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About the research 
Revitalising the ‘vocational’ in flows of learning and labour 

Leesa Wheelahan, LH Martin Institute for Higher Education Leadership and 
Management; Gavin Moodie, RMIT; John Buchanan, Workplace Research Centre 

This discussion paper introduces a three-year research program, ‘Vocations: the link between post-

compulsory education and the labour market’, which is investigating both the educational and 

occupational paths that people take and how their study relates to their work. The program also 

explores the notion that a new conceptualisation of ‘vocation’ would be useful in improving the way 

the links between education and the labour market operate. The researchers hope that the research 

program will produce an operational definition of ‘vocation’ and ‘vocational stream’. They have in 

mind an amalgam of the alternative dictionary definitions of vocation as: a mission to engage in a line 

of work; and a synonym for an occupation. Thus a vocational stream in, say, health would encompass 

occupations from aged care, to nursing, to medical specialities. 

The research program comprises three different strands: entry to the labour market from school; 

pathways within tertiary education and within the labour force; and the nature of vocations in the 

labour market.  

This paper outlines the key findings from the initial investigations of each of the research strands 

covering: 

 Transition systems and deepening capability: the impact of the economy and social institutions on 

education; skills ecosystems; transition systems with an employment or educational logic; 

capability; and rethinking overseas vocational qualifications. 

 Dilemmas: Year 12 is no longer enough; rethinking VET in Schools; is any job better than none?; 

the loose fit between work and qualifications; intermediate skills; pathways within tertiary 

education; and how vocational pathways can be constructed within vocational streams. 

The paper ends with a number of issues to be investigated in the subsequent stages of the project: 

 strengthening VET in Schools 

 strengthening the development of intermediate skills in order to meet the requirements for 

higher-skilled workers 

 developing the notion of capability to link education and general personal development with 

employment and broader social participation 

 examining the structures and processes that build trust between educational institutions and 

sectors, between employers and labour sectors, and between education and work.  

 

Tom Karmel 

Managing Director, NCVER 
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Introduction 
Background to research program 

This is a report of the first year of a three-year project, ‘Vocations: the link between post-compulsory 

education and the labour market’. The aim of the project is to investigate whether education 

pathways, labour market pathways and links between the two could be improved if they were based 

on a modern notion of vocation. Vocation is a new term introduced by the research team and is not 

yet fully developed. One of the tasks of the research team over the next two years is to test the 

concept and develop an operational definition of ‘vocation’ and ‘vocational stream’. The answer to 

this requires consideration of the following connected questions: 

 What is the nature of educational pathways today? 

 What is the nature of labour market pathways? 

 How, if at all, are these different pathways connected? 

 Is there a need to improve their operation? 

 If so, could a modern notion of vocation be a useful and practical basis for reforming them? 

 If not, is there any other basis on which they could be reformed? 

The project is conducted in three strands. Strand 1 is investigating entry to vocations: how to improve 

occupational and further study outcomes for entry-level vocational education and training (VET), 

including VET in Schools and certificates I and II. Strand 2 is investigating the role of educational 

institutions in fostering vocations: how to improve occupational outcomes and educational pathways 

within VET, and between VET and higher education. Strand three is investigating the nature of 

vocations today: how to improve the development and use of skills within core sectors of the labour 

market, how to improve vocational pathways, and the changes needed to the institutional 

arrangements that mediate vocational pathways. To help link the analysis of the various strands, the 

group is looking at four industry case studies: the finance industry, primary industry, health and 

electrical trades/engineering.  

During year one we have devoted most attention to understanding the reality of educational and 

labour market pathways in Australia today. Each research strand in this project has produced a 

working paper examining the nature and strength of the links in its own area, and found the links to 

be tenuous, weak, and discontinuous (Clarke & Volkoff 2012; Moodie 2012; Yu, Bretherton, Schutz & 

Buchanan 2012). Our premise is that, while educational pathways are essential, they are not sufficient 

for creating labour market pathways. The implications are that, while the relationship between work 

and education needs to be reconsidered by the supply side (education), so too does the structure and 

nature of the demand side (the labour market). We find, in short, that there is prima facie evidence 

for the proposition that education and labour market pathways could be improved if both were 

restructured around a modern, more expansive notion of vocation. Just how this might occur and 

whether it is in fact viable as a reform option will be explored in 2012 and 2013.  

Strand 1 examined statistics on VET in Schools and is conducting four case studies in New South Wales, 

Queensland, South Australia and Victoria. It found that there are important policy and regulatory 

differences between VET in Schools in each state. The authors of Strand 1’s working paper, Clarke and 

Volkoff (2012), found that, while the notion of VET is well understood, the ‘in schools’ part is less 
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well considered. They found that VET in Schools continues to struggle within the constraints of the 

senior secondary certification structures and is mediated by systemic, regional, and school-based 

factors. These factors need further analysis if the quality and outcomes of VET in Schools are to 

be improved.  

Strand 2 analysed unpublished data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS 2010) Survey of 

Education and Training to find that educational pathways vary within tertiary education by field of 

education. Most students undertake further qualifications in their original sector (VET or higher 

education) rather than move between sectors. Pathways between sectors vary by field of education. 

There are high levels of student transfer between VET and higher education where there are strong 

occupational pathways such as nursing. There are also high levels of transfer between VET and higher 

education where there are related fields of education in each sector that prepare students for the 

same industry, but without strongly differentiated labour market outcomes or strongly differentiated 

requirements for knowledge and skills such as sales and marketing. There are lower levels of student 

transfer where occupational pathways are weaker, such as in the natural and physical sciences or 

liberal arts, or where each sector prepares students for different occupations within the same broad 

industry, but where the knowledge and skills required for occupations are strongly differentiated, 

such as engineering. 

Strand 3 analysed the work and study history, spanning nine years, of over 6000 individuals using nine 

waves or years of the longitudinal Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. 

It found that, rather than individuals changing careers many times over their working lives, the 

Australian labour market is very stable and highly segmented. It distinguished three broad trajectories 

in their four industry case studies (primary industry, health, electrical/engineering and finance). The 

first is ‘high skill trajectories’, people have access to high-skill work, either by accumulating expertise 

in one role or by upward occupational mobility. The second is ‘low skill trajectories’, in which people 

are entrenched in low-skill occupations. The third is ‘marginal attachment trajectories’, characterised 

by clusters of inactivity that include periods of unemployment and time outside the labour force. 

Marginal attachment includes the unemployed, but also women moving in and out of the labour force, 

as well as older workers with decreasing attachment to the labour market. 

Context for research 

The Australian Government has set targets to increase the percentage of the population with post-

school qualifications and higher-level qualifications. These targets have two objectives: the first is to 

increase the skills of the population to ensure that Australia is competitive in the international 

economy and the second is to support social inclusion. The assumption of the first objective is that 

higher qualifications represent higher skills and that highly skilled workers are more productive. The 

assumption of the second objective is that those without post-school qualifications suffer higher levels 

of social exclusion because they are more likely to be unemployed or in casual, short-term 

employment with bleak career prospects. It assumes that educational progression is linked to 

occupational progression so that those who acquire higher-level qualifications can access more highly 

skilled work with better pay and other conditions. 

Realising both objectives requires effective pathways within education and within work, and strong 

links between education and work. This project is designed to research these links and to explore the 

extent to which these pathways exist and the extent to which educational and occupational 

progression are linked.  
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There is extensive research on educational pathways, but almost no research on the extent to which 

students follow pathways within fields of education. There is rather less research on pathways within 

work and very little on the links between educational and occupational progression. While there is a 

great deal of research on the relation between qualifications and work, this focuses on the extent to 

which individuals can get jobs, the types of jobs they get and how long it takes to get them, their 

rates of pay and the return they get on their qualification (Fitzpatrick et al. 2011; Herault, Zakirova & 

Buddelmeyer 2011; Karmel & Liu 2011; Karmel & Nguyen 2006). Pocock (2009) and her colleagues 

(Pocock et al. 2011) have researched the extent to which VET qualifications provide those in lower-

skilled jobs with access to higher-skilled jobs. There is also an emerging body of work on the ‘match’ 

between education and work (Karmel, Mlotkowski & Awodeyi 2008), the extent to which individuals 

feel their skills are being effectively deployed at work, and the extent to which their qualifications are 

matched to the kind of work they do (Mavromaras, McGuinness & Fok 2010; Mavromaras et al. 2011; 

Ryan & Sinning 2011). The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) has, in recent 

years, published research on the structure of different industries and how this relates to qualifications 

(see for example, Evesson et al. 2009; Karmel & Blomberg 2009; Norton & Rafferty 2010). 

However, most research on transitions within education, within work, and between education and 

work focus on a single transition. This characterises international comparative studies as well. Raffe 

(2008, p.283) says that ‘there has been little comparative research on “yo-yo” transitions from 

education to the labour market and back again’. There are few Australian longitudinal studies that 

explore sequences of transitions. An exception is some work that uses the Longitudinal Surveys of 

Australian Youth (LSAY) and the NCVER Students Outcomes Survey (Anlezark 2011; Sherman 2006). 

There is very little research that seeks to understand trajectories and key transition points within 

these trajectories. Such research is needed to inform government policies that seek higher levels of 

participation and attainment in education, pathways within education, better links between 

education and work, and skills deepening for those already in work. These policies are predicated on 

the existence of links within education and work, and between education and work.  

Given these concerns, NCVER has supported a three-year research program entitled ‘Vocations: the 

link between post compulsory education and the labour market’. Earlier research by this research 

team (Buchanan, Yu, Marginson & Wheelahan 2009; Buchanan et al. 2010) identified that a key 

problem with education and labour market pathways in Australia today arises from policy and practice 

being structured on two very limiting approaches. These can be summarised as: 

 The competency-based training approach: this approach dominates VET and the labour market for 

low- and medium-skilled jobs. It holds that education and work can be linked by workers, firms 

and registered training organisations (RTOs) endlessly recombining highly disaggregated units of 

competence in response to ever-changing circumstances. 

 The exclusory occupational closure approach: coexisting with this approach is that of the tight 

specification of how educational qualifications link to tightly defined — often licensed — 

occupations. This approach is particularly prevalent in higher education and the upper reaches of 

the labour market.  

In our earlier papers we argued that it might be more useful to structure education and labour market 

pathways on a different point of reference: what we called ‘vocational streams’. These are more 

coherent ensembles of skill than those assumed in competency-based training, but equally they would 

not be as confined as tightly defined trades and professions. We have since developed our  
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understanding of vocational streams by drawing on the capabilities approach of the economics Nobel 

Laureate Amartya Sen (1985, 1992, 1999, 2000) and the philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2000).1

A vocation emerges from fields of practice where there are commonalities; for example, the 

commonalities between nursing, aged care and childcare. The vocation is care work and it is located 

within a ‘care work’ vocational stream. Vocational streams consist of linked occupations that relate to 

the core underpinning concept and set of practices; for example, care and care work. Vocational 

streams operate within broad fields of practice, where the focus is on the development of the person, 

the attributes they need and the knowledge and skills they require to work in a broadly defined field 

of practice that combines educational and occupational progression (Buchanan, Yu, Marginson & 

Wheelahan 2009). A vocation groups related clusters of knowledge and skills that allow individuals to 

progress and/or specialise within a field of practice, or to move laterally into related occupations. It 

is based on a continuum of knowledge and skill that links work, VET and higher education and is 

premised on the capacity to accrue skills in a coherent, cumulative fashion (Buchanan, Yu, Marginson 

& Wheelahan 2009, p.29). It fosters identification with the field of practice rather than a specific 

employer, enterprise, job or occupation. 

