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The Premier’s Teacher Scholarships program – an initiative of the NSW Premier’s Department and administered by the NSW Department of Education – provides funding for study tours up to five weeks to explore best practice in recipients’ chosen subject areas. The program aims to deliver outcomes for scholarship recipients, students, teacher colleagues and school communities. 
This report was completed following scholarship study tour activities. It captures the highlights of the many observations and learnings gained, which are to be further shared through future educational opportunities. The report is produced by the author in their capacity as a scholarship recipient and may not represent the views of the NSW government, employing authority or sponsoring organisation.
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Introduction
The contemporary career landscape is undergoing profound transformations, marked by rapid technological advancements, including the rise of artificial intelligence, and evolving industry demands. This dynamic environment necessitates a fundamental shift from traditional, linear career paths to a paradigm of continuous adaptation and lifelong learning. In this context, career development emerges as a critical component of secondary schooling, tasked with equipping young people with the requisite knowledge, skills, and attitudes to navigate this complexity, make informed decisions, and secure their place in the evolving world of work.
Schools have long been accepted as the logical place to initiate the necessary learning and skill development young people will need for the future. Processes encompassing self-discovery, career exploration, access to information, guidance, counselling, and engagement in work-based learning assist students to:
· select appropriate courses during high school, 
· value university and Vocational Education and Training (VET) pathways equally, 
· smoothly transition from school to post school options that align with their interests, strengths and aspirations and 
· circumvent unnecessary education and training costs resulting from poor decisions. 
Without early exposure to career pathways, students may make choices based on limited information, which can lead to disengagement, dropping out, or entering a career that doesn't align with their skills and interests. 
There has been substantial attention and investment in the provision of VET for school students, resulting in well-established and supported courses and programs that enable students to begin exploring vocational pathways whilst still at school. However, students often make the decision to engage with VET during Year 10 senior subject selection processes with varied and often limited preparation. Engagement with VET whilst at school does not necessarily translate into a positive post-school pathway and may not lead to ongoing employment, as completion rates for VET apprenticeships/traineeships hover around 50%. This can be a concern, as it represents a significant investment of time and resources for both the student and the education system. Quality career development from an early stage will enable students to gain self-understanding and engage with information and experiences that allow them to make better, more informed decisions about their subject choices and post-school pathways. This proactive approach can lead to higher engagement and better outcomes, both for the individual and for the wider workforce.
Focus of Study
The purpose of this study tour was to investigate the current school career development policies and practices across Australia and in New Zealand. The investigation involved discussions with system-level representatives to understand their approaches and school visits to see how these approaches are being implemented. The study aimed to gain a broad picture of the current career development landscape rather than attempting to compare or evaluate systems or schools. This approach was chosen to identify common trends and effective strategies that could be adapted and applied in various educational settings.
The study focused particularly on exploring the career development programs and practices occurring in the junior secondary years, prior to the traditional career/subject selection focused work occurring in Year 10. It also sought to explore how VET courses support student employability and skill development, and what career development Year 10-12 students receive more broadly, as not all students study a VET course. This holistic approach was essential to understanding the full scope of career development, not just VET provision. The investigation also looked at how schools and systems are addressing the skills gaps in the workforce and preparing students for the jobs of the future.
Significant Learning
The current career development landscape
In Australia, several national initiatives guide the provision of career development in state and territory schools. These include: 
· Future Ready: A student focused national career development strategy (2019); 
· the national career information service – myfuture; 
· the Australian Blueprint for Career Development (2022); and 
· the Career Industry Council of Australia Professional Standards for Career Development Practitioners (2022). 
Additionally, reforms to the Australian Curriculum and reports like The Joyce Report (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2019); the Shergold Review (Education Council, 2020), and the Napthine Review (Education Council, 2020) have consistently called for improvements to careers and pathways learning in schools. 
The implementation of these guidelines and recommendations varies as education is a state/territory responsibility, and each jurisdiction has developed their own approach. This variability is compounded by the three systems – state, Catholic, and independent – in each state/territory. While state/territory education authorities govern all schools, there are no mandates or requirements for school career development beyond VET. The government agencies, being the largest system, tend to provide some leadership, but Catholic and independent systems/schools have their own approaches, leading to a fragmented landscape. 
New Zealand has the advantage of one national approach that provides consistency across the country. Public, Catholic and independent schools follow the same national guidelines, with responsibility shared between the Ministry of Education and the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC). This centralised approach provides potential for a more cohesive and equitable system, however, variability in career development and VET opportunities are still evident and will be discussed below. 
