentally wrong, purely because the 
school is there, Mum and Dad are there and there’s 
been nobody in the middle to say, ‘Listen guys, she’s 
actually really good at marketing or putting on an 
event, why not give her the chance to do that?’”

Prime Number: Create Programmers 
pictured before their fi rst event, a 
5 Boroughs Show at Stratford Town 
Hall. Stepladder provided the crews 
and charity behind the initiative, A 
New Direction, with access to industry 
professionals and suppliers.

Through his years at Jack Morton Worldwide, KLP Entertainment, Iris Experience and Sevens7, 
Howson has seen little to persuade him that schools/colleges/universities are doing any more now than 
they did for him, when a careers advisor ignored his propensity for television, fi lm and theatre to suggest 
a degree in economics.

“I went to university to do theatre design and technology despite that advice, taught by practising 
directors, but even they were unable to give you that little nugget of confi dence and inspiration,” Howson 
tells Access. “So you end up, after all that study, with very little experience and understanding of how to get 
yourself into the wide world.”

Succinctly, Stepladder aims to fi ll the gap between education/parents, and young people, from advice on 
reinvigorating CVs to contacts with pertinent parts of the industry, to work placements and apprenticeships. 

Howson and Smart have already taken the idea to sixth form kids at Stoke Newington School, as part of an 
enrichment programme aimed at getting them work experience. And while some chose to do extra football 
or swimming, a core of youngsters grilled the pair about how to get into events.

“This is a very good school by all accounts,” Howson says. “But you still had young people coming in going, 
‘I’d like to do something like you guys are up to, but we don’t talk to professionals here’. And, ‘I’m making 
decisions about my UCAS form, and I’m taking more information from Mum and Dad, who are telling me 
I should be doing this, when I actually want to do this’. So we want to talk to young people and to link 
them with professionals.”

Getting Started
Sustained initially by volunteers, and Howson’s contributions from his ventures with entertainment 
consultant Ames Enri, Stepladder began to stand on its own feet last summer, with the directors 
clued up on apprenticeships and clutching a pot of starter cash. And in came Ben Collins, fresh 
out of university. 

“I went in to see Dan to chat about my CV originally, re-jigged that, and improved it, then a couple of 
weeks later I got a call back and he told me, ‘Might 
have a job here for you’,” Collins says through a 
smile. “If I was in any other company anywhere, I 
wouldn’t have been given anything like the freedom 
I’m given now. The amount of working and learning 
on your feet you have to do is by far the best way. 
You make mistakes, you put them right, and it stays 
with you. And you’re doing something worthwhile, 
not just admin.” The idea is, in 12 months time, he’ll 

Frustrated by the British education system’s blind priorities 
for school leavers, production specialist Dan Howson has 
teamed up with George Smart, ex-MTV, to launch a new 
service for students, highlighting how to get into the event 
industry, and helping them to do it. Nic Howden reports.

INVALUABLE 
LESSON...

L-R: Kasey Bailey-Barker, Dan Howson, Ben Collins
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