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Abstract

When VET in schools in Australia was introduced in its 
current iteration in the 1990s, it was primarily designed 
for students in the post-compulsory years of schooling – 
Years 11 and 12. However, the possible advantages of VET 
for students in at-risk groups prone to early school leaving 
has led to its adoption lower down the secondary school. 
This introduction of VET into the junior years of schooling 
is a controversial topic and researchers have approached 
the issues from a wide range of theoretical standpoints. 

This paper reports on a research project that gathered 
together data from the literature, policies and practices 
in State and Territory education systems, overseas 
countries’ experiences relating to the advantages and 
disadvantages of offering in VET in schools to students in 
their junior years of high school.

The complexity and diversity of opinions and research 
results are explored in this paper, and are summarised 
in a table that represents the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats of this particular policy 
initiative with reference to the needs of students, schools 
and others.

Introduction

This paper addresses what is sometimes seen as the 
controversial issue of introducing VET before the senior 
secondary years. By VET we refer to vocational courses 
that incorporate nationally-recognised VET qualifications. 
While this type of VET is a fairly recent development in 
Australian schools, it is now well-established and is 
normally seen as beneficial to students and schools 
(Woods, 2008).  VET was initially confined to the final two 
years of schooling, which roughly equate to the ‘post-
compulsory’ phase, but is increasingly being advocated 
and introduced earlier in the school curriculum. 

The issue is caught between competing debates in the 
educational area. The paper explores a number of these 
debates both in terms of the literature and national 
policies and practices. The psychological literature 
provides insights into the emotional, intellectual and social 
development of adolescents and poses questions about 
the ‘readiness’ of this age group of adolescents to take on 
the work tasks associated with the successful completion 
of VET in schools subjects. The Australian policy literature 
focuses on improving outcomes for Indigenous students, 
students from remote and/or disadvantaged low socio-
economic backgrounds and students with disabilities.  

VET in the compulsory years of schooling:  A pathway
into the future or a dead end?
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The Australian policy environment in VET is rich with 
initiatives and there is growing attention devoted to 
students at risk and the capacity of VET in schools to redress 
the persistent problems of attrition. The literature from 
England and a broader international set of comparisons 
pose a series of questions that begin to represent the 
complexity of this topic area. Some of these include: the 
adequacy of communication systems between schools 
and workplaces and other VET providers; the influences 
operating on the young people’s expectations of school 
and work; the capacities of VET providers to cope with a 
younger age group and their particular needs; and the 
possibilities for segregating students at an inappropriate 
age. Running beneath these questions and debates is 
a dichotomy between those who believe that working 
careers in occupations and industry primarily serviced 
by the VET industry are equal in status to those in 
occupations and industry primarily serviced by university 
qualifications; and those who believe the latter are 
superior and that school students should be encouraged 
to aspire to these qualifications and hence that VET may 
be seen as a dead-end for students.

The paper therefore presents a brief review of Australian, 
British and United States literature that relates directly, or 
has considerable relevance, to vocational education before 
Year 11. It also presents some features of an overview of 
current policies and practices in the Australian States and 
Territories. The overview was undertaken by the authors 
in 2006 and hence cannot be seen as a representation 
of current practice but rather as a snapshot of a range 
practices at that time. The paper concludes with an analysis 
of the data collected to provide a ‘SWOT’ (strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, threats’) analysis of VET before 
the senior secondary schools, and some suggestions for 
ways in which proposed initiatives could be integrated so 
that they provide pathways for both individuals and school 
systems rather than creating dead ends. 

Literature review

Psychological literature

When thinking about VET before senior secondary 
school—i.e. in Years 10 and below—the psychological 
literature provides some useful data. While every young 
person is an individual, there are certain characteristics of 
younger adolescents as a whole that are different from 
older adolescents. Younger adolescents are not such 
good decision makers and are less likely to understand 
the benefits and risks of certain actions (Santrock, 2007, p. 
111). Cognitive function improves throughout the teens 
until age 20 (Santrock, 2007, p. 108). Younger adolescents 
are more prone than older ones to egocentrism (Elkind 
& Bowen, 1979, in Berk, 2006, p. 559) and feelings of 
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invincibility. Recent research on the brain shows that 
younger adolescents are not so good at interpreting 
others’ emotions as older adolescents (Maybery & Reupert, 
2007). In addition, younger adolescents, especially boys, 
are also likely not to have reached all of the growth stages 
associated with puberty by age 14 (Santrock, 2007, p. 77).