 We 

define vocations thus. 

Vocations are underpinned by capabilities. The capabilities approach relates the conditions individuals 

need to make choices about their lives, engage in work and progress through a career with the 

requirements of broad vocational streams. It focuses on what people need to be able to do to exercise 

complex judgments at work and what they need to be able to do in the future — rather than on 

workplace tasks and roles that have been defined for them or are based on existing or past practice. 

It focuses on what people need to be able to do in a range of related occupations.  

Capabilities link individuals, education and work by identifying the individual, social, economic and 

cultural resources that individuals need to develop as autonomous, innovative and creative workers 

within broad vocational streams. Capabilities are differentiated from generic skills, employability 

skills or graduate attributes because they are not ‘general’ or ‘generic’. In the capabilities approach, 

the focus is on the development of the individual and on work, and consequently students need access 

to the knowledge, skills and capabilities they need to work in their vocational stream. While there 

will be some commonalities, the nature of knowledge, skills and capabilities will differ between 

vocational streams. For example, while there will be some overlaps, someone who chooses to work in 

care work will require different capabilities from those who work in agriculture, the finance industry 

or the electrical trades/engineering. 

The purpose of this discussion paper is to synthesise the findings from each strand’s working paper 

and consider what they mean more broadly for the relationship between education and work. It uses 

three frameworks to undertake this analysis. The first is the literature on ‘transition systems’, which 

explores the way in which social institutions mediate the transition from education to work (mainly 

for young people) and transitional labour markets, which explores key transition points in individuals’ 

lives and work. The second is the literature that examines the relation between economies, the state 

and education systems, such as the varieties of capitalism literature and the skills ecosystems 

literature. The third is on the capabilities approach. We have extended this literature to relate it to 

vocations and vocational streams. 
  

                                                   
1 The capabilities approach is increasingly used in international and national public policy (Robeyns 2005; Henry 2007, 

2009). This is discussed later in this paper. 
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This paper identifies a number of dilemmas. It looks at the disjuncture between the ostensible 

purpose of qualifications and the reality of how most are matched to work; the relative absence of 

occupational pathways; the potential for and limits to greater links between education and work, 

given the structure of our economy; and the extent to which policies about the relation between 

education and work can be realised. 
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The story so far 
The common theme running through the working papers prepared by each strand are the 

discontinuities within education, between education and work, and within work. Each has found that 

pathways, transitions, and outcomes are shaped by social and institutional factors that mediate the 

relation between education and work. In particular, the way occupations are structured within 

different segments of the labour market shapes the relation between education and work. Where 

there are strong occupational pathways with entry requirements specified and controlled by 

professional and occupational bodies, there are strong educational pathways within those 

occupations, but not necessarily for (usually) lower-skilled occupations in the same industry. The 

regulated occupations, which require relatively long training and the development of specific high-

level knowledge and skills, such as in the skilled trades and some professions, have the strongest links 

between education and work. The links between work and education are much weaker in most areas 

of the labour market, and result in much more tenuous links between educational and occupational 

progression, with, consequently, weaker educational pathways within fields of education. The next 

stage of this project will research the extent to which improving educational and occupational 

pathways can achieve the government objectives of higher skills and social inclusion, or whether 

alternative approaches might be needed to achieve these outcomes, and whether (and if so how) the 

links between them can be improved. 

Strand 1: entry to work from school 

Over 90% of Australian schools are now delivering some form of vocational education (Nguyen 2010). 

While most VET in Schools (VETiS) does not provide a strong, high-quality pathway to employment or 

further study, stronger outcomes have been experienced by students undertaking certificates III and 

above as part of their senior school certificates. The proportion of students participating in VET in 

Schools in certificate III and above is growing and varies significantly across the states and territories, 

with higher levels in Queensland and Victoria than in the other jurisdictions. Despite this growth, 

most (92%) VET qualifications completed within senior secondary certificates are at the certificate I 

and II levels. School-based apprentices and trainees make up 7.5% of all VET in Schools students and 

they are more likely to complete certificate III or above qualifications than other VET in Schools 

students. Vocational education in schools is being used to increase school retention and provide 

alternative pathways to work and further study for the majority of students not proceeding to 

university. However, VET in Schools is largely undertaken at certificate I and II levels by students from 

low socioeconomic backgrounds with low levels of academic achievement (Polesel 2008) and fails to 

provide a strong pathway to employment or further study. VET in Schools can be a social filter for low 

socioeconomic background students by placing them in non-university pathways, which do not 

necessarily result in higher retention rates to Year 12 or in strong connections to work or further study 

related to their VET in Schools (Polesel 2008; Anlezark, Karmel & Ong 2006; Nguyen 2010). 

VET in Schools exists within complex policy environments. The way in which VET qualifications and 

vocational learning are accommodated within senior certificates affects the type and strength of the 

relation between VET in Schools and the labour market. Discussions of VET in Schools and its role as 

an entry to vocations for early school leavers and school completers need to be linked to our 

understanding of how the architecture of senior secondary certificates poses inadvertent barriers to 
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strong VET in Schools pathways and disincentives to students and schools to use and access 

vocational programs. 

Clarke and Volkoff (2012) argue that, while the notion of VET is well understood, the ‘in schools’ part 

is less well considered. They find that VET in Schools continues to struggle within the constraints of 

the senior secondary certification structures and is mediated by systemic, regional, and school-based 

factors. These factors need further analysis if the quality and outcomes of VET in Schools are to be 

improved. In the next stage of this project, the researchers will explore: ‘deep’ or ‘intense’ models of 

vocational learning in schools, which they define as VET programs at certificate III or above; 

vocational learning in schools that has clearly defined links to occupations and the labour market; 

and/or a programmatic approach, in which a complete program of study is designed around an 

industry area and/or occupational pathway. As well as considering these models, they will examine 

the contexts in which vocational education in schools is delivered and how deep or intense models of 

VET in Schools can be supported. They will undertake qualitative analysis and mapping of VET in 

Schools in four regions by developing four case studies and a number of international comparisons.  

Strand 2: the nature of educational pathways and their links to the 
labour market 

Educational pathways vary within tertiary education by field of education. Most students undertake 

further qualifications in their original sector (VET or higher education) rather than move between 

sectors. Pathways between sectors vary by field of education. There are high levels of student 

transfer between VET and higher education where there are strong occupational pathways such as 

nursing. There are also high levels of transfer between VET and higher education where related fields 

of education in each sector prepare students for the same industry but without strongly differentiated 

labour market outcomes or strongly differentiated requirements for knowledge and skills such as sales 

and marketing. There are lower levels of student transfer where occupational pathways are weaker 

such as in the natural and physical sciences or liberal arts, or where each sector prepares students for 

different occupations within the same broad industry, but where the knowledge and skills required for 

occupations are strongly differentiated, such as engineering. Overall, the links between education and 

work are not strong, with most VET graduates ending up in occupations that are not directly related 

to their VET qualification (Karmel, Mlotkowski & Awodeyi 2008). There are mismatches between 

workers’ knowledge and skills and the jobs they are required to do, with many finding that their skills 

are not used sufficiently, or that they need higher-level skills for their job. Similarly, there are 

mismatches between level of education and job, with many finding that their qualification is not used 

sufficiently in their job or that they need a higher-level qualification to do it (Mavromaras, 

McGuinness & Fok 2010; Mavromaras et al. 2011; Ryan & Sinning 2011).  

Moodie (2012) argues that the idealised model of educational progression linked to occupational 

progression is not strong in Australia. There are exceptions such as nursing, but even here there are 

very few students transferring into entry-level nursing jobs from other related care occupations. He 

asks whether it is possible to create stronger links between education and work. In the next stage of 

this project, strand 2 will undertake qualitative research on the nature of the transition between 

qualifications in the four industry case studies as well as more quantitative exploration of patterns of 

student movement.  
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Strand 3: the nature of labour market pathways and their links to 
education 

Yu and her colleagues (2012) analysed the work and study history of over 6000 individuals, spanning 

nine years, using nine waves of the longitudinal Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia 

(HILDA) Survey. They found that, rather than individuals changing careers many times over their 

working lives, the Australian labour market is characterised by occupational stasis and strong labour 

market segmentation. Many people stay in the same occupation for a long time.2

Yu and her colleagues distinguished three broad trajectories within the four industry case studies 

(primary industry, health, electrical/engineering and finance). The first is ‘high skill trajectories’, 

which were characterised by access to high-skill work, either by accumulating expertise in one role or 

by upward occupational mobility. This mobility was observed mainly in higher-skilled occupations, 

where there are clearer pathways from higher education to professional work, and from professional 

to managerial roles. The second is ‘low skill trajectories’, which were characterised by entrenchment 

in low-skill occupations. This consisted mainly of those working in semi-skilled and unskilled roles with 

little movement to higher-skilled occupations. Occupational mobility, to the extent that it existed, 

was between semi-skilled and low-skilled occupations, with spells of unemployment or time outside 

the labour force, and was best described as high turnover. The third is ‘marginal attachment 

trajectories’, which are characterised by clusters of inactivity that include periods of unemployment 

and time outside the labour force. Marginal attachment includes the unemployed, but also women 

moving in and out of the labour force, as well as older workers with decreasing attachment to the 

labour market. Where paid employment exists, it is generally on the ‘outskirts’ of the labour market 

in low-skilled, marginal positions. 

 Similarly, work 

histories are not characterised by individuals moving from lower- to higher-level skilled roles. Flows 

between occupational segments are limited, and those in lower-skilled occupations rarely move into 

higher-skilled occupations, although they ‘churn’ in a range of other lower-skilled occupations (see 

Sweet 2011 for similar findings). 

Yu and her colleagues found that there was significant heterogeneity between the different industry 

case studies, and they conclude that different institutional arrangements in each industry mediate the 

relationship between occupational and educational progression and the nature of the occupational 

pathways themselves. Some, such as the financial services industry use higher education qualifications 

to screen entry to the professions, while much training for the profession occurs on the job, often 

within internal labour markets (Buchanan, Yu et al. 2010). Higher education graduates also 

contributed to the low trajectory pattern by undertaking clerical roles. Primary industry is strongly 

segmented, with an ageing workforce and relatively low levels of educational attainment. Structural 

impediments to the low- to high-trajectory pathway include high entry-level costs for farming and 

equipment, poorly defined ‘middle level’ jobs and poor, often unregulated, work conditions (Evesson, 

Jakubauskas & Buchanan 2009). Healthcare and community services has strong occupational 

segmentation, with little cross-over between occupations, even though there may be pathways within 

occupations. It is a strongly regulated industry, one which specifies the qualifications and experience 

required for entry to and progression in high-skilled occupations, and increasingly also for lower-

skilled occupations (Bretherton & Oliver 2008). Trades and engineering consist of relatively stable 

occupational segments, with entry requirements and standards governed by occupational bodies. 