Australian Systems Approaches to Career Development and VET
Efforts to implement the recommendations of recent reports and reviews and to improve the provision of school career development were evident. A conceptual shift from “careers” to “pathways” was noted and acknowledges that post school transitions are diverse and individualised, reflecting the many ways young people can achieve their goals. State/territory approaches are aligned with workforce development policies and skills shortage strategies. This is leading to a greater focus on career development as essential and is impacting VET qualification offerings and promotion of VET pathways through initiatives like fee-free TAFE. 
Educational systems across Australia are currently engaged in review, reform and renewal of school career development and VET provision. In each case, career development is emerging as a significant priority, distinct from VET, which has historically been prioritised. Evidence of this change is seen in adjustments to management structures and the creation of leadership roles and teams specifically aimed at elevating and supporting school career development. 
For example:
· The NSW Department of Education split the responsibility into two roles as of October 2024. Director, VET for Secondary Schools and Director, Careers and Pathways Programs. This new Careers and Pathways directorate has created roles such as: Head Teacher Careers, which supports school careers and transition advisers in a cluster of six or seven schools; SbAT (School-Based Apprenticeships and Traineeships) Engagement Officer, dedicated to employment brokering, industry engagement and expanding SbAT opportunities for students; and a Career Workplace Learning team to manage workplace learning policy, ensure young people’s safety during work experience/placement, manage mandatory training requirements, provide professional learning and develop further resources. A key initiative since 2024 is the embedding of pathways improvement measures, with stated progress measures that will be achieved by 2027, into school improvement plans for all state schools with a senior secondary enrolment. 
· The Queensland Department of Education has created two roles in each of its eight regional directorates. A regional Deputy Principal Senior Pathways and Transition Officer works with principals and schools providing guidance and advice that will elevate career development priorities and support positive change. Collaboratively embedding pathways improvement measures into school improvement plans is a desired outcome. The Deputy Principals work closely with Regional School and Industry Partnership Managers who engage with industry to identify place-based workforce needs and opportunities. Together they provide a clear line of sight between leadership teams and industry enabling more direct and effective action at the school level. 
Both systems recognise that the success of these reforms relies heavily on staff professional development to enhance knowledge and understanding of career development, change traditional attitudes toward vocational and university pathways, assist teachers to embed career learning into their teaching and to engage in career conversations. In 2025 the Queensland Department of Education rolled out four modules of professional development targeted at principals, leadership teams, career advisors and classroom teachers, and is supporting ways for staff to access these training modules. In NSW, Principal Education Officers in the Careers and Pathways Directorate are working with Directors, Educational Leadership to enhance their knowledge of careers and pathways. Work is also underway with the School Leadership Institute to embed more career and pathways learning into aspiring principal programs. 
In line with best practice, a student-centred whole school approach is being promoted, with many jurisdictions providing K-12 Career Development Frameworks/Strategies aligned with the Australian Blueprint for Career Development (ABCD) competencies. There is a widespread expectation that teachers will integrate career education into their practices. Some jurisdictions have developed substantial teaching resources and programs. Notable examples were found in Queensland, Victoria, Western Australia and Tasmania.
Resources for K-6 focus on self-awareness and occupational awareness and tend to be guidelines or examples to help teachers integrate career learning into subject teaching. Stronger Year 7-10 programs are emerging and resources to support them are more comprehensive. Education Queensland’s Year 7-10 Career Education Program, for instance, includes a scope and sequence, lesson plans, resources such as PowerPoint presentations and video vignettes, and implementation tools to support a whole-school embedded approach. Schools are encouraged to identify existing practices, including wellbeing and pastoral care initiatives, that address career development competencies and build on this to develop a whole school plan. 
While some resources are published publicly, others require a departmental login, which can lead to issues with consistency and equity across systems. Catholic and independent systems, with more limited resources, often struggle to replicate the system-wide resources enjoyed by public schools. An exception is Western Australia, where the Department of Education has made substantial resources freely available online to all schools.
The focus of career development continues to be on Years 10-12, often tied to the Senior Secondary Education Certificate (SSEC) requirements. There is an expectation that students will develop some form of Career Action Plan (CAP). This is often aligned with senior subject selection in Year 10 and varies widely across schools. In some cases, students are guided through the process, while in others, they are expected to complete it independently. The depth required also varies widely. In some cases, it might simply involve an interview with a staff member, while in others it might involve comprehensive assessment and self-evaluation. 
In Victoria for instance, the Department of Education has funded the My Career Insights program which supports each Year 9 state school student to complete the Morrisby Profile, a psychometric assessment that helps students understand their aptitudes, interests, and personality traits and explore potential career paths and study options. Once completed, funding includes a session for students and their parents with an external career development practitioner to unpack the assessment. Schools receive overview data on cohort results that can be used in a variety of ways to inform school decisions. The assessments are an integral part of student CAPs and often mark the beginning or upscaling of student career development practices. The funding does not extend to Catholic and independent school students. Schools in these systems make their own decisions regarding career assessment.
