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This paper challenges many assumptions made about the nature of entry into working 
life. Using the findings of the author’s national research projects carried out over a 
period of eight years, as well as labour market data, the paper shows that the majority 
of young people have a realistic view of the labour market, hold sufficient skills to 
succeed, and are able to select from a range of jobs; transition to full-time working 
life is effected seamlessly over a period of several years with no major difficulties. 
‘The world of work’,  rather than being a strange land, difficult to enter, where battles 
are fought and special guides are needed, is a familiar and navigable place to young 
people; they need no magic shields, swords and arrows to cope with it.  The real 
danger in the fear of the White Witch is the effects that the false fear may have upon 
school policies and practices. School curriculum is constantly being challenged and 
sometimes amended at the behest of lobby groups and politicians to mould young 
people better for the supposed ‘needs of the workplace’; the papers argues that this is 
not just dangerous but also unnecessary. 
 
Introduction 
 
While there will never be agreement on the extent to which schools should provide 
general versus employment-oriented education, it is not disputed that, at least to some 
extent, schools should prepare students for ‘the world of work’.  The area of 
‘transition to work’ is a fertile ground for policy, practice and researchers alike.  Yet 
as the 20th turned into the 21st century, it became increasingly obvious that students 
were already routinely involved in workplaces, both in school-mediated arrangements 
and in their own paid employment.  What does this mean for policy, practice and 
research?  If the world of work becomes not a strange land, like Narnia in the 
children’s stories by C.S. Lewis, but as familiar as the back of the wardrobe, then it 
may be time to rethink both the way in which schools talk about work to young 
people, and the way in which the school curriculum needs to take responsibility for 
preparation for employment.  The paper uses several research projects that have been 
managed by the author over the past decade to present data about school students’ 
involvement in workplaces.    
 
Background 
 
Increasingly, school students are engaging with workplaces whilst still at school. The 
three major ways in which this is happening (in order of extent of engagement) are 
through work experience, paid part-time work, and Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) in schools programs, which generally include structured work 
placements. There is some confusion about the terms work experience, VET in 
schools, and vocational placements (often known as structured workplace learning) 
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(ACCI, 2003). The vast majority of Australian secondary schools have work 
experience programs. These programs were initially introduced to give the school 
student a taste of the workplace before leaving school generally in the context of 
sampling a career area of interest. Students may do one or sometimes more periods of 
work experience, usually of one or two weeks’ duration. They are designed less for 
skills development than for learning about workplaces and about a particular type of 
work. VET in schools programs were introduced during the 1990s and provide 
training in a vocational area that normally leads to a competency-based VET 
qualification or Statement of Attainment (part-qualification), usually at Australian 
Qualifications Framework level I or II. The programs also count towards the senior 
secondary certificate. Students may be trained at school or may go to TAFE or to 
another Registered Training Organisation for their VET in schools classes. Such 
programs often but not always include periods of vocational placement in workplaces, 
where students practice skills learned at school or sometimes develop new skills.  A 
number of studies by writers such as Polesol and Teese (eg Polesol et al, 2004) have 
studied VET in schools programs in some depth.  
 
The path from full-time school to full-time work is no longer trodden by most young 
people in Australia. In 2003, the proportion of people aged 15-19 years in full-time 
employment was only 15% (ABS, 2004).  Instead most young people of this age 
group are at school or in tertiary education; but this does not mean they are not 
working. Most workers now have a lengthy part-time work history before leaving 
full-time education and this work history is most likely to take place in the retail and 
fast food industries which may not be the site of their eventual ‘career jobs’.  While 
this phenomenon was common in the US in the second half of the 20th century 
(Greenberger & Steinberg, 1986), it has only recently become widespread in 
Australia. The Australian youth labour market has seen a marked increase in part-time 
employment between 1983 to 2003, from 28% to 68% of employed people aged 15-
19. By 2003, 79% of 15-19 year years who were studying on a full-time basis were 
employed part-time (ABS, 2004).  The average number of hours worked per week is 
around 10 (Robinson, 1999).  Traditionally, there have been two arguments about 
adolescents and part-time work, with one view asserting that part-time work subverts 
young people’s academic pursuits, and the alternate view emphasising benefits of 
preparation for the labour market, especially for young people who do not plan on 
undertaking higher education (Vickers, Lamb & Hinkley, 2003).   
 