                                                   
2 Their data do not show if people move jobs within their occupation, or if they moved from more junior to senior roles 

within their occupation, but it does show if they moved from (for example) professional to managerial roles, or sales 
workers to community/personal service workers. 



NCVER 15 

Trades workers were the most stable group, while there was movement between professional and 

managerial occupations. There was churn within lower-skilled occupations, which included some 

moving into and out of the trades. In the next stage of this project Yu and her colleagues will 

undertake qualitative research in the four industry areas to better understand workers’ experiences 

and the factors that contribute to their occupational location, mobility and possibilities. 

Strand 3’s finding that trades workers were the most stable of the groups they investigated is 

consistent with Karmel, Lim and Misko’s (2011) recent findings that: 

 Job and occupational mobility in the trades is not particularly different from that 

experienced in the professions, although there is considerable variation across the trades 

(and across the professions). 

 The rate of attrition in the trades is remarkably similar in good times and in bad times, 

although the balance between job losers and job leavers is affected by economic 

conditions. However, job churn within a trade is higher in good times, and this gives the 

impression to employers that attrition is higher. 

 (Karmel, Lim & Misko 2011, p.26) 

Interestingly, Karmel, Lim and Misko (2011) also found that the one trade occupation that stands out 

as good foundation for a future career is electrotechnology and communications. ‘Electrotechnology 

and telecommunications trade workers are the highest-paid, have the highest prestige of the trades 

and on average move on to better jobs’ (Karmel, Lim & Misko 2011, p.26). One might add that 

training for the electrotechnology and communications trades includes substantial education in 

mathematics and physics, and that it is regulated strongly. 

Concluding comments 

Our key conclusions are that educational pathways are fragmented, labour market pathways are 

segmented, and that this fragmentation and segmentation also reflects the relationship between 

educational and labour market pathways. Moreover, policy attempts to improve the link between 

post-compulsory education and work are very partial, uneven and poorly structured. Most post-

compulsory education engages with the labour market as it is; there is little of the mutual adjustment 

between education and work that would be needed for a more orderly flow of people into more 

desirable educational and labour market trajectories. 

Achieving government policy objectives to expand and deepen skills, increase productivity and use 

skills more effectively, increase the level of qualifications in the population, and contribute to social 

inclusion are not well served by the discontinuities within and between education and work. These 

links will need to be improved if government objectives are to be achieved. The next section of the 

paper explores the way in which we can make sense of these fragmented and segmented flows, using 

the notions of transition and capability.  
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Transition systems and deepening 
capability 
This section draws on two different ‘transition’ literatures. The first is on the educational ‘transitions 

systems’ literature (Raffe 2008), and the second is on the literature on ‘transitional labour markets’ 

(Schmid & Schömann [eds] 2003). These should perhaps be regarded as complementary literatures 

rather than different literatures. Raffe (2008, p.278) defines a transition system as those enduring 

institutional and structural arrangements that shape young people’s transitions from education to 

work and their outcomes. Transition systems comprise different structural and institutional relations 

in education and the labour market, but they are also shaped by social welfare systems and family 

structures (Raffe 2008, p.277). Heinz (2009, p.392) says that ‘transitions from education to 

employment evolve through time-dependent interactions of individual decisions and pathways in the 

context of institutions and changing opportunities’. 

The Organisation for Economic Development and Cooperation (OECD 2000, p.13) thematic review on 

the transition from education to working life identifies six ingredients of effective transition systems. 

They are: 

 ‘A healthy economy 

 Well organised pathways that connect initial education with work and further study 

 Widespread opportunities to combine workplace experience with education 

 Tightly knit safety nets for those at risk 

 Good information and guidance 

 Effective institutions and processes.’ 

They argue that a well-functioning economy is ‘perhaps the most fundamental factor to shape young 

people’s transition from initial education to work’ (OECD 2000, p.13). Raffe (2008, p.291) argues that 

these are common or general components of successful transition systems, while they may require 

different policies in different countries to ensure they are implemented. 

‘Transition systems’ is a broad heading to refer to the different approaches that are used to compare 

education and training systems in different countries. Raffe argues that the transitions systems 

approach has four achievements: first, ‘the initial hypothesis of “institutional effects” has been 

supported’. That is, the structure of social institutions has an impact on transitions, and this in turn 

provides insight into the nature of social change and has implications for policy. Second, our 

knowledge of countries’ comparative transition patterns has been improved. Third, several important 

characteristics of transition systems have been identified. And fourth and from the perspective of this 

project most importantly, it: 

has helped researchers and policy-makers to gain a better understanding of their own transition 

systems and their distinctive logics. It has provided conceptual tools for analysing a country’s 

transition patterns and the institutional features which may explain them.  (Raffe 2008, p.291) 

There are also limitations in the transitions systems literature because of the paucity of data that can 

be used to compare countries. Raffe says the approach suffers from theoretical eclecticism and tends 

to result in a narrow focus on the education—work axis because these are the data that are available. 
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He says analyses ‘often lack crucial information on topics [such] as social background, education and 

skills which are central to the analysis of transitions’ (Raffe 2008, p.292). 

Raffe (2008, p.292) argues that, while it has value, the educational literature on transition systems is 

not sufficient to conceptualise the way in which transitions take place and how transition systems 

change. He explains that this literature has demonstrated the path dependence of countries in the 

nature of their social and institutional structures, but it is less able to explain why and how transition 

systems change. He argues that we need to engage with theories of social change and the role of the 

nation state, and to draw on comparative political economy for explanations about how skills systems 

are structured, the relation between systems of skill formation and the state, variability within 

regions and between industries in nation states, and mutual influences and interrelationships between 

nation states. 

We may add a further caveat to Raffe’s: the education transitions systems literature is mainly used in 

studying young people’s transitions, but arguably it can be used to study transitions between 

education and work more broadly. This is possible if a broader notion of transition is used to 

understand individuals’ life trajectories. Transition refers to movement from one state to the other, 

such as from education to work, or work to unemployment or retirement. Trajectories, by contrast, 

refer to the general direction in which individuals’ multiple transitions take them. This may include, 

among other things, trajectories that lead to higher- or lower-skilled jobs, to marginal attachment to 

work or to long-term secure careers, or to a sense of disengagement from work or to a sense of a 

calling in employment. 

Buchanan and his colleagues (2009, p.11) draw on research on transitional labour markets that 

theorises the nature of working life so that it overcomes the limitations of linear models that posit 

unproblematic life transitions from youth to adulthood (and family) and education to work. They 

argue that working life ‘is best understood as comprising a series of key transitions involving 

education, family formation, [and] spells outside of paid employment and retirement’ (Buchanan, Yu, 

Marginson & Wheelahan 2009, p.11). They explain that the ‘defining assumption of this model is that 

not only does the nature of work continually change, but so too do workers’ preferences and working 

life choices’. And, as with young people, the structure of the economy, the labour market and social 

institutions affect the nature of individuals’ transitions. Buchanan and colleagues (2009) argue that 

the intersection between Australia’s social institutions and individuals’ transitions results in 

fragmented flows of labour marked by deep inequalities. People can be at their most vulnerable 

during times of transition, and consequently policy should focus on providing support through 

transitions. Schömann and O’Connell (2003, p.19), both of whom are researchers within the 

transitional labour markets tradition, argue that: 

(1) Both initial investments in education and training, as well as the early experience of 

transitions, have lasting effects on entry into the labour market and subsequent labour market 

transitions; (2) segmentation tendencies early in the education system, and particularly at the 

time of entry and re-entry into the labour market, have a strong tendency to persist unless 

mitigated through transitional labour market arrangements which confer additional qualifications. 

The next section draws on the varieties of capitalism literature and other models of skill formation 

processes to analyse the relation between the structure of the economy and education. It argues that 

these approaches are helpful in understanding national dynamics but that the skills ecosystems approach 

helps us to understand differences between regions and within industries. It then returns to the 

transitions systems literature to explore the difference between systems where vocational education 

follows an ‘employment logic’ and those where it follows an ‘education logic’ (Iannelli & Raffe 2007). 
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The impact of the economy and social institutions on education 

There is a body of literature that argues that the relation between social institutions in society shapes 

education systems and their relation to the economy. The ‘varieties of capitalism’ literature posits 

two main types of market economies: liberal market economies, typical of Anglophone countries; and, 

coordinated market economies, typical of Northern European countries, with varying points along the 

way (Hall & Soskice 2001). There are other approaches such as that of Ashton, Sung and Turbin 

(2000), who identify four models of skills formation associated with different types of economies: the 

‘market model’ of the Anglophone liberal market economies; the corporatist model of Northern 

European countries; the ‘developmental state’ of industrialised Asian countries (Singapore, Japan, 

South Korea and Taiwan); and, neo-market models in countries such as Chile, Mexico and Brazil. 

Liberal market economies use the market to coordinate the economy and to match graduates to jobs. 

Coordinated market economies use mainly non-market mechanisms to coordinate the economy, based 

on social partnerships between employers, workers and the state, and these mechanisms are used to 

match graduates with jobs. Each results in different ‘systems of labour market regulation, of 

education and training, and of corporate governance’ (Culpepper 2001, p.4). The skill formation 

system is different in each. There are tight links between work and education in the coordinated 

market economies (although this is mainly restricted to entry-level occupations for young people), 

reflected in strong apprenticeship systems that prepare young people for work and for citizenship 

more broadly. 

The links between education and work are much looser in liberal market economies. The emphasis is 

on general education and on using qualifications to screen for entry into the labour market. Apart 

from the regulated occupations, where the professional and occupational bodies have strong input 

into curriculum, there is little direct engagement between education and work, as this is mediated by 

the market. Education is itself a market and institutions compete for funding and students. Graduates 

need skills to compete with each other in the market and broader knowledge and skills that can be 

used in a wider range of areas. Vocational education is developed in the absence of strong corporatist 

institutions and in countries such as the United Kingdom and Australia is based on industrial models 

which are ‘functional, workplace focused and task-oriented’ (Guthrie 2009, p.17). 

The structure of senior secondary and post-school education reflects these differences in coordinated 

and liberal market economies. The Northern European coordinated market economies have tracked 

vocational and higher education systems: graduates go to different occupational destinations and 

draw on different knowledge and skills in each. Streaming between vocational and academic 

education starts in secondary school. The Anglophone liberal market economies tend to have unified 

secondary school systems, which emphasise academic or general education, and unified tertiary 

education systems where there may well be sectoral divides, but the differences are a matter of 

degree, not of type. These systems emphasise pathways between qualifications, sectors and to and 

from vocational and academic education. Australia is unusual because it has a liberal market economy 

with a unified secondary school system, but a tracked tertiary education system that differentiates 

between VET and higher education, which is characteristic of Northern Europe. 

