
Anna Vereker
Human Factors Programme 
SpecialistFuture Safety
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I work with our capability teams to encourage the industry to consider how to make it easy for 
people in aviation to do the right thing, difficult to do the wrong thing, and preferably impossible to do 
catastrophic things. Human Factors is a very diverse science! 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

Watching people adjust the system to make things safer both for the travelling public and people who 
work in Aviation. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I trained as an Occupational Psychologist in NZ, and worked in Selection before joining the Royal 
New Zealand Air Force as a Psychology Officer. This involved a diverse experience in a range of 
Psychological and Human Factors activities, and afforded some brilliant travel opportunities. When I 
moved to the UK I worked in human factors with NATS for three years before joining the CAA. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

Study the things that interest you, and see where that can take you in your career. Learn about how 
research works and how to critically evaluate research, so you can understand how it will benefit the 
work you’re doing in any field. 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

Get in touch with people you admire in the field, and ask them how they got there, what helped, and 
what challenges they had to overcome. Develop your skills to suit the sorts of jobs you think you’d like 
to do in that field; adaptability is really important in a career. 



Francesca Layton-Smith 
Business Administrator 
Apprentice IG
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

My role requires me to coordinate CAA colleagues attendance at meetings with an international focus, 
providing engagement opportunities across the organisation. I am also involved in the consultation 
process of State Letter correspondence from ICAO, ensuring all internal and external stakeholders are 
informed of changes across the industry. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

Being able to use my own career journey (which is still rather short) to get involved in STEM and being 
able to take advantage of the various learning opportunities the CAA offer to progress my career.

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I found this apprenticeship after dropping out of university during my 1st year. I had no office or full 
time work experience, and thought it was a great opportunity to progress my learning. All I needed 
were standard GCSE’s and a minimum of 2 A-Levels.

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

Definitely look in to various apprenticeship programmes, as they really support your learning when 
entering the industry and become more aware of the variety of roles available in aviation.

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

Take advantage of work experience opportunities to see how STEM subjects can be so flexible in 
terms of careers and look at STEM’s website to find out information about events taking place virtually 
or near you.



Kirsten Riensema
Head of Strategic Relationships 
International Group
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I form relationships with other countries, their regulators and aviation industries to explore how we can 
work together to improve flying (safety, environmentally, passenger rights). 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

I love collaborating with colleagues inside the CAA, the industry and internationally to improve aviation 
safety. On safety, everyone is willing to collaborate and share lessons learnt to help us all to improve, 
and it is very satisfying to see immediate operational safety improvements made as well as longer-
term collaborative actions. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I studied math and physics, with the aim of becoming a professional pilot. Wanted to be a pilot, so 
went to an Aeronautical University in US.  Although I got a private pilots licence I then switched to 
Aeronautical Studies (BSc).

While I was in Uni, I had an internship at Philadelphia International Airport, which led to a permanent 
job as an operations officer.  While there, I was approached by two airlines (Northwest and British 
Airways).  For a while I worked part time for both of them, before becoming a full-time BA ticketing and 
flight planning agent and then the station duty manager at Atlanta.  I married an Englishman and came 
to work at Heathrow as a dispatcher calculating aircraft mass and balance and managing all aspects of 
departures. 

From there I joined the CAA as an aerodromes policy expert and have been with the CAA in various 
roles for 15 years now.  The highlight of my career so far was being posted to Montreal at the 
International Civil Aviation Organisation helping to oversee the technical annexes for global civil aviation 
safety. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

Don’t be afraid of failure.  If an opportunity presents itself, always think ‘why not?’ instead of ‘why’.  
Take a chance and see where it leads you.  If you apply yourself with enthusiasm and curiosity, you 
will end up in a better place.  My career was the result of me being curious, taking a few chances and 
applying myself. 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

Many organisations such as the CAA, the Royal Aeronautical Society and NASA have provide 
information that can give you a flavour of what careers in aviation are possible.  There are also 
mentoring programmes, and your school or college can arrange career talks and STEM events.  This 
will put you in touch with people who may be inspirational to you and who could give you more 
personal advice steps you take focussing on Science and Maths at school will position you nicely for 
the next step. 



Matt taylor
Chief Information Officer
InformationServices Department
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I’m responsible for all aspects of IT delivery at the CAA – equipping the authority with the equipment 
and the systems required to do their roles effectively. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

I’m lucky to have a fantastic team behind me, and seeing them deliver new systems and solutions or 
respond to issues and challenges with such tireless enthusiasm and commitment is amazing. Being 
part of an organisation with such an inspiring mission and being to help make that a reality is always 
hugely rewarding. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I started out in a very non-STEM way, with a PhD in Philosophy and had started out on an academic 
career, before changing tack entirely and following a passion for technology. I’ve had a number of 
different jobs in IT over the last 23 years, from software developer to project manager, for a range of 
different kinds of organisations and industries. I joined the IT department at the CAA 10 years ago, and 
took over as CIO in 2018. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

Many people have the right aptitude, attitude and interests for a great career in IT without necessarily 
having a formal technology education. If that’s you, don’t be put off, there are many ways in and good 
employers will always hire for potential. 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

There are so many routes you can take, so don’t get too focused on one path or industry, or get 
discouraged if plan A doesn’t work out. You might strike it lucky with a large organisations with a big 
graduate programme, or get a foot in the door with a  small firm where you’ll get a very different range 
of experience. You might get straight into the industry you dream of working in, or find your way there 
years later having built up your experience somewhere else. You can be successful whatever first 
steps you take focussing on Science and Maths at school will position you nicely for the next step. 