School-based new apprenticeships cut across part-time work and VET in schools as 
they involve paid part-time work and sometimes are part of formal VET in schools 
curriculum leading to a senior school qualification as well as the Australian 
Qualifications Framework qualification that is part of the new apprenticeship 
(Andrews, Kenman & Smith, 2000). Many school students are also involved 
independently in part-time apprenticeships and traineeships, generally in the retail or 
fast food industries.  A study by Zevenbergen (2006) in Queensland has identified 
many advantages for schools, students and employers.  
 
Partly because of the increasing fluidity of individuals’ working careers and of jobs 
themselves, employability skills have become increasingly important in both 
employers’ requirements of workers (BCA/ACCI, 2002) and in educational policy 
planning. Peak employer bodies, through their leading of such initiatives, have sought 
to task the school system with the job of producing young people that are ‘ready for 
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work’.  In fact the Key Competencies, the forerunner of employability skills 
(AEC/MOVEET, 1993) conceived of generic skills as being something that were 
‘essential for preparation for employment’.  In other words, schools had to ‘put them 
into’ young people before the young people could enter the labour market. Both the 
Business Council of Australia and the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
have been proactive in seeking to influence school curricula; for example a report 
produced by the latter body was entitled ‘Giving Australian youth relevant skills – 
meeting employers’ expectations’ (ACCI, 2003).  As a report published by the 
Department of Education, Science and Training (2005) on work placements put it, 
‘Industry stakeholders are more likely to focus on the preparedness and motivation of 
participating students (PhillipsKPA, 2005: 25). This statement could, with not too 
great a stretch of the imagination, be extended to employer peak bodies’ views about 
the whole school curriculum rather than simply the curriculum for work placements.  
 
Career theorists such as Ginzberg (1972) and Super ( 1976), while differing on many 
points, tend to assume that careers are something that start after school and that  one 
role of schools is to prepare young people for work partly through explicit guidance 
and partly through the provision of development opportunities.  Theorists have also 
examined a range of other influences on career choice.  These include parental 
education (DeRidder, 1990), family income (Mortimer, 1992), ethnicity (Kim, 1993) 
and parental occupation (Evans & Poole, 1991; Way, 1996. Roberts (1975), in a 
British study, privileges socio-cultural influences above all other factors by 
suggesting that most young workers simply take a job which is available to them.  
Young people work within ‘opportunity structures' which exist in schooling, labour 
markets, occupations and individual workplaces. Perhaps the best-known exponent of 
the importance of social class in career choice is Willis (1977).  In his study of 
working-class male youth in the British Midlands, he examined the reasons why 
school ‘resisters’ went into labouring and factory jobs.  Despite the prevalence of 
adolescent part-time work, few writers on careers have discussed previous working 
experience as a factor in career choice.  This may be because of the general perception 
that part-time work is undertaken in areas in which most young people do not select 
careers (eg Greenberger, 1988).  But, there has been some Australian evidence 
(Robinson, 1999) that part-time work may affect future career choice.  The latter and 
successive reports from the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth, undertaken by 
the Australian Centre for Educational Research, have attempted to show links 
between part-time student working and other contacts with the workplace while at 
school upon subsequent activities.  
 
However studies about young people and work continue to neglect part-time work as 
a route for young people to explore the world of work. For example a recent report 
prepared for a large Australian charity, the Smith Family, on students’ perceptions of 
the world of work (Beavis, Curtis & Curtis, 2005), neglected to ask students about 
their part-time jobs. This is despite the fact that studies of younger high school 
students in several States (Commission for Children and Young People, New South 
Wales, 2006; Industrial Relations Victoria, 2002) have shown that young people are 
routinely involved in formal part-time work by the age of 13 or 14, with 75% working 
by age 16 in New South Wales (Commission for Children and Young People, NSW, 
2006). Yet, as Billett (2006:6) points out, paid work experiences are ‘more‘ authentic’ 
and informative than school-organised work experiences, since paid work entails an 
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employment arrangement, immersion in workplaces and the exercise of the 
obligations and requirements on the part of both employees and employers.’ 
 
Research method 
 
The five studies reported on in this paper were carried out in Australia during the 
period 1998-2005.  The first was a PhD study, while the remainder were funded by 
the nationally competitive grants program managed by the National Centre for 
Vocational Education Research.  Table 1 gives a brief summary of the studies and the 
research methods utilised in each. 
 