Bosch and Charest (2008, p.445) explain that coordinated and liberal market economies are trying to 

create bridges between vocational and academic education. They argue, however, that vocational 

education is being crowded out by academic education in liberal market economies, while in 

coordinated market economies the attempt to establish bridges is a response to the growing 
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complexity and knowledge requirements of different occupations, including the growing importance 

of soft skills. They conclude that: 

developments in vocational training cannot be understood solely by examining the inner dynamics 

of education and training systems. They do not acquire their societal significance and their value 

for companies and trainees until they are embedded in the labour market. In particular, 

differences in industrial relations, welfare states, income distribution and product markets are 

the main reason for the persistent high level of diversity in vocational training systems. The 

difference can perhaps be summarised as follows: in the coordinated market economies, the 

modernisation of vocational training is seen as a contribution to innovation in the economy, while 

in liberal market economies it is seen as a siding into which weaker pupils can conveniently be 

shunted.  (Bosch & Charest 2008, p.445) 

Skills ecosystems 

The relevance of the above analysis is that it helps to explain the weak relation between education 

and work in Australia. More nuanced analyses that distinguish between a broader range of economies 

and their relationship to the state are possible (for example, Ashton, Sung & Turbin 2000), but a 

broad analysis is adequate for our purposes, particularly since most analyses of liberal market 

economies and their relation to education and training are similar. 

While nation states can be broadly understood as having liberal or coordinated market economies that 

shape their national system of institutions and provide the national context in which they operate, 

these typologies are less helpful for understanding regional diversity or diversity between industries. 

The skills ecosystems approach is premised on diversity between regions and within industries. 

Different ecosystems have different logics for the development of skills, the deployment of labour, 

and the relationships between social institutions. Buchanan, Schofield et al. (2001, p.21) define skills 

ecosystems as ‘clusters of high, intermediate or low-level competencies in a particular region or 

industry shaped by interlocking networks of firms, markets and institutions’. Explanations that blame 

VET for economic underperformance, skill shortages and skill mismatches are not adequate because 

they do not take into account prior questions such as the nature of the demand side and how it is 

structured. The features structuring regional or sectoral skills ecosystems are: 

 ‘business settings (e.g. type of product market, competitive strategies, business 

organisation/networks, financial system) 

 institutional and policy frameworks (VET and non-VET) 

 modes of engaging labour (e.g. labour hire) 

 structure of jobs (e.g. job design, work organisation) 

 level and type of skill formation (e.g. apprenticeships, informal on-the-job training)’. 

 (Buchanan et al. 2001, p.22) 

They argue that ‘analysing the interaction between these inter-locking forces is necessary to 

understand changes to approaches to skill formation for a particular region or sector’ (Buchanan, 

Schofield et al. 2001, p.22). The changing nature of the labour supply also affects the way skills 

ecosystems develop and the way skills are developed and deployed. Buchanan (2006, p.14) argues 

that ‘changing life courses, especially concerning the roles of women and students in the workforce, 

have profoundly reshaped the options available to both workers and employers in recent years’. He 

says that, while the development and deployment of labour are matters to be considered in all skills 

ecosystems, the form it will take will differ between systems. 
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Skills ecosystems are able to account for change and development. They can be internally diverse, as 

exemplified by each of the four industry case studies undertaken by Strand 3 (Yu et al. 2012). 

Importantly, they will result in relations between education and work that are either tighter or 

looser, so that some (the regulated occupations) may be embedded in the occupational field of 

practice similar to coordinated market economies, while they will not, however, be identical to the 

coordinated market economies because they are located within a liberal market economy. Other skills 

ecosystems will have a contingent relationship between education and work. The skills ecosystems 

approach also provides insights into how we can improve links between education and work and 

consequently has implications for policy. This will be explored in the next stage of this project.  

Transition systems with an employment or educational logic 

Iannelli and Raffe (2007) broadly define transition systems as having an employment or an educational 

logic. Systems (like those in coordinated market economies) with strong institutional links between 

work and education tend to follow an ‘employment’ logic, while systems (like those in Anglophone 

liberal market economies) with weak institutional links tend to follow an ‘educational’ logic. In 

systems with an employment logic, upper-level vocational education (usually upper-level vocational 

secondary education) has strong connections with work, but weak connections with higher education, 

except in some cases where higher education is in the same vocational area. Vocational qualifications 

are highly valued, and as a consequence, the difference between higher and vocational education 

cannot be reduced to simple status hierarchies. They explain that: 

Vocational programmes are less likely to be stigmatized or to signal low ability or low motivation 

to employers, because employers have more direct knowledge of the programmes and of the 

students they recruit. And young people have more contact with employers and easier access to 

recruitment networks.  (Iannelli & Raffe 2007, p.50) 

In contrast, transition systems, where the educational logic is dominant, have weaker links between 

education and work. Furthermore, vocational education is less differentiated from academic 

education, and there are stronger connections to tertiary education. Iannelli and Raffe (2007, p.51) 

state that vocational education: 

functions more straightforwardly as a part of the education system, and its relationship with 

academic upper-secondary education is defined more by its lower status than by its stronger 

orientation to employment. Employers select applicants with the greatest potential rather than 

those with vocational skills: potential is indicated by the level of study and attainment in 

education, and vocational qualifications may signal a low educational level. 

These two concepts provide us with the tools to understand the dynamics in the Australian education 

and training system. They cannot by themselves account for the dynamics within education — for this 

we need a broader analysis — such as skills ecosystems — to provide insights into how skills ecosystems 

change and the impact this has on relations between education and work.  

We can see both the educational and employment logics operating in Australia. Overall, Australia’s 

education system follows an educational logic, and this helps to account for the low status of VET. It 

also accounts for the overall weak link between education and work. However, there are industries 

where the links between education and work are much stronger, such as in the regulated occupations. 

The occupational and professional bodies have much greater input into the development of these 

qualifications, but also students must undertake substantial learning in the workplace. This includes 

apprenticeships of course, but extends to professions. For example, Mather (2011, p.28) reports that 
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nurses must undertake mandatory work placements for 800 hours, secondary teachers for 60 days, 

engineers for 12 weeks, and social workers for 1000 hours. 

Improving educational and occupational progression will require building links between education and 

work. This poses a number of dilemmas for our system, given the overall dynamics of liberal market 

economies and transition systems with educational logics. Raffe’s (2008) point is, however, that 

transition systems can and do change (see also Bosch & Charest 2008). It is possible to consider the 

types of policy interventions that can help to achieve government objectives for education and its 

role in the economy as long as we understand the current dynamics. A later section outlines a number 

of dilemmas that have been identified by each strand in their discussion paper. It raises questions for 

discussion, and these will establish the basis for the next stage of the project, which will explore how 

we can link educational and occupational progression, using the broad concept of vocations. 

Capability: a better foundation for pathways? 

Creating better links and flows within and between work and education will not occur in existing 

institutional structures in education and work and with existing models of qualifications in both higher 

education and VET. There needs to be greater coherence between qualifications in the sectors, based 

on a common understanding about the type of person, student and worker that we envisage. And, 

there needs to be a common understanding about how Australia wants work to develop in the future. 

We argue that the type of person envisaged in VET and the person in higher education are different; 

the person envisaged in higher education (including and particularly in the professions) is an 

autonomous individual who is a co-producer of their own learning, while in VET the person envisaged 

is one who is under the direction of others (Buchanan, Yu, Marginson & Wheelahan 2009). This 

undermines flows in and between education and work. 

The innovation literature shows that workplaces that lead innovation are characterised by 

‘discretionary learning’ (OECD 2010a). They require high levels of learning, problem-solving and task 

complexity, combine high levels of autonomy in work, have lower constraints on work pace, less 

monotony and less repetitiveness (OECD 2010b, p.36). The Business Council of Australia (2006, p.6) 

argues that innovation is ‘the inspired application of knowledge (old or new) to create additional 

value’ and that it extends to all areas of the business.  

The workers envisaged in such enterprises (and economy) are required to have high levels of 

autonomy, be creative and exercise judgment. This in turn requires individuals with these attributes. 

The capability to exercise skill at work is an emergent property of more fundamental, complex and 

wide-ranging knowledge, skills and abilities. Capability arises from the interrelationship between 

personal, social and working lives, and that means learning for work needs to go beyond work. 

The project team is drawing from the capabilities approach of economics Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen 

(1985, 1992, 1999, 2000) and the philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2000) to consider these issues. The 

capabilities approach is increasingly being used in economic and social policy. It underpins the United 

Nations’ Human Development Index.3

                                                   
3 Amartya Sen’s work underpins the United Nations’ Human Development Index 

<

 The previous Treasury Secretary, Ken Henry (2009, p.7), explains 

that the development of Treasury’s wellbeing framework was heavily influenced by Sen’s work. The 

capabilities approach is used to evaluate and assess individual wellbeing and assess individual, social 

and economic arrangements, social policy and proposals for change (Robeyns 2005, p.94). 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev/origins/>, viewed 29 January 2011. The Human Development Index is at this 
website: <http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/hdi/>, viewed 29 January 2011.  

http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev/origins/�
http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/hdi/�
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The capabilities approach aims to build people’s capabilities to act in different ways. This provides 

the basis for human choice and autonomy. Ken Henry (2007) argues that: 

Essentially, we must create a society in which all Australians have the opportunity to build a 

powerful set of capabilities — capabilities that allow all of us the freedom to choose to live our 

lives in ways that have real meaning and real value. This is not only vital for individuals, it is 

critical for our economy. 

Capabilities refer to the potential to act in different ways, rather than the outcome that arises from 

the exercise of choice. Two individuals with a similar set of capabilities may have different lives 

because of the way they choose to use their capabilities. However, capabilities are not restricted to 

individual attributes: they include the individual, social, economic and environmental resources that 

individuals need as the basis for their capabilities. This is why the capabilities approach is used to 

evaluate social policy. Sen (2000) defines social exclusion as ‘capability deprivation’ and this arises 

when people do not have the capabilities they need to choose how they will live their lives. For 

example, he argues that someone without education or with poor health has a poorer capability set 

than someone with access to education and good health. 

Vocations are underpinned by capabilities. The capabilities approach relates the conditions that 

individuals need to make choices about their lives, including choices about work and progress through 

a career, to the requirements of broad vocational streams. It focuses on what people need to be able 

to do to exercise complex judgments at work and what they need to be able to do in the future, 

rather than on workplace tasks and roles that have been defined for them or based on existing or past 

practice. The implications for education are that a concern with capabilities starts with the person, 

and not specific skills. It asks about the capabilities that people need to achieve a range of outcomes. 

Capabilities link individuals, education and work by identifying the individual, social, economic, 

cultural and environmental resources that individuals need to develop as autonomous, innovative and 

creative workers within broad vocational streams. Capability is contextualised by the broader social 

and economic environment in which people live and work, and this means ensuring students have 

access to the knowledge, skills and capabilities they need to work in a vocation or broad occupational 

field. Capabilities are differentiated from generic skills, employability skills or graduate attributes 

because they are not ‘general’ or ‘generic’. In the capabilities approach, the focus is on the 

development of the individual and on work, and consequently students need access to the knowledge, 

skills and capabilities they need to work in their vocational stream. While there will be some 

commonalities, the nature of knowledge, skills and capabilities will differ between vocational 

streams. This is depicted in figure 1 and explained in the text box. 
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Figure 1 Relationship between capabilities, vocations and vocational streams 

 

 

 

Relationship between capabilities, vocations and vocational streams 

Figure 1 shows the relationship between capabilities, vocations and vocational streams. Capabilities are underpinned 
by individual, economic, social, cultural and environmental resources. Capabilities result in knowledge, skills, attributes 
and resources that allow individuals to live their lives, exercise choice, and to exercise autonomy, judgment and 
creativity at work. Capabilities underpin the knowledge, skills and attributes that individuals need to work within specific 
vocations. These will be different and depend on the vocation. While there will be some overlaps, someone who 
chooses to work in care work will require different capabilities from those who work in agriculture, the finance industry 

or the electrical trades/engineering. A vocation emerges from fields of practice where there are commonalities in the 
nature of practice and in the knowledge, skills and attributes required to work in that field. Vocational streams consist of 
linked occupations within broad fields of practice, and in turn, each occupation leads to a number of jobs. Individuals 
need capabilities that allow them to move vertically and horizontally in vocational streams, rather than knowledge and 
skills for a specific job.  

