APPRENTICE
CASE STUDY
MEET OUR PAINTING & DECORATING APPRENTICE,
NATHAN JAMES (28)
Nathan James joined Y Prentis in September 2020 as a
Painting & Decorating apprentice. At the age of 27, he realised
that working as a call centre agent was no longer for him.
Nathan disclosed that he has Asperger’s Syndrome (a type of
autism spectrum disorder) during the recruitment process. His
condition affects how he communicates and socialises. At the
start of his apprenticeship Nathan was experiencing some
issues interacting with the site team, was upset and left site.
With the support of the Y Prentis team the misunderstanding
was resolved, and he returned with both the site team and
Nathan having agreed protocols in place.
Nathan explains that he easily gets anxious when
interacting with others, because of his Asperger’s, and this
effects the way he receives information, “I sometimes get stuck
on something and end up overthinking things. Approaching
people is one of the hardest things for me to do and I often
stuii

struggle to speak up and ask for help. I must find the courage
to talk up about things”.
Nicola Murray, Y Prentis’s assistant manager, arranged a
meeting with Nathan and his family and agreed a support
plan. Nicola explains that Nathan’s mother was able to clarify
the situation and spent a lot of time explaining how the
Asperger’s affects his behaviour and also offered a lot of advice
on how to manage the situation: “Mum explained how to
approach him and advised the best way to handle the
features of his behaviour. This helped me to gain a much
better understanding of his condition and enabled me to
develop a closer relationship with Nathan. I learnt that it’s not
about knowing that the person has a certain disability, but
rather about getting to know the individual and finding out
how that type of disability specifically affects a person and
impacts on their work.”

Nicola mentioned that one of the things Nathan
struggles with, due to his Asperger’s, is an inability to
recognise humour, irony, and sarcasm and therefore takes
things very personally; and he has a preference for a strict
schedule or routine – both of which are common features of
Asperger’s. Other traits in autistic people that may impact
social interaction or communication in person’s with
Asperger’s, include: Problems making or maintaining
friendships; isolation or minimal interaction in social
situations; poor eye contact or the tendency to stare at
others;
trouble
interpreting
gestures;
inappropriate
behaviours or odd mannerisms; problems expressing
empathy, controlling emotions, or communicating feelings;
fascination with certain topics and interpretation of
information as literal(1).
Following on from the meeting with Nathan, Nicola
arranged to visit the host contractor and explained Nathan’s
situation. “This has highlighted the importance of keeping
channels of communication open between our apprentices
as well as our hosts. They no longer interpret Nathan’s social
behaviour as being uncooperative or withdrawn, but now
have a better understanding of his needs and are better
equipped to deal with it”.
According to the Asperger-Autism Network, “many
individuals with Asperger’s view their abilities as gifts”, with
some displaying positive qualities such as: “an incredible rote
memory, a high IQ, and a distinctive sense of humour(1)”.
When focused and supported in an appropriate manner,
Nathan can deliver excellent work. “It is important, with
Nathan,” explains Nicola, “to put a plan of action into place
and clarify how to deliver on those actions – there can’t be
any grey areas with him, it’s either black or white. This is
when you get the best out of Nathan and he commits
himself 110%”.

“REMEMBERING TO KEEP THE CHANNELS
OF COMMUNICATION OPEN IS KEY TO
OVERCOMING CHALLENGES"
Nathan is currently being hosted by Haines Painting &
Decorating and is carrying out his site experience at the
Prince Charles Hospital in Merthyr Tydfil. Mark Williams, who
is currently supervising Nathan there says, “Nathan has
adapted very well, to be honest – you just show him what to
do and he gets on with it. He always arrives on time and his
work ethic is brilliant.”
“Remembering to keep the channels of communication
open is key to overcoming challenges. Don’t be afraid to talk.
Avoiding a problem instead of making people aware of it
straightaway can become more of a problem”, advises
Nathan, “My fiancé and mother help me massively. I always
turn to them when I am struggling, and they give me
advice”. Nathan, who feels pretty good about the outcomes
now and is looking forward to completing his
apprenticeship, states that “it’s great to be able to say I have
been through this and came out of it with more knowledge
than before”.
It is important to remember that no two people with
Autism are the same. Everyone is different and unique. Learn
More About Signs and Symptoms of Asperger’s (2).
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Q&A
WHAT COLLEGE ARE YOU STUDYING AT AND
WHAT QUALIFICATION ARE YOU STUDYING
TOWARDS?
Coleg Gwent Pontypool – NVQ Level 2 Paining & Decorating.

WHY DO YOU THINK PAINTERS & DECORATORS
ARE IMPORTANT TO THE CONSTRUCTION
INDUSTRY?
It is a finish trade – basically it makes everything look presentable. It is
like a nice looking façade which finishes everything off – everything is
patched, filled, rubbed down and looks great.

WHY DO YOU WANT TO BECOME A PAINTER &
DECORATOR / WHAT ATTRACTED YOU TO A
CAREER IN PAINTING & DECORATING?
I prefer doing physical things, instead of sitting behind a desk, typing.
This opportunity came up and I applied for it and got it. I found my
niche and love coming to work. I enjoy all of it, start to finish. I find it
very satisfying transforming something.

WHY DID YOU CHOOSE AN APPRENTICESHIP AND
WHAT IS THE BEST BIT ABOUT YOUR
APPRENTICESHIP? IS THERE ANYTHING THAT YOU
DIDN’T EXPECT TO BE DOING, THAT YOU’VE HAD
THE CHANCE TO DO?
I see apprenticeships as a way to get into construction without already
studying – a sort of entrance into trade work. There is a lot more to it
than just painting – you need to learn all the different techniques: prep
work, filling, sanding, rubbing down everything, etc…
I spent a lot of time researching the role extensively before hand –
so there were no surprises for me. As my apprenticeship is progressing,
I am being entrusted with more different tasks. I have been given the
opportunity quite recently to paint with eggshell paint – it is quite
different to use because it is oil-based and permanent and you only
have a certain time timeframe to apply it – so this was quite a bit of
step-up for me.

HOW DO YOU FIND BALANCING YOUR
APPRENTICESHIP WITH COLLEGE?
It has not been too bad. I manage to keep up on all the work. I do
revision on college days – after work and weekends and sometimes we
get early finishes.

WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNT SINCE BECOMING AN
APPRENTICE?
I have learnt about general site life, respecting other trades, as well as
the social side of interacting with others.

WHAT CONTRACTORS HAVE YOU WORKED WITH
DURING YOUR APPRENTICESHIP SO FAR?
Haines Painting & Decorating, J&B Plastering and Cynon Decorating.
At first it is a bit dauting when changing sites, due to the Asperger’s
which causes a lot of anxiety for me, but everyone has been
welcoming. Y Prentis has also been really good with helping me with
the transition.

WHAT WOULD YOU SAY TO SOMEBODY
INTERESTED IN APPLYING FOR AN
APPRENTICESHIP?
Go for it. Just apply for the apprenticeship and see if you can get in. It
is definitely worth it as you can gain skills for life and get work. The
support you receive from Y Prentis is good.