Table 1: The five studies of young people and workplaces 
 
 Participants Research method Location 
Study 1 
(Smith, 2000) 

Full-time workers 
in their first year 
after leaving 
school 

Qualitative year-long study 
of 11 new workers and 
significant adults 

New South Wales 

Study 2 
(Smith & Green, 
2001) 

School students in 
Years 10, 11 and 
12 

Survey of students in 13 
schools in Years 10-12 (1451 
responses), & six case 
studies 

New South Wales 
and South 
Australia 

Study 3 
(Smith & Wilson, 
2002) 

School-based new 
apprentices 
(SBNAs)  

Survey of a large sample of  
SBNAs, 641 responses 

Queensland, 
Victoria & South 
Australia 

Study 4 
(Smith & Comyn, 
2003) 
 

Novice workers in 
full-time and part-
time jobs 

Case studies in 12 enterprises 
in different industry areas  

Queensland, 
Victoria & South 
Australia 

Study 5 
(Smith & Green, 
2005) 

Participants from 
Studies 2 and 3, 
two to three years 
after leaving 
school 

Survey sent to those who had 
agreed to take part if a 
follow-up study.  126 
responses.  Telephone 
interviews with 16 of the 
respondents.  

New South Wales, 
Queensland, 
Victoria & South 
Australia 

 
Data from these five studies are used in this paper to report on and discuss three topic 
areas: 

• School students’ participation in the world of work (or ‘How they get into the 
wardrobe’) 

• Employers’ role in settling young people into the world of work (or ‘More like 
Mr Tumnus than the White Witch?’  

• The role of workplace experiences in post-school pathways (or ‘One foot in 
the back of the wardrobe’) 

 
The five studies covered a range of schools, although Study 2 had an over-
representation of non-government schools due to data collection difficulties in New 
South Wales.  In Study 2, all students in Years 10, 11 and 12 were surveyed. As 
students in Studies 2, 3 and 4 were asked about their perceived socio-economic status 
and academic ability it was possible to analyse findings by these two variables.   
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Findings 
 
How they get into the wardrobe 
 
One of the more interesting findings of Study 1, which was of young people’s first 
full-time jobs, was the extent to which young people leaving school and supposedly 
entering the world of work, had in fact had many workplace experiences already.  
Heather, for example, a hairdressing apprentice, had maintained a consistent 
employment record, beginning with baby sitting at the age of 14.  Subsequently she 
had worked for some time in a coffee shop at weekends.  In the latter job she had a 
great amount of responsibility, often being responsible for the shop by herself: 

Sometimes there was a lady at lunchtime but when she went home you had to 
handle it by yourself. I was cooking hamburgers, chips, lasagne, that sort of 
thing. When I look back on it I think “My God, how did I handle that?” 

 
Yet these young people all viewed full-time work as being their ‘real’ entry to work.  
For example, Graham, an electrical apprentice, said of his first full-time job: 

It felt good, it felt different, it didn’t feel the same as before (when working part-
time).  It was like being grown-up, starting to get out into the workforce. 

These types of comments led the author to wonder about the part-time working 
experiences of school students and to apply for the funding for Study 2 which 
compared part-time working to other, school-mediated, workplace experiences.  
 
Study 2 found that school students had a very high level of involvement in 
workplaces; they seemed to find their way into the wardrobe quite easily.  The study 
found that around 60% of students in Years 10, 11 and 12 had had formal part-time 
work (50.1% when family businesses were excluded).  Around two-thirds had done 
work experience and around 11 % had undertaken vocational placements.  Analysis of 
Year 11 and 12 figures showed that participation in work experience for those 
students was 87%, and in vocational placements was almost 18%.  Only 14.6% of 
those in the study had not had any experience in workplaces at all.  Participation rates 
were found to be higher in government than non-government schools, and because 
non-government students were over-represented in the study, due to better response 
rates from Catholic and Independent schools, these figures may not be fully 
representative of Australian school-children.  Paid work was highly concentrated in 
certain industry areas – two-thirds worked in retail or fast food – while work 
experience was widely distributed across a range of industry areas. 
 