The team has not yet empirically identified vocational streams; however, Buchannan (2006, pp.15—

16) and Buchannan and colleagues (2009) suggested these potential candidates: 

 logistics 

 care work 

 customer service 
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 engineering 

 business services 

 IT/processing

 animal and land husbandry. 

However, this requires more attention, both analytical and policy development. 

Rethinking vocational qualifications overseas 

Related but different approaches are being developed overseas to rethink vocational qualifications. 

Fuller and Unwin (2003) propose the notion of expansive and restrictive participation to describe a 

continuum of different approaches to offering UK modern apprenticeships. Fuller and Unwin (2003, 

p.419) observe that the expansive approach includes: 

 planned time off-the-job for reflection and exploration 

 post-apprenticeship progression — envisioning trajectories, availability of role models 

 opportunities for personal development by extending identity through boundary crossing. 

The institutional features of an expansive approach to apprenticeships include: 

 access to a range of qualifications including knowledge-based vocational qualifications 

 explicit recognition in the employment relationship of, and support for, the apprentice’s 

status as learner as well as employee 

 highly developed reification of apprenticeship, connected with practice and accessible to 

all apprentices. (Fuller & Unwin 2003, p.423) 

A recent European Union project investigated ‘hybrid’ vocational qualifications, which are 

qualifications that prepare graduates for ‘qualified entrance to working life while at the same time 

opening access to higher education’ (Deißinger et al. no date). The project investigated hybrid 

qualifications in Austria, Denmark, England and Germany. The aim was to contribute to European 

education and training policy ‘to open up transition and progression between general, vocational and 

higher education (“vertical permeability”), as well as to link VET more reliably with the labour market 

(“horizontal permeability”)’ (Deißinger et al. no date).  

Conclusion and future directions 

There are two contrasting and indeed contradictory trends in educational and labour transitions. The 

first is the atomisation of work roles and the vocational education that prepares graduates for these 

roles. This is seen in the narrowing of vocational qualifications to prepare graduates for specific work 

roles and jobs rather than occupations, let alone careers. It is also seen in the push to expand ‘skills 

sets’, which are training for parts of jobs rather than whole jobs. Also part of this trend is a conflation 

of education and work, which is seen in the basing of vocational education on work competencies and 

an increased emphasis of work-based training at the expense of education in educational institutions. 

This combination of a homogenisation of education and work and an atomisation of work and training 

seeks to collapse transitions between education and work, but it increases transitions from one narrow 

training job ‘set’ to another. It also increases the gulf between VET—work and other parts of education 

— school and higher education. One possibility would be to atomise and homogenise secondary and 

higher education and work, and the project has observed these tensions in VET in Schools. Indeed, 
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employers are starting to criticise both VET in Schools and higher education for not preparing ‘work 

ready’ students, overlooking school education’s critical role in forming pupils as citizens and higher 

education’s further citizenship role and role in generating new knowledge and innovation. 

The other trend, which is described in this chapter, is to aggregate VET programs and occupations to 

reduce the number of transitions between different programs and occupations. This is seen, for 

example, in the modernisation of Australian industrial awards conducted from 2008 to 2010, which 

replaced some 1560 state and federal awards covering 93 industries and occupations with 122 modern 

awards (O’Neill 2011). Skills ecosystems construct clusters of occupations to overcome blockages in 

the labour market, which both reduce workers’ ability to move to different occupations and 

employers’ pool of potential workers. We have used the terms ‘vocation’ and ‘vocational stream’ to 

refer to these more general conceptions of programs and occupations. We found that the notion of 

capability is valuable since it combines individuals’ attributes and the characteristics of their 

environment to describe their potential for action. Developing people’s capability thereby involves 

their education and the construction of work, amongst other factors, and thus is a way of managing 

transitions between education and work without collapsing one into the other. The capabilities 

approach may also have the potential to prompt us to think afresh about productivity since this, too, 

involves both workers’ attributes and the construction of work, as well as other factors.  

Strong transitions within and between education and work rely on a high level of trust in qualifications 

and work experience. Some educational institutions and employers are known for the quality of their 

activities and so are trusted by people, other educational institutions and other employers. However, 

there are too many people, institutions and employers interacting in too many complex ways to rely 

on individual reputations alone. Strong transitions therefore depend on strong communities of trust, 

which are established and maintained by systems of certification and quality assurance. The next 

phase of the research will explore communities of trust within and between education and work and 

the systems that support them.  

This next phase will also explore what is happening with intermediate skills, jobs and qualifications. 

The diploma qualification has been a ‘cross over’ qualification between vocational and higher 

education (Karmel & Nguyen 2003), yet diploma enrolments were static over the period 2003—07 and 

diploma graduates’ occupation progression is being displaced by bachelor graduates (Karmel 2008). 

This could reflect changes in the nature of work as it becomes more complex and thus needing higher 

qualifications; or it may reflect credential creep — people seeking higher and higher-level 

qualifications to advantage them in the competition for jobs since many employers use qualifications 

to screen potential workers. Static enrolments and flat employment for diplomas may also reflect a 

change in the structure of the economy and labour market, such as from a possible ‘hollowing out’ of 

intermediate jobs (Cully 2003). This is raised and elaborated as a dilemma in the next chapter. 
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Dilemmas 
This chapter identifies key challenges in creating better links between education and work. The key 

dilemma for policy-makers is how to increase and strengthen the links between education and work 

where these are needed to achieve government objectives to increase productivity and social 

inclusion. Reforms to education since the late 1980s have consistently sought to create stronger links 

between education and work, with little success. The intention of VET in Schools was to provide 

better links between education and work, as was basing VET qualifications on workplace 

competencies. Universities have established stronger links with work by making their programs more 

vocational in orientation, introducing ‘graduate attributes’ and introducing work-integrated learning, 

or integrating work experience more or less closely with the curriculum. The Australian Qualifications 

Framework was introduced in 1995 to improve pathways between the sectors of education, and 

between work and education. However, while some progress has been made, the links between 

education and work remain tenuous, educational pathways within education are underdeveloped, and 

there are blockages within the labour market. This is so, even though we still experience skill 

mismatches and require substantial increases in the percentage of the population with post-school 

qualifications and higher-level qualifications (Skills Australia 2011). 

The emphasis in policy has been on the supply side, and education has been identified as being 

responsible for the weak links (Goozee 2001). Only recently has the demand side come under scrutiny, 

with Skills Australia (2010a, p.45) claiming that: 

It was also widely recognised that Australia needs to address not only skills supply (the 

competence of the workforce) but skills demand (the effectiveness of the workplace in harnessing 

skills), as shaped by employer practices. To create a more productive economy requires employers 

to shift their business strategies to focus on differentiated or higher-end markets, and adopt 

forms of work organisation that require more skill and offer more opportunities for learning and 

development. 

Clearly, tying education more firmly to work is not the solution, given that most people don’t end up 

in jobs for which they are trained, yet this has been the consistent call from employer peak bodies, 

unions and governments over the last 20 years. The occupational structures that link education and 

work are generally absent, as are the pathways that link educational and occupational progression. 

Any long-term policy response will need to consider the kinds of social partnerships that are needed 

to support the development of better links between the two, and the implications for the way work 

and education are structured. 

Year 12 is no longer enough 

Karmel and Lui (2011) have analysed how completing Year 12, undertaking VET or undertaking higher 

education contribute to successful post-school transitions for young people aged up to 25 years. They 

compared the outcomes for women and men separately, as there were strong gender differences. 

They also considered the outcomes for students who have a low academic orientation and those who 

have a high academic orientation. They find that completing Year 12 and going to university was the 

best option for females, regardless of whether they had a high or low academic orientation. The best 

options for young men were finishing Year 12 and undertaking an apprenticeship or going to 

university. They say: 
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It seems that the Year 12 or equivalent debate is missing the point — that the successful paths 

tend to be Year 12 plus further study. Year 12 is no longer sufficient, and other paths involving 

Year 11 plus further training are not as good as Year 12 plus university or, for males, Year 12 plus 

an apprenticeship. Another point to emerge is that VET study is not always advantageous. 

Apprenticeships for males are clearly an attractive path for males, but traineeships or other VET 

study are generally ambiguous in their impact. It is more of a matter of ‘it depends’. In some 

circumstances no doubt a VET path will be beneficial, but not necessarily. 

 (Karmel & Liu 2011, p.29) 

Fitzpatrick and his colleagues (2011, p.8) argue that changes to the labour market have made it more 

difficult for young people to make the transition from full-time education to full-time work. Growth 

has been mainly in highly skilled occupations that require higher levels of education, while casual and 

part-time jobs have grown more quickly than full-time and continuing employment, particularly for 

young people. Heinz (2009, p.392) argues that ‘increasing labour market volatility and declining 

coordination between education, training and employment have been making [young people’s] 

transition not only extended, but more precarious’. Fitzpatrick et al. (2011, p.28) distinguish between 

the time it takes young people to get ‘any job, any job at all’, and the time it takes for them to get 

their first full-time job. They find that, compared with early school leavers, students with Year 12 and 

higher-level qualifications take about the same time to get ‘any job’, while those with post-school 

education get their first full-time job quicker than those with just Year 12. It may be time to consider 

whether policy should emphasise the importance of Year 12 as a step to post-school study and not to 

work, given the outcomes of students who go straight from Year 12 to work. 

Rethinking VET in Schools  

The original objectives of VET in Schools were to increase school retention rates and provide pathways 

for students to work or to further study. Rather than achieve these outcomes, VET in Schools has 

contributed to siphoning disadvantaged students into streams, with poor outcomes (Polesel 2008). The 

outcomes of VET in Schools suggest that it will need to be reconsidered, as will the way it is included 

in senior school certificates. The recent review of vocational education in England by Alison Wolf 

(2011, p.69, emphasis in original) has come to the same conclusion in arguing: 

What is crucial is that 14—19 education should equip young people to follow different routes 

successfully, and not operate as a tracking system. Vocational education needs to give all young 

participants the skills they need for later progression, including, if they wish, a return to 

education in later life; and it needs, critically, to address the diminishing opportunities for 

employment and genuine workplace experience that today’s young people face.  

She argues that the current focus of vocational education on qualifications derived from narrow 

industry requirements leads to poor student outcomes and a greater wedge between academic and 

vocational education: 

This argues strongly for quite general vocational programmes for any 14—19 year olds, as is, 

indeed, the case in almost all developed countries. (This is not just the case for school/college-

based programmes. Apprenticeships in other European countries all involve a substantial amount 

of off-the-job general education.) However, English education policy currently tries to enforce 

a bifurcated system in which either narrow, specifically occupational qualifications, or 

traditional academic qualifications are offered to 16—19 year olds. 