This literature, then, suggests the following issues for early 
introduction of VET, especially if the VET program involves 
work placements:
• Some adolescents will be physically small and not 

able to perform a  normal range of work tasks;
• Some will be emotionally immature and not able to 

grasp the nuances of work situations;
• Some will take inappropriate risks, both physical and 

in their relationships with others in the workplace or 
training provider; and

• Some will be cognitively immature and unable to
 understand the implications of their actions or decisions.

Some of these characteristics are important within school 
environments as well; however, within such environments 
students are relatively sheltered and are not having to 
work or learn alongside adults or to make decisions with 
so many consequences.  It  needs to be acknowledged 
that there are other schools of thought that suggest 
that more adult activities—such as being in the world of 
work—improve certain cognitive functions (Labouvie-
Vief, 1986, in Santrock, 2007, p. 103); so that exposure to 
vocational situations may actually create the maturity 
that the situations demand. More generally, Ross (2008) 
uses Eriksen’s stages of personal development to argue 
that the growth in self-efficacy often associated with 
achievement in VET in schools for low academic achievers 
can be very beneficial  in the ‘industry vs inferiority’ stage 
of development, as well as assisting in the development 
of identity. 

However, there are commonsense reasons why caution 
should be extended. While many adolescents of this 
age have formal part-time jobs (Smith & Green, 2007), 
employers who engage large numbers of very young 
workers have well-established strategies for dealing 
with such workers that take account of their immaturity 

This introduction of VET into
the junior years of schooling is a 

controversial topic and researchers have 
approached the issues from a wide 

range of theoretical standpoints.
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(Smith & Comyn, 2003). It does not necessarily follow 
that if a young person has a part-time job he or she 
can necessarily cope with the more complex demands 
of a work placement associated with a VET course or a 
course at a Registered Training Organisation (RTO). As 
Choy and Delahaye (2005) point out, young learners are 
not necessarily ready to derive their own learning from 
experiences, preferring more structured training, and do 
not know enough about work and workplaces to enable 
them to ‘mine’ workplace experiences appropriately.

Australian policy literature 

Policies related to VET in schools are located within an 
array of Australian policies. Perhaps the most definitive 
and overarching policy statement is contained in the 
Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 
Australians (December, 2008). These goals are intended 
to promote equity and excellence in schooling and to 
develop young Australians so that they are ‘successful 
learners, confident and creative individuals and active 
and informed citizens’. These goals are to be achieved 
in a number of ways: through partnerships; through 
supporting the senior years of schooling and youth 
transitions; and through the development of high quality 
curriculum and assessment.

There is a particular focus on improving outcomes for 
Indigenous students, students from remote and/or 
disadvantaged low socio-economic backgrounds and 
students with disabilities. The Declaration provides the 
philosophical framework for the development of specific 
policies related to VET and VET in schools.

The Australian policy environment in VET is rich with 
initiatives, Commonwealth and State agreements and 
it is supported by extensive funding. In summary the 
goals of these policies focus on access and equity 
issues, improving youth transitions between school 
and further education and training, improving equity 
and participation, addressing predicted skill shortages, 
encouraging the acquisition of higher qualifications in 
the VET sector, improving low Socio Economic Status 
(SES) participation in the workforce and reducing barriers 
between school, the VET sector and tertiary education. 

These policies are clearly directed to those young 
people who are not expected to make the transition 
from school to work easily or readily. Smyth, Zappala 
and Considine (2002) state that “those most at risk of 
making an unsuccessful transition are typically students 
who leave school early; have poor literacy and numeracy 
skills; come from low socio-economic backgrounds; live 
in geographically isolated regions; have limited work 
experience; or are female.” (p. 5).

The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) statement 
of policy in relation to VET is set out in the ‘National Skills 
and Workforce Development Agreement’. One of the 
provisions of the new agreement provides states and 
territories with higher levels of flexibility in the allocation 
of funding, and states “...will now have discretion as to how 
much funding is directed to VET-in–schools programs”. 
“Compacts with Young Australians” has as its policy goal 
the retention and engagement of ‘youth at risk of social 
exclusion and equity learners’ through the provisions of 
an entitlement for young people aged 15 to 19 to access 
education or training places (COAG, 2009).