Both the survey and the qualitative research confirmed that the three major forms of 
workplace activity had different purposes: 

• Work experience was viewed as a process of career sampling and of 
familiarisation with work habits.  Even those with paid jobs and/or vocational 
placements still found work experience useful. However, some employers 
were not sure how to handle work experience students and seemed to prefer 
vocational placement students. 

• Vocational placements were clearly seen as sites for developing specific skills. 
For this reason, employers found them easier to manage. 
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• Paid work was primarily undertaken as a way of earning money but 
nevertheless significant learning occurred.  Much paid work was undertaken 
alongside other teenage workers rather than with adults. 

 
One indicator of the way in which the world of work is regarded as a strange land was 
that there was not much linkage between school and workplaces, except in the case of 
vocational placement students.  Only 30% of paid student workers ever discussed 
their jobs in class.    A small percentage of students (13%) were counting their paid 
jobs towards their school qualifications.  Of those who were not, only a small 
minority (17%) wanted their jobs to count; although a third said they might like to 
consider the idea.  Some groups of students such as the ‘less academic’, indigenous 
students, and those from a non-English speaking background (NESB) were more 
likely than others to want their learning from paid work to count. On the other hand 
the case studies indicated that at some schools, for example one public boys’ school in 
Sydney, there were very close links between the school and local employers, for many 
purposes.  
 
However, there were clearly some ways in which some students found it more 
difficult than others to get into the world of work. The following findings emerged 
from the survey and the case studies: 

• Rural students had more involvement in workplaces than urban students 
• Girls had more involvement in workplaces than boys 
• Students  from a non-English speaking background (NESB) were less likely to 

have had paid jobs for an employer than the average 
• Indigenous students and those with physical disabilities relied more upon 

work experience and vocational placements than upon paid work for their 
workplace activities 

• Indigenous students were likely to rely mainly upon schools to help them 
access workplaces 

• NESB students, like indigenous students, did not have much help from family 
and friends in accessing workplaces, but were likely to rely on their own 
resources rather than utilising school help. 

 
It should be noted, however, that the NESB group was particularly diverse and NESB 
students were by no means all disadvantaged. Employers and education department 
policy officers discussed particular groups of NESB students (such as Muslim girls) 
who had problems accessing workplaces, and special programs were in place for 
them, as well as for indigenous students.  The case studies and employer interviews 
suggested that, for both indigenous and NESB students, lack of confidence and a 
desire to stick to industries where there was a tradition of participation of the 
particular group might affect participation. Employers stated that they were happy to 
recruit young people from these groups but that often they received no such 
applications.  
 
Study 3 replicated part of Study 2 with school-based new apprentices (SBNAs) in 
three Australian States. In a statistically valid sample of SBNAs, the first large-scale 
study of its kind, many positive outcomes were reported including closer links 
between work and school than for students in Study 2 with ordinary part-time jobs. 
SBNAs worked in a wider range of industries than school students with ordinary part-
time jobs, of whom Study 2 found that two-thirds were in retail and fast food.  They 
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undertook their jobs for a range or reasons, including a small but not insignificant 
minority who wanted to get appropriate experience and qualifications to help them get 
good-quality jobs to sustain them through future university studies. This finding 
relates to the third major section of this paper ‘one foot in the wardrobe’.  
 
More like Mr Tumnus than the White Witch? 
 
The previous section has indicated that the majority of young people are firmly 
involved with workplaces well before leaving school. But what sort of experiences do 
they have there?  Are employers evil and manipulative like the White Witch, or are 
they in fact more like Mr Tumnus, the kindly faun who guides the four children in 
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, the first Narnia book? 
 
In Study 2, the young people were asked how much they enjoyed their experiences 
(Table 2) 
 
Table 2: How much students enjoyed their workplace activity, by type of activity 
 Work experience (%) Paid work (%) Vocational placement (%) 
A lot 57.7 45.5 56.3 
A bit 36.1 44.4 37.5 
Not at all 6.2 10.1 6.3 
 
Overwhelmingly, these students enjoyed their engagement in workplaces. Paid work 
was slightly less enjoyable than other types of engagement, but on the whole nearly 
everybody enjoyed workplace activities at least to some extent. The view of young 
people as exploited and underpaid burger bar workers, promulgated by writers such as 
Tannock (2001) is not well supported by these data.  
 