 (Wolf 2011, p.74, emphasis in original)  
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The project team will investigate whether a ‘deeper’ form of vocational education in VET in Schools 

should be developed, one which allows students to engage comprehensively in VET before undertaking 

the senior school certificates and which will help them to understand what VET is. Moreover, the 

project will attempt to develop a senior school study program primarily based in VET. At the moment 

in many states the structure of the senior school certificates is such that VET subjects are chosen 

individually, rather than coherent programs of VET study being available. However, students receiving 

high academic scores, which allow them to enter elite university programs such as medicine and law, 

are able to construct a program that prepares them for their vocation from a broad suite of available 

subjects. The same choice is not available to VET students, and where VET in Schools is based on 

training packages, it reflects the problems identified by Alison Wolf. A deeper notion of VET in 

Schools would reflect the approach in Northern European countries, where the purpose is to develop 

students as well-rounded citizens as well as knowledgeable and skilful workers (Clarke & Winch 2006). 

Is any job better than no job for social inclusion? 

Fitzpatrick and colleagues (2011, p.29) say that differentiating between getting ‘any job’ and getting 

a full-time permanent job reflects academic and policy debates over the nature of transitions to 

work. They explain that: 

The first view suggests that rushing to get any job is better than getting no job at all. The idea is 

that obtaining any job reduces the risk of scarring and the human capital deterioration that 

follows prolonged periods of being out of work. The second view suggests that rushing to get any 

job increases the risk of getting a bad or a mismatched job, which in itself may reduce the 

chances of getting a better job later, thus locking the employee into a vicious circle of low-quality 

employment. (Fitzpatrick et al. 2011, p.29) 

They argue that the empirical literature shows that there are elements of truth in both arguments. 

In Australia, welfare-to-work policies and VET in Schools policies support getting ‘any job’ over having 

no job. Butterworth and his colleagues (2011, p.6) explain that ‘Work-first policies are based on the 

notion that any job is better than none as work promotes economic as well as personal well-being’. 

They explain that, overall, those in employment have better mental health than those who are 

unemployed (Butterworth et al. 2011). However, their recent research shows that the extent to which 

the mental health of those who were unemployed improves once they gain employment depends on 

the quality of the job. Poor jobs are defined as those with ‘low job control, high job demands and 

complexity, job insecurity and the perception of unfair pay’ (Butterworth et al. 2011, p.7). They 

found that the mental health of those who moved from unemployment to poor jobs declined 

compared with those who remained unemployed. This cannot be reduced to individual attributes; 

they found that individuals reported significantly worse mental health when they were employed in 

poor-quality jobs compared with when they were unemployed, not in the labour force or working in 

better quality jobs (Butterworth et al. 2011, p.4). Moreover, the ‘mental health of those in the 

poorest quality jobs declined more over time than the mental health of respondents who were 

unemployed’ (Butterworth et al. 2011, p.5).  

The connection between work and social inclusion and training in welfare-to-work programs needs to 

be reconsidered. Barnett and Spoehr (2008) argue that current welfare-to-work policies do not 

adequately distinguish between training for short-term, insecure employment and that required for 

high-quality employment. Churn in work and churn in low-level qualifications, where those who  
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already have qualifications (including higher-level qualifications) undertake certificates I and II, do 

not necessarily contribute to social inclusion, higher productivity or pathways to decent work, where 

educational and occupational progression are linked. 

The loose fit between work and qualifications means we need to 
rethink both 

Strand 2’s working paper reported on research that shows that the links between education and work 

are loose, and that there are high levels of mismatch between people’s qualifications and their jobs, 

and between their skills and their jobs (Moodie 2012). Most people, other than those in the skilled 

regulated occupations, do not end up in jobs directly associated with their qualification (Karmel, 

Mlotkowski & Awodeyi 2008). At the sub-group level, only 30% of VET graduates in 2010 were 

employed in jobs directly associated with their qualification; 33% reported that their qualification had 

some relevance, while 15% said their qualification wasn’t relevant to their job (NCVER 2010a, table 

13). Only 11% of those who had undertaken management qualifications were in their intended 

occupation; while this rose to 54% of trades and technical workers. VET’s qualifications are based on 

units of competence specified by industry which define workplace tasks and roles. If graduates do not 

work in jobs directly associated with their qualification, then we need to rethink what we mean by 

education that prepares students for work.  

Intermediate skills – the missing link? 

There has been a ‘hollowing out’ of the middle of the skill distribution, while skills at the high and 

low end have increased (Cully 2003). Curtain (2003, p.1) argues that there has not been sufficient 

policy attention to intermediate skills and the adequacy of skills formation for intermediate skills. He 

cites the OECD in defining intermediate skills as: 

‘skilled’ occupations requiring ‘a high degree of skill, usually in a wide range of related activities, 

performed with minimal direction and supervision. In contrast to operatives, persons in such 

vocations are competent to carry out a broad range of related tasks’. (Curtain 2003, p.2) 

These are the occupations that were serviced by certificates III and IV and by diplomas. As discussed 

below, graduates from these qualifications are most likely to report that their qualifications were not 

being sufficiently used. This suggests we may need to rethink the place of intermediate skills in 

Australia, particularly as there isn’t a strong link between lower-level occupations and more skilled 

occupations. Developing more qualifications at the ‘middle’ level of the labour market will not solve 

the lack of continuity in the labour market, and will make it difficult to establish occupational 

pathways that are matched to educational pathways. 

There are problems with the diploma 

Historically, the diploma has been an intermediate qualification that prepares people for jobs at that 

level and it has been a ‘cross over’ qualification between vocational and higher education (Karmel & 

Nguyen 2003). But diplomas are now declining in importance as an entry-level qualification to the 

labour market. Many of the jobs that required diplomas as the entry-level qualification now require 

degrees, and diploma and degree graduates now compete for the same jobs (Karmel 2010a). The 

group most likely to report that they are working at a level below that commensurate with their 

qualifications is those with diplomas and advanced diplomas (Skills Australia 2009, pp.8—9). There 

were more diplomas and advanced diploma graduates reporting that they were working at a level 
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lower than their qualification in 2007 than in 2001. In 2001 many more bachelor degree graduates 

reported that they were working at a level lower than their qualification than those with certificates 

III and IV, but this had reversed by 2007, when certificate III and IV graduates became the second 

highest group reporting that they were working at a lower level than their qualification (Skills 

Australia 2009, p.9). Karmel (2010b, p.54) says that there is an ‘inexorable trend towards greater 

proportions of the workforce having formal and higher-level qualifications’. He presents evidence to 

demonstrate this is so, and suggests that the future of the diploma is problematic. He argues that:  

The policy challenge is to ensure that the position of diplomas and advanced diplomas is 

consolidated, by building up articulation arrangements with degrees where appropriate, and by 

improving the attractiveness of diploma and advanced diploma graduates for employers. 

 (Karmel 2008, p.10) 

One qualification, many purposes 

There is a conflict in the purposes of qualifications, particularly VET qualifications at diploma level. 

On the one hand, they are designed to prepare students for work; on the other hand, they are the 

main equity qualification in Australia because they are the transition or cross-over qualification for 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds who are over-represented in lower-level VET qualifications 

(Wheelahan 2010). There is a tension between the vocational and equity purposes of diplomas; they 

are designed to prepare students for specific jobs but many students use them mainly as a transition 

qualification to higher education (Stanwick 2006). There are similar findings in the United Kingdom. 

Ingram and Gallacher (2010) undertook research on foundation degrees in England and higher national 

diplomas and certificates in Scotland. All these are vocationally focused short-cycle higher education 

qualifications. They found that there is a continuum in the way students used these qualifications. At 

one end of the continuum are the qualifications that students use mainly to gain work in the 

associated field, while at the other end students used them mainly as a transition qualification to 

bachelor degrees. This suggests that, like Australia, England and Scotland have different skills 

ecosystems, where the relation between education and work is structured differently, based on 

different skills formation requirements.  

In a draft paper discussing these findings Gallacher and his colleagues (2011, pp.2—3) argue that 

foundation degrees and higher national diplomas and certificates have three purposes: developing 

skills; enabling progression to bachelor degrees; and, increasing flexibility in and access to higher 

education. They argue that ‘programmes which have their primary objective as vocational 

preparation cannot have widening access to higher education as an objective of equal strength’ 

(Gallacher, Ingram & Reeve 2011, p.5).4

Arguably, the same applies to VET in Schools. By making equity its main focus, VET in Schools does not 

provide students with a sufficiently deep experience of VET to result in good vocational outcomes — 

whether this is defined as getting a sustainable, secure job or further, higher-level VET. This raises 

questions about the extent to which Australia has an overly homogenous approach to VET  

 They explain that, while these purposes do not necessarily 

conflict, they can nonetheless be difficult to reconcile. They argue that these qualifications should 

not be considered as a homogenous group as tends to be the case in policies in both countries, and 

that their multiple purposes need greater recognition. Similar arguments can be made about VET 

qualifications in Australia. 

  

                                                   
4 This view was expressed by the researchers in England and Scotland Leesa Wheelahan interviewed for this project, as 

well as policy leaders and senior managers in further education colleges she met as part of a joint LH Martin Institute 
and TAFE Directors Australia study trip in June—July 2011.  
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qualifications. In contrast, while arguably VET in Schools suffers from a lack of focus, higher 

education differentiates more between different types of qualifications and their different purposes 

by providing education for the professions and education in the ‘pure’ disciplines. 

Pathways within tertiary education are loosely linked 

Most student articulation in VET and higher education is within each sector, rather than between 

them (Moodie 2012). Strand 2 has extended its analysis of unpublished data from the 2009 ABS Survey 

of Education and Training 2009 (ABS 2010) to find that graduate progression within fields of education 

varies by the broad field and sector of graduates’ first qualification. Figures 2—7 and associated tables 

in the appendix are derived from the Survey of Education and Training. Standard errors and 

confidence intervals for the figures and tables were calculated using the jack-knife method of 

replicate weighting implemented in SAS. 

Figure 2 and appendix table A1 in the appendix show the overall extent to which students change 

fields between a first and a second qualification. There are four possible post-school educational 

pathways that combine vocational education and higher education. These show that the proportion 

changing fields is around half for three pathways: 48% for VET to higher education transitions, 49% for 

higher education to higher education transitions and 51% for VET to VET transitions. However, 71% of 

students change field when making the transition from higher education to VET. Overall, 52% of 

students change fields when moving from their first to second qualification.  

Figure 2 Students changing fields between a first and second qualification for each pathway (%) 

Note: 95% confidence intervals. 
Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data.  

Figure 3 and the corresponding table A2 in the appendix show the overall change of field between a 

first and a second qualification for each broad field of education of a first qualification.5

                                                   
5 For the purposes of this section we are disregarding the ASCED broad field ‘mixed field’. 

 We can see a 

considerable variation, from a low of 38% in management and commerce, to a high of 79% in food, 
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Figure 3 Students changing fields between a first and second qualification for each field of first 
qualification (%) 

Note: 95% confidence intervals. 
Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 

We examined field-to-field changes in more detail, considering the second field entered for each 

pathway. These results are presented in figures 4—7 and tables A3—A5. The confidence intervals 

shown in figures 2 and 3 indicate that these overall figures are quite reliable. However, the often 

small sample sizes in particular field-to-field combinations are reflected in some quite wide 

confidence intervals in figures 4—7. Nevertheless, the figures obtained give us a useful indication of 

trends. The discussion below will draw on the more reliable figures (generally from the fields with 

larger graduate numbers).  