The report of the House of Representatives Inquiry 
Learning to W ork: Report on the inquiry into vocational 
education in schools (2004) recommended that there 
should be an increased focus on earlier assistance to 
support students ‘at risk’ and Indigenous students by 
strengthening literacy and numeracy skills development, 
supporting the development of vocational skills and 
VET qualifications earlier than Year 10; and evaluating 
the success of programs aimed at indigenous students. 
The report argued that the growth in VET in senior 
secondary schools had led to a reduction in the amount 
of time that careers advisers could spend with students 
in Year 10, including arranging work experience, and the 
diversion of resources had restricted the ability of schools 
to offer vocational learning programs in Years 7 to 9. The 
Inquiry also reported that the take up rate of less focused 
programs such as enterprise education was mixed.

Australian literature

The literature is generally in agreement that certain 
groups benefit from early VET provision. McColl and 
Nitschke (2002) argue that planning for offering VET 
to students with disabilities should begin in early 
secondary school, preferably in Year 8. They point out that 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data indicate that 
students with disabilities are more likely to leave school 
before the age of 15, the age at which schools usually 
introduce VET (McColl & Nitschke, 2002, p. 5). Barnett and 
Harrison (2001) also advocate early VET for students with 
disabilities. The MCEETYA taskforce report on Indigenous 
students (2001a) focused on transition points for 

These policies are clearly directed
to those young people who are not 

expected to make the transition from 
school to work easily or readily.
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Indigenous students and recommended VET provision in 
the middle years of secondary school to aid the transition 
from school to work. This position is supported by the 
Curriculum Corporation (2003). Frost (2001) emphasises 
the particular contribution that VET before Year 11 can 
make to retention in rural schools.

For mainstream students, as well, it has been argued that 
VET before Year 11 would be beneficial. A NSW study 
(Evans, 2005) found that 75 per cent of VET students in 
NSW were interested in undertaking VET before Year 11, 
and it identified existing local approaches to VET in Years 
9 and 10. A major recommendation was that VET courses 
be considered before Year 11, particularly to assist with 
student retention. 

A more critical stance was taken by an ethnographic 
study commissioned by the Dusseldorp Skills Forum 
was carried out in Logan, a town between Brisbane and 
the Gold Coast, an area said to be socially and culturally 
challenging. The Logan case study confronted some 
of the difficult questions about the provision of VET to 
students in the 14 to 16 year old age bracket. The author 
raises issues about whether VET can meet the needs of ‘at 
risk’ students’ (Connor, 2006). The difficulties include the 
challenges that workplace trainers and employers face 
with students engaged in work related learning in Year 
10 (Connor, 2006) and the fact that not all workplaces or 
even training institutions are ‘kid friendly’ and not all kids 
are ‘work ready’ at 14, 15 or even 16’ (Connor, 2006).

Literature from England

In England, ages 14 to 16 are covered by Key Stage 4. 
A number of recent curriculum initiatives have covered 
vocational education in the 14 to 16 age group, which 
in the UK covers Years 10 and 11 (equivalent to Years 9 
and 10 in Australia). The 14 - 19 Pathfinders program in 
the late 1990s illustrated the fact that enabling 14 to 
16 year olds to spend time in workplaces or in training 
providers’ increases motivation of lower ability students 
and also assists higher achieving students (Watson, Stuart 
& Ferguson, 2002). Also, knowledge of post-16 options 
increased (Watson et al., 2002). 

However, a critical article by Hall and Raffo (2001) suggests 
that the official government pronouncements on 14 to 
16 year Pathfinders rest on a number of assumptions that 
need to be challenged:
• That work-related learning is best done out of the 

classroom;
• That work-related learning is of particular benefit to 

students viewed as ‘disaffected’ by teachers and other 
adults; and

VOCAL  |  Volume 8, 2010-2011

• That the advantages of positive out of school 
experiences transfer back into school.