Study 4 explored in more detail the way in which, like Mr Tumnus, employers of very 
young workers in their first jobs actually guided these young people into the world of 
work rather than setting traps for them.  The employers in the twelve case studies in 
Study 4 were drawn from industry areas chosen as indicative of those employing the 
majority of novice workers and included fast food, retail, electrical, electronics, 
hairdressing, hospitality, administration, local government, manufacturing and 
newspaper delivery. In each case study, the following staff were interviewed: senior 
managers and/or human resource management staff, site managers, supervisors 
working with novice workers, novice workers themselves, and co-workers working 
alongside them. 
 
Some employers preferred to recruit young people with fairly well developed 
employability skills but others, particularly those recruiting younger teenagers, 
accepted that their new staff would have very low levels of skills.  The reasons varied 
among enterprises, but there was enough consistency to produce Table 3 which lists 
and explains the main findings of Study 4 about the reasons why companies liked to 
hire novice workers (NWs): 
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Table 3:  Employers’ reasons for hiring novice workers  
 
Reason Explanation 
Low cost Industrial awards and enterprise agreements allow for lower wages for 

workers up to the age of 18 
Enthusiasm NWs possess youthful exuberance which lifts morale in the workplace 

as well as presenting a good image to customers 
Mouldability NWs do not bring bad habits with them and can be trained in company 

procedures and socialised into company mores 
Technological skills 
and up-to-date 
knowledge 

NWs have good computer skills, and (for apprentices and trainees) 
bring up-to-date techniques and knowledge from their off-the-job 
training 

Fresh views and ideas NWs offer different ways of looking at workplace issues 
Community 
obligations 

Employers wish to ‘do the right thing’ by giving young people a chance 

Industry obligations Employers wish to maintain industry skill levels by bringing on new 
workers 

Enterprise skill mix NWs fill low-skill jobs 
Operating hours NWs (especially student-workers) are available for non-standard 

working hours 
Tradition Some employers have a long tradition of employing apprentices 
Physical fitness NWs have stamina and are able to do hard physical work 
Organisation image NWs present a youthful image which is an important marketing tool 
Staff development Supervision and training of NWs provides valuable experience for 

existing staff 
 
The employers’ views of novice workers were more positive than found in other 
research, and there was also more of a sense of obligation to the community and the 
industry in their hiring decisions than has been reported in the literature (except for 
the apprenticeship literature). Many of the managers and staff interviewed expressed 
great satisfaction in their role in taking on raw teenagers and turning them into 
effective workers. For example, one manager said: 

When you look back after six months at the same child, they’re totally different, 
they’ve blossomed and they smile more often, and that’s important too when 
they’re dealing with people, they’re less nervous. 

 
Another, perhaps more egotistical, said:  

Kids are like a sponge.  I like to take them on because I will be a major 
influence on them throughout their life. They will reflect back on it one day and 
say ‘Gee, I learned a lot from XXX.’ 

 
In fact, fellow workers were often harder on new workers than managers were. One 
worker in her mid-teens said: 

They’re little kids.  It’s like a babysitting joint, that’s how they see it.  They come 
here really to have fun …  Like we’ve got 13 year olds working here.  What do 
they understand? It’s socialising for them. 

 
Employers found a number of positive attributes among their novice workers but also 
some negative attributes. Some found that novice workers had difficulty adjusting to 
full-time work after being used to a school environment. The length of the working 
day and the lack of structure at work could create problems. Younger part-time 
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student-workers sometimes had difficulty in viewing work as a serious activity rather 
than a setting for social interactions. For some young people, personal matters such as 
transport problems, relationship difficulties, occasionally drug or alcohol difficulties 
impinged upon work to a greater extent than employers would have liked. Novice 
workers were often shy and were unwilling to ask questions, they did not understand 
the impression they were making on other workers, and they sometimes lacked basic 
skills like the need to keep the working environment clean.  Most employers accepted 
these traits as part of the deal and worked with the novice workers to develop such 
skills.  
 