Figure 4 shows graduates whose first and second qualifications were in VET; the corresponding table 

A3 is in the appendix. The vertical axis shows graduates’ first qualification, while the horizontal axis 

shows graduates’ second qualification. It should be noted that, of the VET graduates in natural and 

physical sciences who gained a second qualification in VET, 30% gained it in management and 

commerce and 27% gained their second VET qualification in natural and physical sciences. Of VET 

engineering graduates who gained a second VET qualification, 56% gained their second VET 

qualification in engineering but, even so, 17% gained their second VET qualification in management 

and commerce.  

Overall, of the VET graduates who acquired a second VET qualification, the highest proportion 

acquired it in the same field as their first qualification in eight of the 11 broad fields of education, 

although this was less than half. For example, 47% of VET information technology graduates undertook 

their VET second qualification in information technology, 36% of VET health graduates undertook their 

second VET qualification in health, and 26% of VET graduates in food, hospitality and personal services 

undertook their second VET qualification in the same field. It is also noteworthy that management 

and commerce was the most or second most popular field for VET graduates’ second VET qualification 
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from ten fields. Overall, 31% of VET graduates undertook their second VET qualification in 

management and commerce.6

Figure 4 First qualification is VET and second qualification is VET, by field of education 

 

Note: 95% confidence intervals. 
Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 

Figure 5 shows graduates whose first qualification was in VET and their second qualification was in 

higher education; the corresponding table A4 is in the appendix. It will be noted that of VET health 

graduates who acquired a second qualification in higher education, 78% did so in the same broad field 

of health. Half or more VET graduates in natural and physical sciences (63%), education (67.6%), 

management and commerce (59%) and the creative arts (52%) acquired their second qualification in 

the same field as their first qualification. However, of the remaining six fields of education, fewer 

than half of the VET graduates gained their second qualification in the same field as their first 

qualification. For example, only 37% of VET graduates in engineering and related technologies 

undertook their higher education qualification in the same field. Of the VET graduates who gained a 

second higher education qualification the highest or second highest proportion in six broad fields got 

their second qualification in society and culture and the highest or second highest proportion in five 

broad fields got their second qualification in management and commerce. 
  

                                                   
6 The 95% confidence interval for this figure is 33.9% to 43.7%. 
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Figure 5 First qualification is VET and second qualification is higher education by field of education 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data.  

Figure 6 shows graduates whose first qualification was in higher education and their second qualification 

was in VET; the corresponding table A5 is in the appendix. The number of transfers from higher 

education to vocational education is rather small and there are consequently considerable errors, but 

it will be noted that most higher education graduates in ten fields completed their second qualification 

in management and commerce in VET. Management and commerce was the second most popular field 

of education in one of the remaining two fields of education. Overall, 42% of higher education graduates 

who go to VET for their second qualification undertake it in management and commerce.7

Figure 6 First qualification is higher education and second qualification is VET by field of education 

  

Note: 95% confidence intervals. 
Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 

Figure 7 shows graduates whose first and second qualifications were in higher education; the 

corresponding table A6 is in the appendix. It will be noted that in nine broad fields the largest 

proportion of higher education graduates who gained a second higher education qualification gained it 

in the same field as their first qualification. Even so, in only a few broad fields did more than 50% of 

students acquire a second qualification in the same field as their first qualification: health (68%), 

                                                   
7 The 95% confidence interval for this figure is 36.4% to 47.3%. 
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education (61%) and management and commerce (78%). It was close to half in society and culture 

(49%). Some health occupations such as nursing have graduate programs strongly related to 

occupational specialisation and progression and others split prequalifying studies between 

undergraduate and postgraduate programs. Education and management and commerce also have 

graduate programs strongly related to occupational specialisation and progression. Society and culture 

is mixed, but includes psychology, in which qualifying programs are typically split into undergraduate 

and graduate programs, and law, in which graduate programs are closely associated with occupational 

specialisation and progression. The most or second most popular field of education was management 

and commerce; however, this was the case in only five fields of education and the proportions were 

relatively small in some.  

Figure 7 First qualification is higher education and second qualification is higher education by field of 
education 

Note: 95% confidence intervals. 
Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 

Overall, these figures show that only a minority of graduates get a second qualification in the same 

broad field as their first qualification and this varies markedly by broad field of education and sector. 

Within and between vocational and higher education pathways within fields of education aren’t 

particularly strong. The data seem to support two contradictory interpretations and implications for 

policy. One possibility is that pathways within vocational and higher education and from vocational to 

higher education are underdeveloped and more work is needed to strengthen these pathways. On this 

interpretation the somewhat stronger pathways in higher education seem to reflect higher education’s 

greater emphasis on preparing students for further education. But even so, only 35% of higher education 

graduates in the natural and physical sciences who get a second higher education qualification get one 

in the same broad field, and it seems less plausible that this indicates a weak pathway to higher-level 

study, since higher education programs in the natural and physical sciences are strongly oriented 

towards disciplinary knowledge and preparing students for further study. It is more likely that many 

students study natural and physical sciences in higher education as a preparation for a program that 

prepares them for an occupation in health, the field to which 18% of natural and physical sciences 

graduates move for their second higher education qualification.  

Another possible interpretation is that the pathways within tertiary education aren’t particularly 

strong, not because the links in tertiary education are underdeveloped, but because graduates’ 

decisions on undertaking a second tertiary qualification are heavily influenced by their perception of 
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whether this may improve their job or career prospects. An implication of this interpretation is that, 

while tertiary institutions should do what they can to build pathways between programs in the same 

broad field in both their own and the other sector, they shouldn’t invest too heavily in curriculum 

mapping and other labour-intensive activities, since this won’t encourage many more students to 

follow these pathways. According to this interpretation, ‘build and they will come’ does not apply to 

pathways within tertiary education. A second implication of this interpretation is that graduates may 

be encouraged to proceed from one tertiary qualification to another by a labour market incentive. 

There has been a steady decrease in the proportion of publicly funded vocational education studied 

mainly on campus, from 89% of all load in 1997, to 71% of total load in 2009, a fall of 18 percentage 

points. Most of the increase has been in work-based education, from 1% in 1997, to 12% in 2009, an 

increase of 11 percentage points (table 1). However, a large majority of publicly funded vocational 

education remains based on campus.  

Table 1 Publicly funded vocational education notional contact hours by study mode, 1997–2009 (%) 

Study mode 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 1997–2009 

Campus-based 88.5 83.5 81.1 80.4 76.6 75.3 70.5 -18.0 

Remote access 4.3 4.0 3.8 3.8 4.7 3.5 4.9 0.6 

Employment-based 0.8 4.3 5.7 6.9 6.6 8.9 11.5 10.7 

Other 5.1 5.5 6.5 5.8 9.4 8.6 7.2 2.1 

Not known/ 
not applicable 

1.3 2.7 2.9 3.0 2.7 3.8 5.9 4.6 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 0 
Total hours (‘000 000) 283.9 299.6 341.7 356.6 362.0 390.1 438.9 155.0 

Source: NCVER (2010b), Delivery hours by selected training characteristics and state and territory, 1996–2009. 

Skills Australia (2010, p.27) notes that about 27% of campus-based students are studying for reasons 

relating to their current job, 23% are employed but studying in a field unrelated to their current job 

and about half (or 30% of all VET students) are unemployed or not in the labour force. So 73% of 

students studying on campus are not employed in the field in which they are studying. For most of 

these students vocational education is a preparation for their desired occupation and therefore the 

most important pathway is from vocational education to their desired occupation. About equal 

proportions of work-based VET students are trade apprentices and trainees, non-trade apprentices 

and trainees and workers training and retraining on the job (Skills Australia 2010b, p.27). Work-based 

VET students may be new to their occupation or deepening their expertise in their occupation, and so 

vocational education is both a pathway for entry to an occupation and progression in an occupation 

for work-based vocational students. 

In 2010 some 80% of VET graduates and 72% of students who completed a module reported that their 

main reason for undertaking their VET study was related to employment (NCVER 2010a, table 1). Only 

4.3% of graduates and 2.1% of module completers reported that their main reason for VET study was 

to undertake further study, and 15.4% of graduates and 26.4% of module completers said that their 

main reason for study was personal development. These proportions have remained fairly steady over 

the last five years except that the proportion of graduates whose main reason for VET study was 

personal development fell from 17.4% in 2005 to 15.4% in 2010 and the proportion of module 

completers who studied mainly for personal development fell from 29.6% to 26.4%. In contrast, 32% of 

VET graduates and 4.4% of module completers were enrolled in further study after completing their 

VET program in 2010 and this has also been steady since 2005 (NCVER 2010a, table 1). This may be 

because, although proceeding to further study wasn’t the main reason VET students started their 
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study, it was a subsidiary reason and they pursue their subsidiary reason after completing their VET 

program. Alternatively, VET graduates may find that they need to undertake further study to achieve 

their main employment goal, or study may change their study goals. 

How can vocational pathways be constructed within vocational streams? 

Dostal (2009, p.168) argues that: ‘The declining stability of employment structures and the growing 

mobility of job holders reduces identification with employers and strengthens identification with 

occupation’. He refers to UNESCO’s ‘Hangzhou declaration’ (UNEVOC 2004), which specifies 12 broad 

vocational disciplines:  

 business and administration  

 production and manufacturing  

 civil engineering  

 electrical and electronic, engineering and information and communication technology  

 process engineering and energy  

 health care and social care  

 education and culture  

 leisure, travel and tourism  

 agriculture, food and nutrition  

 media and information  

 textile and design  

 mining and natural resources (Dittrich 2006, p.3). 

Dostal (2009, p.165) writes that: 

From the point of view of vocational training those occupational areas or fields are of far higher 

significance than single occupations and they characterise the stability of the occupational 

landscape in the long run. 

One possibility might be to try to strengthen pathways within post-compulsory education and from 

post-compulsory education to work by basing vocational post-compulsory education on broad 

vocational disciplines or streams. Vocational streams would be constructed jointly by educational 

institutions, occupational bodies and skills councils. The aim would be to relate vocational post-

compulsory qualifications to occupations, but with the breadth and preparation to proceed to other 

occupations within the vocational stream.  

There are isolated examples of strong educational and occupational pathways, such as from the 

diploma of nursing to become an enrolled nurse, to the bachelor of nursing to become a registered 

nurse. Most of these examples are in the strongly regulated occupations and one possibility would be 

to integrate currently isolated licensing arrangements. For example, aged care licensing could be 

integrated with health care licensing to build an educational and occupational pathway from personal 

care attendant to division 2 nurse. Indeed, Germany’s dual system of vocational education comprises 

some 150 occupations regulated at the national, state and regional levels. While there may be scope 

to extend pathways in this way, the extensive regulation in Germany’s coordinated market economy is 

unlikely to be introduced into Australia’s liberal market economy. However, governments have other 

ways of supporting occupational and educational pathways in its own employment, in its procurement 

policies and in its labour market programs (Bosch & Charest 2008, p.444). 
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Conclusion – issues for further 
investigation 
Each stream’s working paper and this discussion paper have raised several issues to be investigated in 

subsequent stages of this project. 