Sharon Nicholson
Senior Ramp Safety Inspector 
Airworthiness
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I assess the safety of flights entering or departing the UK by inspecting various aspects of the aircraft, 
the crew and flight preparation – both operational and maintenance. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

Having a direct input to the safety of airline passengers and the general public and enhancing Flight 
Crew awareness. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I studied at the Professional Pilot Study Centre in Bournemouth to attain my Airline Transport Pilot 
License (ATPL) while I was instructing and examining elsewhere as a Commercial Pilot (CPL). I moved 
from that to became a Line Training Captain for a Corporate Airline, after which I joined the Civil 
Aviation Authority (CAA) as an Ramp Safety Inspector. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

If you love aviation, then you will find numerous careers of interest. You can start small and achieve 
your developmental progress while working in an exciting and changeable industry. Our inspectors are 
experienced Pilots &/or Engineers. 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

Check with local schools, Air cadets, and you local airport or airfield. Monitor aviation websites for job 
fairs.



Rachel Gardner-Poole
Organisation Design & Development 
Director
UK Space Agency Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I lead a department of 45 people who oversee the safety regulation of recreational aviation. This 
includes overseeing a wide variety of aviation such as: hot air balloons, air displays, flight training 
schools, parachuting, engineering organisations and the 27,000 private pilots in the UK. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

The interesting and varied work – I love aviation and get to see so many different, interesting aspects. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I did a degree in maths and really wanted to work in aviation. I joined an aviation related graduate 
scheme but was placed in a scientific research role to design future systems to improve the security 
of nuclear submarines! They funded me to do a part-time Masters degree in Mathematical Modelling 
and five years later, I moved into testing military aircraft and cruise missiles. I have since led large 
programmes or departments in the military or commercial aviation industry. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

Write down a list of things you want to achieve or do in life and put it in a place or on your computer 
where you’ll see it every day – you are more likely to achieve your dreams if you do this! 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

Remain flexible – whilst my career started in the world of submarines, it was a great experience and 
provided transferrable skills which enabled me to move towards my dream of working in aviation. 



Sabrina Brookfield
Cyber Security Oversight Specialist
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I am one of a team of cyber security oversight specialists that looks at the cyber security of systems 
within aviation organisations. Cyber security is a relative new area is aviation so building other area’s 
understanding is an important part of the role. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

Looking at the cyber security risks new and legacy technologies bring and how we can build or 
improve security through oversight. Like most parts of our lives, aviation is becoming more connected 
and its important to understand what the impact of that and how we protect it. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I started my cyber security career at the Bank of England, working in all the different aspects of 
information security. This helped me understand how the different areas of information security work 
together e.g. risk and intelligence. I then joined a team to build an Information Security function for a 
programme of work. I joined the Civil Aviation Authority last October with little knowledge of aviation 
but am building it up, interacting with experts across the CAA. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

There is a surprising amount of information out there but don’t be afraid to reach out and ask people. 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

Not sure on specifically aviation, but in cyber security, NCSC provide many courses, competitions and 
support. If you’re interested in an area, research as much as you can, do as much as you can and ask 
as much as you can and most importantly don’t be afraid to. 



Stuart Rankin
Radio Spectrum Engineer 
future Safety
Civil Aviation Authority

Tell us a bit about your current role?

I look after radio spectrum for aviation.  These are the radio waves and associated systems that 
support aircraft and airports.  This ranges from pilot radios, navigation aids, GPS, radar, and a whole lot 
more.  My job is to ensure the airwaves are free from interference and that aircraft are safe. 

What is the most rewarding aspect of your role?

Variety, radio is a core feature of all different types of aviation, from commercial airlines, to drones and 
light aircraft.  My job exposes me to so many different areas.  Aviation is such a varied industry that 
does so much more than just support us to go on holiday. 

How did you get into this role, can you tell us  
about your career history, training and qualifications?

I loved science and computing at school and studied for a degree in Broadcast Engineering.  After 
graduation I worked in a range of engineering roles, including building TV studios, CCTV research for 
Government and radio systems.  I joined the CAA in 2015 without any experience in aviation. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to 
progress and develop in this area of aviation?

It’s not all just about academic subjects, I’ve always loved problem solving and discovering how 
things work, I think a passion for learning in any form can open a lot of doors, today there are so many 
different routes available to get into Engineering and you never stop learning.  Find the route that suits 
you.  Be flexible and open minded as your career may take you to places you have never considered. 

How can a young person get involved in a career 
in a STEM or aviation subject?

STEM clubs offer great opportunities to take part in exciting activities and experiments.  If you want 
to get into electronics you can pick up a electronic experiment sets for less than £10 and build some 
awesome things. Engineering is essentially the application of scientific principles to real life problems, 
focussing on Science and Maths at school will position you nicely for the next step. 