Hall and Raffo’s own study found that participants’ school 
attendance improved in Year 10, although it declined in 
Year 11 (compared with a comparator group) and that 
students were able to ‘develop new identities’ free from 
negative past experiences and free from their school 
peer group. But there were some unfavourable findings. 
Performance in Key Stage 4 exams was worse than in a 
comparator group, even allowing for lower results at Key 
Stage 3. (However, this finding is contradicted by Watson 
et al. (2002)). Schools did not seem to recognise or value 
the National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) units gained 
and timetables had not been rearranged to allow young 
people to complete their day a week at work without 
missing other lessons. This criticism has been raised in 
a range of research findings in Australia and elsewhere. 
Hall and Raffo (2001) discuss a number of policy issues, 
three of which are particularly relevant  to this paper: (1) 
the ability of very young people to cope with workplace 
learning varies considerably; (2) current systems of 
communication between schools and training providers/
workplaces might not work for very young students; and 
(3) the expectations of young people who are treated 
as adults out of school may impact unfavourably upon 
their perceptions of the school environment in a way that 
might not occur among older students who might be 
more ‘forgiving’ due to greater life experience.

A 14 to 16 scheme called the Increased Flexibilities 
Program (IFP)—for college rather than school students—
was evaluated by McCrone and Morris (2004). They 
found that young people reported that work placements 
improved attendance, behaviour and self-confidence, 
and positively influenced post-16 choices, and also that 
their parents derived pleasure from their achievements. 
Golden, O’Donnell, Benton and Rudd (2006) found that 
IFP students in the second cohort were progressing to 
further education at a greater rate (87 per cent) than the 
target (75 per cent). Hodkinson (1999) found that IFP 
students seemed to do best if they had a prior knowledge 
of the occupational area and were therefore motivated 
to succeed, for example through family experiences, 
and if they could get their ‘first choices’. Major concerns 
of Hodkinson (1999) were whether programs were just 
regarded as ‘sink’ schemes or were generally aimed at the 
whole student body; and that some training providers 
found it difficult to cope with 14 year old students.

Apart from funding issues which are outside the scope 
of this paper, the evaluations and critiques of the various 
English schemes yield some extra points to consider.   
Where students attended further education college 
rather than school, college staff “lacked the insight 
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of school teachers into the broad range of teaching 
approaches appropriate to the management of learning 
activities for young people” (HM Inspectorate of Education 
[HMIE], 2005, p. 11) and did not set enough homework 
(Ofsted, 2006). But Golden et al. (2006) found that the 
second cohort of IFP students did just as well at college 
than at school, although the first cohort had not done 
so; they surmise that staff in colleges may have learned 
from experiences or from school staff and improved 
their management of these very young students.  Some 
workplaces may not be able to offer experiences that are 
appropriate for youth and low skills of 14 to 16 year olds 
(Ofsted, 2001).  

Broader international comparisons

Paryono (2005) provides a useful international comparison 
of the stage of schooling at which vocational education 
is offered. This is worth exploring in some detail. The 
comparison covered three regions of the world (see Table 
2). Paryono summarises policy arguments for starting 
vocational education at Year 7 or lower as follows: Since 
not all school students will go on to higher education, 
they need to be prepared for the labour market with job-
related skills. Against this point he argues that too-early 
streaming may limit students’ options. He summarises 
the arguments for postponing vocational education until 
Year 10 or later thus: At the age of 16, students are mature 
enough to choose subjects (including those that relate 
to a future career), and their talents and skills are more 
obvious than at an earlier age. While it might be imagined 
that developing countries might prefer to offer vocational 
education at an earlier age, Paryono finds that there was 
considerable variation across the indicator of economic 
development. However, in general, vocational education 
is more likely to be offered later in countries that are 
stronger economically (Paryono, 2005, p. 47). Table 1 
shows some countries offering vocational education at 
different ages.

The degree of segregation of vocational from ‘general’ 
students is described by Paryono as taking one of three 
forms:
• Combined: A minimum of segregation; mostly the 

students mix with other students except when 
undertaking their vocational classes: e.g. France, USA;

• Separate: Vocational students are generally in different 
schools or in different parts of schools: e.g. Malaysia, 
Germany; or

• Multi-tracked: There are flexible pathways that do not 
require complete segregation: e.g. Singapore, UK.

A similar classification is offered by Lamb (2008). Paryono 
argues that there is a long lineage of arguments for 
segregation (Gray & Herr, 1997, in Paryono, 2005, p. 46) 
which date back to Dewey. These are summarised in the 
table below (Table 2).

While offering vocational education before the senior 
secondary years does not necessarily constitute 
segregation of vocational students from other students, 
the earlier such choices are made then the more likely
it is that students might find themselves on a track
that, while not official constituting segregation, may
in all essentials constitute a pathway not far removed 
from segregation. For these reasons it is important to 
be aware of the arguments around this issue. In the 
German system, students are moved onto an academic 
or vocational track at approximately age 10 (Cohen & 
Besharov, 2002, p. 27). Cohen and Besharov discuss some 
of the pros and cons of such early sorting. Among the 
disadvantages are the inflexibilities that such practices 
impart to the labour market.