Systems or education authorities do not mandate CAPs or other career development initiates. Queensland is an exception, where a case management approach is taken, and Senior Education and Training (SET) plans are a mandatory requirement across systems for every Year 10 student prior to continuing to Year 11. Ideally, they are then revisited during Years 11 and 12 and always editable, allowing students to continuously update their pathways and thinking. Whilst a mandatory requirement, the process for developing SET plans remains a school-based decision. 
Schools are providing career education in a range of ways. Some systems offer stand-alone curriculum as elective options that contribute to SSECs. In Queensland, students can study the Senior Career Education Short Course Syllabus or engage in the Gateway work experience program. In South Australia and the Northern Territory, Year 10 students study a compulsory subject, Exploring Identities and Futures (EIF), which addresses many career development competencies. Some schools have formal career education classes built into their timetables for Year 9/10 students. However, systems are advocating for career learning integrated across the curriculum. This highlights the need for mapping career development competencies across the school so that every student has access to effective career development. The Australian Blueprint for Career Development (ABCD) provides a framework and an evaluation tool that many systems use or have adapted to inform current practice and determine future improvements. 
VET remains a primary tool for systems/schools to engage students in career focused learning, offering practical, hands-on skill development and workplace exposure. However, career development and VET are often seen as the same thing, highlighting the need for a better understanding of career development and how it can benefit young people. Whilst mainly delivered in Year 11 and 12, VET is increasingly common in Years 9 and 10 often through Certificate I and II courses that provide work readiness, literacy/numeracy support, and workplace exposure. In some instances, this early engagement enables students a head-start to satisfy their SSEC requirements – freeing up time in their Year 12 year for further VET, work experience or university engagement opportunities. Queensland, which provides access to over 2,000 VET qualifications, was found to offer the broadest and most flexible VET options, employing a case management approach to create truly individualised, student focused, and place-based learning plans.
Engagement and partnerships with industry are recognised as essential for both careers and VET, and for improving the uptake of SbATs. Examples include the Regional Industry and Education Partnerships program that supports the three education systems in NSW, the Regional School and Industry Partnership program supporting state schools in Queensland, and the Local Learning and Employment Networks in Victoria. All systems are actively pursuing ways to partner with industry to increase the availability and uptake of SbATs.
Pastoral care and wellbeing initiatives were widely acknowledged as contributing significantly to young people’s career development. They often involve self-understanding and identity building opportunities, structured time within the school timetable, and access to a teacher mentor who is able to take a personal interest and have career conversations with the student. Career programs delivered through pastoral care times were common.
While there is no shortage of career information available online, this ‘information overload’ emphasises the importance of guidance, advice and counselling. Government websites such as myfuture and mycareer are supplemented by system specific websites such as Careerify in Tasmania, Education Queensland’s Successful Future Hub, Youth Central in Victoria, MyCareerPortal and CareerChat (an AI Chatbot) in South Australia. Systems and schools are also accessing external commercial products to supplement school services. Notable examples were: Study Work Grow, Career Tools, JobJump, and BECOME Education. Aspiring to the Future and Little Ripples were noted as programs that were particularly helpful at younger year levels. 
Staffing for career roles in schools varies widely, with no common job title. Qualifications also vary, from registered teachers with postgraduate qualifications in NSW and registered psychologists in Queensland, to non-teaching education support staff with or without formal careers qualifications. In some cases, the VET Coordinator also fills the careers role and in others, careers is the responsibility of Year Coordinators or leaders of pastoral care/welfare. Careers staff experience a range of challenges that have been well documented in the literature. Whilst individual career counselling was highly valued, in reality, career staff are unable to provide this service across year levels for each student. A constant across all schools was the enthusiasm and dedication of the staff in these roles, who often go above and beyond to support their students. An obstacle mentioned by many is that state/territory education authorities do not specify requirements for school career development in terms of minimum hours or contribution to SSECs which means that it struggles to find a place amongst many competing priorities. Ultimately, school-based decisions determine school policy and career development practice. 
New Zealand Systems Approaches to Career Development and VET
New Zealand benefits from a single national approach, providing consistency across all school systems. Responsibility is shared between the Ministry of Education and the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC). The Ministry focuses on senior secondary qualifications, curriculum and vocational education while TEC acts as New Zealand's career agency, providing information, leading the national career system strategy, and fostering connections between schools, tertiary providers, and employers. The Ministry is currently reviewing guidelines for school career development. TEC launched the new national online careers portal, Tahatū Career Navigator, in March 2025. This platform provides career information, interest quizzes (based on Holland's code), and allows students to explore various occupations and pathways – including linking to school subjects and qualification requirements. This collaborative approach ensures that students receive guidance that is both academically sound and relevant to the needs of the workforce.