Strengthening VET in Schools 

The outcomes for most pupils who complete VET in Schools are not strong and this in turn may reflect, 

at least partly, weaknesses in the way VET in Schools is currently constructed. Most VET in Schools 

offerings have no internal logic. Many VET in Schools pupils don’t complete a VET qualification and 

even those who do are able to do so without undertaking a coherent program of study, since most 

training programs have only weak patterning requirements. This may reflect the way some jobs are 

organised but generally VET in Schools does not have any other coherence, particularly for the 

majority of graduates who are not employed in the jobs for which they have ostensibly been prepared.  

From the work done for this project so far it appears that VET in Schools is not a strong preparation 

for further vocational education. Polesel (2008) argues that in Victoria transition from VET in Schools 

programs to post-school VET has actually declined over recent years. One reason is that many TAFE 

institutes do not give appropriate recognition for VET qualifications completed in schools, 

notwithstanding that this is required by the former Australian Quality Training Framework, now the 

VET Quality Framework. Regardless of whether TAFE institutes’ scepticism of VET in Schools is 

justified or not, there is clearly a need to rebuild confidence in VET in Schools. It is equally clear that 

the arrangements for assuring the quality of VET that are being implemented over the next few years 

will not improve confidence in VET in Schools since they will not be materially different from the 

quality assurance arrangements that have eroded trust in VET in Schools.  

From the project’s work so far and from NCVER’s research, it appears that pupils whose path 

constitutes no more than school to work do not have good prospects for rewarding work and 

successful careers. The best outcomes are enjoyed by pupils of both sexes who proceed from school 

to vocational or higher education and pupils who proceed from school to apprenticeships in the 

traditional trades, which are dominated by men. Recent research (Australian Council for Educational 

Research 2008; Polesel & Volkoff 2009) notes the strong gender biases in school-delivered VET. While 

there are problems with the design of VET in Schools and the way it is implemented in schools, as 

discussed in this report, these post-school outcomes cannot be solely attributed to VET in Schools. 

The fact that school to work alone is a generally poor outcome in all states, for all types of schools 

and for all types of programs (VET in Schools, academic senior secondary certificate, Victorian 

Certificate of Applied Learning) suggests that, in addition to whatever failings there may be in 

schools, poor outcomes are due at least partly to changes in employers’ demands. It also seems 

possible that this may be a continuing trend.  

Intermediate skills 

From other work and its own investigations, the research team has found in its own work that 

intermediate skills are not being developed well in many occupations. This may be contributing to 

the apparent decline in the importance of diplomas as the ‘cross over’ qualification between 
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vocational and higher education and between skilled and professional occupations. Strengthening 

the development of intermediate skills is important: to meet employers’ needs for higher skilled 

and professional workers; to improve labour mobility; to improve educational mobility and, 

hopefully, to improve the links between education and work. The team will consider how these 

goals may be achieved. 

Capability 

The research team has posited the notion of capability to link education and general personal 

development with employment and broader social participation. The concept is powerful because it 

focuses on individuals’ agency — their capacity and opportunities to realise their ambitions. It can be 

used to identify the economic, social, and cultural resources that are needed to develop capability. 

The way we are using capability is to anchor it in the vocational field of practice to identify the types 

of capabilities that are needed for the development of autonomous workers who can contribute to 

innovation. Using this approach therefore may be a way of understanding how training and work may 

be constructed to strengthen pathways within and between education and work. We have suggested 

the ideas of vocations and vocational streams to link occupations that share characteristics, which 

may provide opportunities for progression and give meaning to progression from one job and 

occupation to another. Vocational streams may also identify opportunities to fill educational and 

workforce gaps to develop intermediate skills. These ideas are conceptual at this stage and 

considerable work will be needed to make them analytically robust and for their empirical foundation 

to be tested such that they are implementable in policy. 

Communities of trust (and mistrust) 

Another major issue for the team to investigate is the structures and processes that build trust 

between educational institutions and sectors, between employers and labour sectors, and importantly 

between education and work. This is a crucial issue because transitions within and between education 

and work depend on institutions and employers having confidence in people’s previous training and 

work experience. It is also important to give people the confidence that investing their time and 

effort in advancing their education and training will have employment and broader rewards.  
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Appendix: Pathways and fields: 
ABS Survey of Education and 
Training 2009 
The following tables and the associated charts (figures 2—7) are derived from the 2009 ABS Survey of 

Education and Training. Standard errors and confidence intervals for the tables and charts were 

calculated using the jack-knife method of replicate weighting implemented in SAS.  

Table A1 Changing field between their first and second post-school qualification by pathway (%) 

Pathway Percentage of those 
changing fields 

95% confidence intervals for percentages 

VET to VET 51.0 48.5 53.5 
VET to HE 47.5 42.9 52.0 

HE to VET 71.1 66.1 76.2 
HE to HE 49.3 46.3 52.3 
Total 52.1 50.6 53.7 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data.  

Table A2 Changing field between their first and second post-school qualification by first qualification 
field (%) 

Field Percentage of those 
changing fields 

95% confidence intervals for percentages 

Natural and physical sciences 68.1 61.4 74.8 

Information technology 60.6 51.6 69.6 
Engineering 51.2 47.2 55.3 
Architecture and building 51.5 42.9 60.1 
Agriculture and environment 60.8 52.3 69.4 
Health 41.6 36.1 47.1 
Education 47.4 40.3 54.5 

Management and commerce 38.2 34.8 41.7 
Society and culture 52.6 48.4 56.7 
Creative arts 62.2 55.0 69.4 
Food and hospitality 78.8 72.3 85.2 
Total 52.1 50.6 53.7 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 
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Table A3 First qualification is VET and second qualification is VET, by field of education (%) 

First qualification field Second qualification field % in second 
qualification 

field 

95% confidence intervals  
for percentages 

Natural and physical sciences Management and commerce  29.6 10.6 48.6 

  Natural and physical sciences 26.8 8.1 45.5 

Information technology Information technology 46.7 34.0 59.4 

 Management and commerce 21.9 10.2 33.6 

Engineering Engineering 55.7 51.1 60.3 

 Management and commerce 16.5 12.4 20.6 

Architecture and building Architecture and building 47.4 38.1 56.8 

 Management and commerce 21.6 14.0 29.3 

Agriculture and environment Agriculture and environment 42.0 28.4 55.6 

 Management and commerce 21.1 11.9 30.3 

Health Health 36.1 26.1 46.1 

 Society and culture 21.6 13.3 30.0 

Education Society and culture  27.7 12.7 42.7 

  Education 25.2 14.0 36.4 

Management and commerce Management and commerce 58.5 54.1 62.8 

 Society and culture 13.6 10.3 16.8 

Society and culture Society and culture  55.0 46.8 63.3 

  Management and commerce 17.0 10.8 23.3 

Creative arts Creative arts  50.6 39.0 62.1 

  Management and commerce 18.0 10.1 26.0 

Food and hospitality Management and commerce 39.8 30.4 49.2 

 Food and hospitality 26.0 18.2 33.8 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 
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Table A4 First qualification is VET and second qualification is higher education by field of education (%) 

First qualification field Second qualification field % studying  
in second 

qualification 
field 

95% confidence intervals  
for percentages 

Natural and physical sciences Natural and physical sciences 63.0 32.1 94.0 

  Health 13.9 0.0 34.2 

Information technology Information technology 40.1 12.5 67.7 

 Management and commerce 19.6 0.0 39.7 

Engineering Engineering 36.9 24.2 49.6 

 Management and commerce 18.3 9.1 27.5 

Architecture and building Architecture and building 41.6 11.0 72.2 

 Society and culture 15.9 0.0 35.5 

Agriculture and environment Agriculture and environment 23.9 1.1 46.6 

 Management and commerce 25.8 0.0 52.7 

Health Health 77.6 69.6 85.5 

 Society and culture 8.4 3.1 13.8 

Education Education 67.6 57.4 77.8 

  Society and culture 20.2 11.3 29.1 

Management and commerce Management and commerce 58.9 50.8 67.1 

 Society and culture 14.8 9.0 20.5 

Society and culture Education 27.9 15.9 39.9 

  Society and culture 39.7 27.1 52.4 

Creative arts Education 18.7 4.7 32.6 

  Creative arts 52.4 32.3 72.5 

Food and hospitality Management and commerce 24.4 9.0 39.8 

 Society and culture 23.7 7.3 40.1 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 
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Table A5 First qualification is higher education and second qualification is VET by field of education (%) 

First qualification field Second qualification field % studying  
in second 

qualification 
field 

95% confidence intervals for 
percentages 

Natural and physical sciences Management and commerce 31.3 13.0 49.7 

  Society and culture 15.3 0.6 30.0 

Information technology Management and commerce  50.0 8.2 91.9 

 Education 16.7 0.0 42.2 

Engineering Management and commerce  48.4 27.3 69.4 

 Engineering 24.5 5.6 43.4 

Architecture and building Architecture and building 29.8 0.0 95.4 

 Creative arts 23.7 0.0 77.4 

Agriculture and environment Management and commerce  50.2 2.4 97.9 

 Agriculture and environment 39.3 0.0 87.0 

Health Health 31.2 16.1 46.2 

 Management and commerce 23.6 9.7 37.5 

Education Management and commerce 37.1 13.9 60.4 

  Society and culture 30.2 11.1 49.3 

Management and commerce Management and commerce  62.3 47.1 77.6 

 Engineering 8.3 0.0 17.1 

Society and culture Management and commerce 37.0 23.6 50.4 

  Society and culture 29.8 18.5 41.2 

Creative arts Management and commerce  34.8 14.7 54.9 

  Engineering 15.1 0.4 29.7 

Food and hospitality Management and commerce 71.6 0.0 100.0 

 Food and hospitality 28.4 0.0 100.0 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 
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Table A6  First qualification is higher education and second qualification is higher education by field 
of education (%) 

First qualification field Second qualification field % studying  
in second 

qualification 
field 

95% confidence intervals  
for percentages 

Natural and physical sciences Natural and physical sciences 34.9 26.9 43.0 

  Health 18.3 13.0 23.6 

Information technology Information technology 43.8 22.6 65.1 

 Management and commerce 33.7 18.3 49.1 

Engineering Engineering 37.6 26.2 49.0 

 Management and commerce 34.0 26.2 49.0 

Architecture and building Architecture and building 61.7 29.0 94.4 

 Society and culture 17.0 0.0 41.3 

Agriculture and environment Agriculture and environment 41.3 23.5 59.1 

 Health 19.2 2.9 35.5 

Health Health 67.6 58.7 76.5 

 Education 11.6 6.1 17.0 

Education Education 60.6 50.6 70.6 

  Society and culture 16.1 9.2 23.1 

Management and commerce Management and commerce 77.3 71.0 83.5 

 Society and culture 9.2 5.0 13.3 

Society and culture Society and culture  48.0 42.2 53.9 

  Education 24.6 19.7 29.5 

Creative arts Education 34.4 24.2 44.5 

  Society and culture 23.1 0.0 11.5 

Food and hospitality Education 92.6 0.0 100.0 

 Management and commerce 7.4 0.0 100.0 

Source: Survey of Education and Training, 2009, unpublished data. 
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