In general, Paryono argues that those who view vocational 
education as education for labour market needs (whom 
he calls ‘essentialists’) are most likely to argue for an earlier 
age and for segregation; while those who see vocational 
education as something that would benefit all students 

Table 1:  Grade at which vocational education is offered in schools, by region

 Region 7th grade or earlier 7th grade or earlier 10th grade 10th grade
  (combined) (separated) (combined) (separated)

     Indonesia1

 Southeast Brunei Darussalam Singapore - Thailand

 Asia Philippines  GRAD Vietnam

     Malaysia

 Europe - Germany France UK

 Americas - Mexico USA Chile (9th grade)

Source: UNESCO, 2003, in Paryono (2005, p. 44)
Notes: (i) ‘Combined’ means that vocational programs are offered in combination with academic programs, while ‘separated’ means that the students are segregated from 

each other.   (ii) It is apparent that this UNESCO table may be based on quite old data and also that there is rather a false dichotomy between 7th and 10th grades. 
In the UK, for example, vocational education is introduced on a large scale, as we have seen, in Year 9 (Australian Year 8).

1 Indonesia changed from Year 7 vocational education to Year 10 in 1990.
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for a range of reasons (‘pragmatists’) are most likely to 
advocate later introduction of vocational education and 
a combined system. Pragmatists might be persuaded 
to introduce vocational education at lower ages under 
certain circumstances such as high unemployment or 
low school retention rates.

While offering vocational education before the senior 
secondary years does not necessarily constitute segregation 
of vocational students from other students, the earlier such 
choices are made then the more likely it is that students 
might find themselves on a track that, while not official 
constituting segregation, may in all essentials constitute 
a pathway not far removed from segregation. For these 
reasons it is important to be aware of the arguments around 
this issue. In the German system, students are moved onto 
an academic or vocational track at approximately age 10 
(Cohen & Besharov, 2002, p. 27). Cohen and Besharov discuss 
some of the pros and cons of such early sorting. Among 
the disadvantages are the inflexibilities that such practices 
impart to the labour market.

In general, Paryono argues that those who view vocational 
education as education for labour market needs (whom 
he calls ‘essentialists’) are most likely to argue for an earlier 
age and for segregation; while those who see vocational 
education as something that would benefit all students 
for a range of reasons (‘pragmatists’) are most likely to 
advocate later introduction of vocational education and 
a combined system. Pragmatists might be persuaded 
to introduce vocational education at lower ages under 
certain circumstances such as high unemployment or 
low school retention rates.
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Australian practices

A snapshot of Australian practices 2006-7

Australian States and Territories were contacted in 2006-7 for 
information about their policies and practice with regard to 
‘early VET’. The research gathered information from:
• Relevant State and Territory policy documents;
• Interviews with personnel in State and Territory offices 

of Education and Training with responsibility for VET 
in Schools and other associated programs, along with 
personnel in curriculum and assessment bodies;

• Relevant national committee meetings, provided with 
permissions by a State Education department; and

• The Quality of Structured Workplace Learning report 
(PhillipsKPA Pty Ltd, 2005, pp. 21-22).

The data should not be taken as an indication of 2010 
practices but rather as a snapshot of practices at the time 
of the research activity, that illustrates both the common 
thrust of policy directions and also the differences among 
jurisdictions. It is important to note that since this phase 
of the research was carried out, steps have been taken 
across jurisdictions to raise the school-leaving age.

Table 3 below summarises policy and practice in ‘early VET’ 
in two Australian jurisdictions at the time of this phase 
of the research, the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and 
Tasmania. These two have been selected as providing 
contrasting approaches and also because they both 
have similar sized populations and so a comparison is 
appropriate. There is no implication in the inclusion of this 
table in the paper that the same approaches exist today 
in those jurisdictions. The discussion that follows the table 
includes data from our research in other jurisdictions.