Employers used a range of methods to help young people settle into working life and 
develop employability skills.  This topic was explored at two levels: firstly the 
systems in place through which employability skills were developed, and secondly the 
techniques used by individual managers and workers in their interactions with the 
novice workers.   
The formal processes were as follows:  

• Recruitment & induction 
• Buddy systems 
• Mentoring 
• Organisational socialisation 
• The valuing of training of all types 
• Placing novice workers with supervisors who had been trained in managing 

novice workers 
• Staff meetings 
• Staff assessments and performance appraisal systems 
• Mistake management 
• Conflict resolution 
• Disciplinary approaches 
• Rotation of tasks 
• Respect for the contribution young people could make 
• Allocating increased responsibility 
• Issuing new workers with badges to encourage other staff and customers to be 

‘gentle’ with them 
 
Individual interactions were also important in encouraging the development of 
employability skills. All those working with novice workers needed to be aware of the 
way in which they dealt with these young people. Simple strategies such as including 
them in conversation, inviting them to social activities, and showing interest in them 
as individuals all assisted. Managers assisted by setting clear limits, praising, giving 
negative feedback in a non-threatening manner, and working alongside novice 
workers until they felt confident. Managers mentioned that they needed to set a good 
example and needed to show the novice workers different ways of working so that 
they could develop confidence and learn how to learn from different staff.   
Most of these approaches were not used solely to develop employability skills. The 
processes were primarily used to develop workers’ technical skills, ie to enable 
appropriate performance of job tasks, and had a secondary role in the development of 
employability skills. With workers who had not worked before, however, more 
emphasis was placed on some of these approaches because such workers needed more 
assistance in learning how to operate in a workplace setting.  
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One foot in the back of the wardrobe 
 
Unlike the children in the Narnia stories, who spend many years in the land of Narnia 
before returning to their lives as children in England, most of today’s young people 
seem to have parallel work and study lives. The ‘World of Work’ and the ‘World of 
Study’ are both everyday experiences for them.  Study 5 followed a number of 
participants from Studies 2 and 3 out into the after-school world. Most participants at 
the time of the study had been ‘out’ for either two or three years.  Figure 1 shows their 
major activity six months after leaving school. It should be noted that due to the 
particular nature of the respondents to Study 2 (with a disproportionate number of 
non-government school respondents), the proportion going to university was 
considerably higher than average.  
 

 
Figure 1: Major activity six months after leaving school 
Note: (i) Options of part-time university or part-time TAFE/RTO were not selected by any respondents. The options ‘not 
working but looking for work’ and ‘other’ have been combined as the numbers of responses were very low. 
(ii) SBNA were respondents from Study 3. Non-SBNA were from Study 2 and were not school-based new apprentices.  

  
The most interesting finding of the study, however, was the way in which these young 
people were combining work and study in a way in which neither was particularly 
privileged over the other.  Qualitative responses to a question which asked the 
respondents to summarise what they had done since leaving school included: 
 

Travelled within Australia over a few months before starting work at a supermarket for the 
remainder of the year. Enrolled fulltime at university in a Bachelor of Business … Currently in 
2nd year at uni still doing business (property) course and recently employed as a property 
research analyst part time. 

Started a medical degree @ University of Adelaide (2nd year now), began part time job at local 
ice-cream store, bought second hand car…uhh…got rid of an old boyfriend and got a new one 
!!! ☺  

I worked for 18 months until I fell pregnant a year ago, in that 18 months I worked I got engaged 
and married. At the moment I have a 7 month old son and a baby due at the beginning of 2005. 
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Looked for work for over a year & didn't find any. So went to uni for 2 years now. 

Had a gap year, started a traineeship for certificate III in hospitality, after the year finished ended 
my traineeship and went to uni, am now studying civil engineering at Wollongong Uni. 

I have trained as a professional Body Piercer. I've trained as the best in the state and now I train 
others 

I have done Cert III Tourism and doing a Diploma in Hospitality Management. 

Got a plumbing apprenticeship; now a 2nd year. 

Full time work (clerk); certificate trainee; temping (admin); contract (project support officer) 6 
months; full time work (admin officer). 

I have finished my apprenticeship and now have a full time job as a qualified butcher. I am now 
training other workers. 

Travelled to Germany, worked at same job for two years after coming back to Australia, position 
made redundant, started temp work, asked back to old job - resigned after five months because 
of too much work, spent about 680 hours each year teaching people about the bible. 

Nearly all of these responses indicate a mix of working and study which implies that 
young people are not stepping out of the wardrobe into the world of work as a once-
only event, but are keeping one foot in the world of study, in a way that suggests that 
they may seem their dual role as workers and learners as normal through their 
lifespan.  
 