The national school qualification, the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA), is very flexible, enabling schools to package ‘standards’ into student-centred and place-based learning programs. Students can achieve qualifications through a combination of academic ‘achievement standards’ and vocational ‘unit standards’. Schools can purchase standards packages from tertiary providers, such as the STAR program for university papers, or other vocational courses not offered in school. Students can also be dual-enrolled in both a high school and a tertiary provider simultaneously, gaining both school and VET qualifications. New Zealand has a broad and integrated tertiary education system that funds nearly 500 different organisations, from universities and national polytechnic systems to community providers. However, this flexibility can also risk students leaving school with qualifications that don't effectively prepare them for future pathways, which highlights the essential role of career guidance. This guidance helps students make strategic choices that will serve them well in their post-school lives.
As in Australia, school career development in New Zealand is largely focused on VET initiatives and on Years 10-13. While some VET is delivered by the school, it is mostly delivered by other tertiary education providers on or off site. The Ministry of Education funds Trades Academies that are based on partnerships between schools, tertiary institutions, industry training organisations, and employer. A Trades Academy program is full time (25-30 hours per week) for students already enrolled at school and consists of learning in both secondary and tertiary settings. A variety of programs are available. In most cases, students will undertake one or two days of tertiary/trades and industry-based learning each week, with the remainder of the program delivered at their secondary school. The school course component will involve relevant subject courses and activities to satisfy NCEA requirements. Places are limited and involve a competitive application process. Trades Academy programs provide hands-on practical training, with students performing work and developing skills at an apprentice level. While earning NCEA credits, they do not result in a separate, formal qualification recognised by employers as equivalent to a pre-apprenticeship as do VET courses in Australia. However, they can make a student a more valuable candidate for an employer when seeking an apprenticeship where skills gained in prior learning or work are recognised.
Additionally, TEC funds a program called Gateway for senior students (Years 11-13). Gateway enables schools to package standards to meet local contexts and student interests. Students engage in work readiness preparation and a period of structured workplace learning and assessment. Gateway places are limited and involve a competitive application process. The length of the work experience varies between schools but is usually two weeks (10 days). 
Career development initiatives before Year 10 appear to be limited, variable and largely rely on individual teachers, career advisors and school leadership efforts. Whilst the Ministry issues guidelines there is no compliance or mandate that schools are required to follow. As in Australia, school-based decisions determine school policy and career development practice. 
The Inspiring the Future Program was identified as important to initiating career development earlier. Primarily aimed at primary schools, it also extends to secondary schools. This initiative connects students with role models who share their career experiences. The online platform enables access to a network of mentors, with active efforts to involve regional organisations, industry players, and Māori tribal authorities. It provides a human face to career options and helps students explore possibilities.
As in Australia, career roles in schools vary widely, with no common job title or qualification requirements. A team-based approach typically involves academic, careers/pathway advisors, Gateway Advisors and trade academy staff. While school career development follows educational authority guidelines, its provision depends on school-based decisions and therefore varies from school to school.
Conclusion
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]This study tour provided invaluable insights into the approaches to career development and VET in Australian and New Zealand secondary schools. In keeping with the broader definition of career development, a strong focus on "pathways" is evident, encouraging students to think broadly about their transitions from school to post-school options, including university, VET, apprenticeships, or direct employment. 
Through current reform and review processes, career development is emerging as a significant priority and there is renewed interest in providing career development to lower secondary and primary school students through a whole school integrated approach. The Australian Blueprint for Career Development and New Zealand National Career System Strategy provide frameworks that guide and enable schools to map competency development, evaluate their service provision, and plan for strategic improvement. 
While VET remains the primary vehicle for career development, especially in Years 10-12, there is an increasing trend of introducing VET qualifications in Years 9 and 10 to better engage younger students. This also provides flexibility enabling students to engage in further VET, SbAT, work experience and extension activities in their final year whilst satisfying the requirements of their Senior Secondary Certificate of Education. 
Ultimately, any meaningful improvements in a school’s career development services depend on individual school leadership. The professional development of staff and the voice of qualified and experienced career practitioners on the school management teams are crucial for driving necessary changes. With a renewed focus on school career development, there is reason to be hopeful that these efforts will lead to improved outcomes, better engaging young people in self-understanding, career exploration, planning, and successful pathways from school to work.
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