There were a number of commonalities and differences in 
State and Territory policies. It was apparent that VET was 
offered to students earlier than Year 11 under particular 
circumstances. These circumstances included VET 
provision for students who were at risk of disengaging 

Table 2:  Summary of arguments for and against segregation of vocational students, based on Paryono (2005, p. 45-47)

For

• Students are able to make intelligent choices in 
their mid-teens;• Segregation enables each student to achieve his/
her potential;• Segregation recognises differences among 
individuals; and• If segregated, vocational education is able 
more nimbly to adapt to changed economic 
circumstance.

Against

• Separation is undemocratic;• Vocational education is important for all students;• Streaming too early limits options; and• The cost of occupational training should not be 
shifted from companies onto school systems.

In general, vocational education is
more likely to be offered later in countries 

that are stronger economically.
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from school, remote students or students with a 
disability. Nationally accredited training might be offered 
in a restricted set of industry areas to students in Years 9 
and 10, for example, in the ACT. In Victoria, by contrast, 
approximately 21% of Year 10 students were enrolled in 
at least one VET subject at this time. In some cases (WA, 
Victoria and Queensland), Year 10 VET counted towards 
the Year 12 credential. 

Issues such as the legal age for students involved in 
Structured Workplace Learning (in some jurisdictions 
this was 15 years, effectively excluding many students 
in years 9 and 10), insurance coverage for students and 
the need for mutual consent for student involvement 
seemed to figure largely in decisions about the offering 
of accredited VET programs to students in the junior years 
of high school. Where VET was offered earlier than Year 
11 it could take the form of a bridging course to Years 11 
and 12, for example resulting in the award of a Workplace 
Skills certificate or other certification (e.g. Tasmania).  

Perhaps the most significant difference among the 
States and Territories was based on a philosophical 
debate. Is VET in the junior years to be seen as a way of 
engaging potentially disenfranchised young people in a 
compensatory way or is it a legitimate and  valued part of 
the school curriculum that has contributory role to play 

with all students? Do schools or other stakeholders have 
to seek special permission to enrol students in the junior 
years in VET programs (as was the case in Tasmania, South 
Australia and NSW) or is VET accepted as a robust and 
legitimate part of the broadened school curriculum (as 
seemed to be the case in NT, Western Australia and Victoria)?

Examples of programs

Many case studies exist of programs that target the 
vulnerable and at-risk groups of young people identified 
explicitly by MCEETYA (2001b). Two case studies, located 
through web searching and using additional data from 
the PhillipsKPA report (2005), are discussed in this section. 
They are from different States/Territories. Studentworks 
in Launceston, Tasmania is a vocational training centre 
for students between the ages of 14 and 16. Students 
attend Studentworks every alternate week and spend the 
remainder of their time in their base school. The students 
are in a real working environment, making products for 
sale. Young people receive training in Hospitality, Metals, 
Construction and Business at a Certificate I level. 85 
to 90 per cent of the students are afterwards placed in 
employment including apprenticeships. Studentworks 
is commercially viable and has been in operation for 
approximately 30 years. (Retrieved 16 May, 2010, from www.
dsf.org.au/learningchoices/program_info.php?id=47).

Table 3:  Two sets of contrasting State and Territory policies and practices on vocational education before the senior secondary years, 2006-7

Australian Capital Territory

• Vocational education offered in Years 10, 11 and 12.• Studies in Year 10 count toward the ACT Year 10 Certificate, but not the Senior Certificate. Studies in Years 11 and 12 count 
toward the ACT Senior Certificate (ACACA).• A nationally recognised VET qualification in Information Technology, Business Administration or Hospitality can be 
undertaken from Year 10. This counts toward the Year 10 Certificate and students also receive a vocational Statement of 
Attainment.• Australian School Based Apprenticeships/Traineeships  are available to students enrolled in Years 10, 11 and 12.• Some schools partner with the TAFE to provide TAFE ‘taster’ programs to Year 10 students, e.g. in hairdressing and beauty, 
arc welding and automotive. Courses run from 8 to 18 weeks.• Students must be a minimum of 14 years of age to participate in SWL.