In qualitative interviews, young people explored in detail the links between their first 
excursions into workplaces and what they were now doing.  For example, Tim, the 
son of a fishing captain, worked in fishing as a part time job while still at school, and 
may well have continued in this work but for a period of work experience at an 
Aquaculture Research Centre. 

I worked with the fish team on a project on increasing yield. It was breeding to 
get more female offspring. 

As a result of that experience, Tim went on to do an SBNA at the same site, gaining a 
Certificate II in Agriculture. He said that these experiences ‘showed me a different 
way of life compared to commercial fishing’. After completing one semester of a 
degree of Marine Resource Management, he changed universities and courses because 
of the distance he had to travel at weekends to his part-time job which was in his 
home town.  From Tim’s perspective, all of his workplace experiences have 
influenced his choices, and without them he ‘wouldn’t have gone to Uni’. Although 
his career path was still in the marine area his focus within that area had changed as a 
result of his work experience and subsequent traineeship.  He had changed his course 
in order to keep up his part-time job, clearly viewing each as important to his life.  
 
Discussion and conclusion 
 
The data reported above indicate that most young people have great familiarity with 
the world of work before leaving school.  Rather than, like Lucy in The Lion, the 
Witch and the Wardrobe, stepping out of the back of the wardrobe in great trepidation 
and fear, they are confidently moving through in way that suggests that the world of 
work is no stranger than the back of the wardrobe.  But are there not still dangers in 
the woods? Do not media reports routinely discuss high rates of youth unemployment, 
supported by studies such as those undertaken by the Dusseldorp Skills Forum?  In 
fact like many Western countries, Australia now has a low unemployment rate. The 
January 2006 rate was only 5.1% (Australian Bureau of Statistics 6202.0 Labour 
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Force, Australia, January 2006) with a high labour force participation rate of 64.4%.  
The youth unemployment rate was certainly higher (15.9% unemployed looking for 
full-time work seasonally adjusted) but ‘milling and churning’ is an accepted part of 
youth working life, frictional unemployment naturally resulting from young people’s 
testing different sorts of work and other activities. Moreover the unemployment rate is 
only a percentage of those available for full-time work, which is a minority of young 
people of this age. Study 5 showed that many young people kept their school-day 
part-time jobs well after leaving school, and this has presumably enabled many young 
people to remain in decent jobs while looking around for full-time work in an area of 
career choice. Thus, in May 2006, only 56,800 15-19 year old Australians were not in 
full-time education and also unemployed (Australian Bureau of Statistics 6202.0 
Labour Force, Australia, May 2006).  This is from a total 15-19 year old population of 
approximately 1.4 million.  
 
While the overall picture is positive, Study 1 clearly showed that some groups of 
young people are less likely to access workplace than others. Indigenous young 
people in particular were more likely to find a big difference between ‘the wardrobe’ 
and ‘Narnia’, with fewer points of access for many reasons. For these young people, 
school-mediated programs are particularly valuable. 
 
While the myth of the alien and hostile world of work persists, it remains possible for 
lobby groups to advocate an increasing vocationalisation of the school curriculum.  
Thus we see the adoption by all sectors of education of the notion of employability 
skills, mentioned earlier, and the subsequent notion of  ‘enterprise skills’ which has 
been promulgated particularly by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 
These magic ‘swords’ and ‘arrows’ are in fact not needed. Study 4 was undertaken 
deliberately to refute the notion that school should shoulder the burden of developing 
employability skills in young people, by highlighting the valuable role that employers 
themselves play. The employer association representative on the project reference 
group, however, resisted the clear finding that employers play such a large role, 
because it contradicted the official position of the particular peak body which was that 
schools should bear the responsibility.  However, while research can assist in 
providing evidence, there needs to be an acceptance by schools and the public at large 
of the reality, which is that, at least according to the range of studies undertaken by 
the author, young people find the world of work familiar and not a difficult place to 
get into.  It is only when there is a general understanding of this reality that school 
education systems will be able better to resist the incursion by employer groups into 
their curriculum. To exaggerate the dangers of the world of work leads to the 
possibility of introducing other forms of danger into the school curriculum, and it is 
important therefore that the reality of young people’s engagement with work is fully 
understood.  
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