Tasmania

• Vocational education available in Years 11 and 12. There are two exceptional circumstances for ‘early VET’ (with permission 
from DET required in both):

 - students at risk of early school leaving can enter the Launceston Student Workshop Inc program, aimed at 14 to 16 year 
olds, and

 - Tasmanian high schools can offer a vocational preparation course (Certificate I in Workplace Skills) to students in Year 10 
as a bridging course to Years 11 and 12.• Studies count toward the Tasmanian Certificate of Education (TCE).• Any provision of VET in Years 9 or 10 must be undertaken in partnership, brokered through the appropriate regional 

industry-education cluster and form part of a coordinated Year 9 to 12 pathway program. The Certificate I in Workplace 
Skills is generally the most suitable option.
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Table 4:  SWOT analysis of vocational education options before the senior secondary years:  Derived or inferred from the literature
 in this literature review

Strengths

For students• More opportunities and choices for students.• The opportunity for students to gain all or part of a 
VET qualification.• Vocational courses are usually enjoyed by students 
taking them.• A chance for ‘non-academic’ students to achieve at 
school and thus increase self-efficacy.• Closer links between schools and their communities.• Widening of young people’s experiences and 
employability.• May lead directly to job outcomes.

For schools and others• An early intervention to address retention.• An important part of transition education (to work 
and/or further study).• Part of a strategy to address problems of ‘youth at risk’.• Improves attendance and discipline problems.• Allows schools to develop new initiatives.• Gives parents pleasure in their child’s achievements.

Opportunities

For students• Allow students to progress to higher level
 VET qualifications.• Develop pathways into pre-apprenticeships, 

apprenticeships and traineeships.• Provide closer links between students in need and 
student support services.• Provide training in occupational areas for which there 
is demand.

For schools and others• Give schools interested in exploring VET in 
compulsory years the capacity and resources

 to do so.• Provide experiences and information that could 
improve the delivery of academic programs.• Allow industry to address skill shortages by targeting 
students before they leave school.• Improve quality by building more on experiences of 
workplaces that are used to dealing with

 young apprentices.• Enhance partnerships between schools, training 
providers and the community (this needs explicit 
fostering).• Develop employability skills in context at an

 earlier age.• Build on students’ existing part-time jobs and 
facilitate a transfer of learning and a greater synergy 
between school and work experiences.

Weaknesses

For students• Negative perceptions allied to undervaluing of VET by 
parents and the public.• Too-early ‘streaming’ into vocational versus

 academic education.• Limited range of VET industry areas that can be offered 
in any one school so that students may not be able to 
undertake their real interest.• Lack of evidence about employment outcomes 
(especially for Indigenous students).• Academic expectations may be set too low (eg not 
enough homework).

For schools and others• Seen as solution to discipline and retention, rather than 
being viewed as positive.• (in a linked point) Selection of participants seems too 
biased toward students with problems.• Lack of consistency across jurisdictions about legal 
minimum age.• Lack of funding continuity, particularly in relation to 
Indigenous students.• Employers may not have a good structure given to them 
for directing students, which is especially important in 
this young age group.• Readiness and ability of young people to cope with 
the physical and social demands of the workplace and 
training provider.• Partnering training providers may not take quality 
responsibilities seriously.

Weaknesses

For students• Students could be placed in an inappropriate content 
area because of restricted offerings (VET is not one 
subject; it is many).• Employers and training providers may not be educated or 
prepared enough to cope with 14 to 16 year olds.• Gender stereotyping into vocational areas.• Programs could develop in a way that closes off academic 
options and that does not provide school credentials.• Employers are likely to require higher level academic 
qualifications as time passes.

For schools and others• Unless mainstreamed, funding will come from many 
different areas; thus planning is difficult and time is 
continually spent on funding applications.• Commonwealth and State programs not always aligned.• Unreadiness of teachers to cope with the program.• Lack of clarity as to how qualifications feed into

 school credentials.• Possible saturation of work placement market.• Not all workplaces can cope with providing experience to 
very young students.
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Barunga Community Education Centre ((Retrieved 21 May, 
2010 from http://www.riverscluster.nt.edu.au/barunga/
default.htm) provides an example of the way in which 
SWL is being integrated into programs for indigenous 
students. The Certificate I in Workplace Readiness is 
offered as a Year 10 traineeship for indigenous students 
who are 14 years and 9 months old. The program provides 
practical experience in a number of industry areas, with 
12 hours of paid on the job training providing a pathway 
into a Certificate II traineeship in Year 11. The cultural 
appropriateness of the work placement and the degree 
of community support were seen as critical factors in the 
success of this program (PhillipsKPA Pty Ltd, 2005).  

These two short case studies are examples of programs 
for particular student groups which it is often stated 
might benefit from ‘early VET’; for example, disaffected 
students and indigenous students in a remote area. The 
case studies as publicly reported indicate success, albeit 
on a small scale and seemingly as a result of the dedication 
of a large amount of resources.  More critical accounts of 
particular programs, in Australia (Connor, 2008) and in 
England (Hall and Raffo, 2001), were discussed earlier in 
this paper. 

Discussion and conclusions

The national and international literature, and Australian 
practice, has suggested a number of points that we 
have presented in a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats) analysis (Table 4).  In this table 
we have separated each section into the implications 
for students, and the implications for schools and other 
stakeholders.  It is clear that each step towards introducing 
vocational education at earlier ages carries with it 
attendant risks. The SWOT analysis could be used as a 
filter against which the efficacy of new proposals foe VET 
in schools initiatives in the junior years could be judged.

For example, the literature shows that an early vocational 
orientation may reinforce gender and ethnic stereotyping, 
reduce the chances of going on to post-school education, 
and in some cases reinforce negative perceptions of the 
school environment. On the other hand, there are likely 
to be many positive outcomes such as lower drop-out 
rates from school, better engagement in school studies, 
increased self-esteem that carries over into other areas 
of the young person’s life, better employment outcomes 
and so on.  Also, although the overseas literature 
provides useful insights, we need to beware reading 
across from other countries’ experiences. For example, 
Australian school-leavers have an exceptionally good 
chance of being able to re-engage with the education 
system at any stage in their adult lives including 
the ability to achieve qualifications through work.  

One of the planks of the Federal Government is 
committed to improving educational outcomes 
for all young people is the concept of ‘transitions’ 
and the provision of enabling circumstances where 
young people can make the ‘transition’ from school 
to employment or further education and training. 
States and Territories are moving ahead with offering 
VET to students in Years 9 and 10. As was shown in the 
comparison data, some states were more ‘advanced’ in 
their thinking and practice than others, at an earlier date. 

Many of the case studies and much of the published 
literature examined as part of the review indicate that 
VET offerings to students in Years 9 and 10 have been 
predicated on the alleviation of disadvantage, and are 
‘preventative’. They exist to engage young people who 
are vulnerable because of social, economic, or geographic 
disadvantage. It could be argued that VET’s role should 
not be the sole ‘saviour’ of these young people whose 
disadvantage may stem from socio-economic factors, 
individual issues, or failings within schools or school 
systems. An analysis of the literature from Australia and 
overseas shows that all students might benefit greatly 
from the early provision of VET courses and that provision 
of VET before Years 11 and 12 might be beneficial for all 
students. However, authors do sound notes of caution, 
and these are reflected in our SWOT analysis. The 
literature also reflects common themes for concern about 
‘early VET’ initiatives: poor articulation arrangements 
post-school; inadequate teacher understanding of the 
programs or their intended outcomes; the fact that 
the programs were disproportionately populated by 
students of lower ability levels; and many practical 
difficulties associated with relationships among the 
different participant groups and funding arrangements.

 In the international comparative literature, the arguments 
about segregation and early streaming are a clear 
expression of the deeper reservations that analysts have 
about the offering of VET programs in the compulsory 
years. It seems that the intention behind the offerings is 
paramount. VET offerings that are predicated on ‘sifting ‘ 
and ‘sorting’ at an early age, and focus on catering for the 
perceived needs of the labour market are very different 
from those offerings that see VET as something that would 
benefit all young people. A clear articulation of intent is 
required. It is probably reasonable to assume that there is 
an Australian consensus that participation in VET should 

 It seems that the intention
behind the offerings is paramount.
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not preclude other pathways in the future. To this end the 
international literature has recommended such features 
as the ability to reintegrate students into academic 
programs if they drop out of vocational programs (HMIE, 
2005), which can be assisted by including more academic 
work such as homework in vocational programs (Ofsted, 
2006). To assist a long-term focus in students’ decisions 
about ‘early VET’,   the promotion of pathways post-16 
should be highlighted through the program (Ofsted, 
2001, and Qualifications and Curriculum Authority [QCA], 
2006) and parents should be involved in decision-making 
(McCrone & Morris, 2004). However, in closing, it is worth 
noting that, in fact, not all Australian commentators 
regard the need to keep options open as paramount. 
Lamb (2008), for example, advocates a greater degree 
of separation of those selecting VET courses from other 
students, providing data from other countries that 
suggest segregated pathways lead to better outcomes.  
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