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Introduction

Education plays a critical role in equipping the 
youth of NSW with the skills, knowledge and 
attributes to succeed not only at school, but also 
in their post-school transition to further education 
and employment.

The NSW Government has committed to successful 
post-school transitions and has already taken 
action to address many of the challenges and 
barriers of the past. Some examples of the 
innovative programs implemented to date 
include the Educational Pathways Program (EPP); 
establishing two vocational high schools; Skills 
at School, which includes virtually delivered 
vocational education and training (VET) courses; 
and VET Teacher Training programs, including 
industry immersions.

The benefits from these programs are clear, but they 
also highlight the opportunity for wider reform to 
ensure all students benefit from pathways to further 
education, training or work that support successful 
post-school transitions. Despite their best efforts, 
many students are not able to participate in 
a pathway that recognises and rewards their 
strengths. Those who do participate often find it 
harder than it should be. In particular, recent reviews 

have highlighted the challenges students face in 
pursuing vocational pathways including vocational 
education for secondary students and school-based 
apprenticeships or traineeships. While some of these 
challenges are systemic, others are best addressed 
at the school level to ensure we take a local, place-
based approach.

The Pathways for Secondary Students Strategy 
aims to address these challenges and ensures 
that Every student is supported through diverse 
pathways to succeed in post-school destinations. 

This vision is not something that can be achieved 
by an individual organisation. It requires collective 
action, building on the longstanding culture of 
collaboration between government, the public and 
non-government school sectors, tertiary education 
providers, and industry. 

While the primary focus of this Strategy is the 
NSW public school sector, it includes priorities 
and actions that will have system-wide benefits 
and lay the foundations for successful post-school 
transitions for generations to come.
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Embed pathway 
diversity through

reforms

Objective: Students make informed 
choices on their pathways and 
post-school destinations.
We will:
• agree the purpose of career 

education and the role of careers 
and transition advisers in schools

• implement a whole-of-school 
approach to give students access to 
high-quality career education and 
development

• equip careers and transition 
advisers with resources to best 
support students

• strengthen links between schools, 
tertiary providers and employers to 
provide a seamless experience for 
students

• improve engagement with parents 
and carers in careers conversations.

Objective: Students are supported 
by employers and schools to pursue 
successful post-school destinations.

We will:
• help schools engage with local 

employers to support careers 
education

• communicate how employers can 
best engage with schools 

• align with employer engagement 
programs and resources

• work with schools and employers 
to facilitate pathways to 
post-school apprenticeships and 
traineeships, and school based 
apprenticeships and traineeships 
(SBATs).

Objective: Students participate in 
high-quality vocational education at 
school.

We will:
• implement collaborative planning 

for vocational education delivery in 
schools and across schools

• adopt innovative vocational 
education delivery

• align and prioritise vocational 
education curriculum to employer 
and local needs

• increase HSC VET unit credit 
recognition of VET courses

• make it easier for schools to engage 
in vocational education.

Provide high-quality 
career education and

development

Strengthen 
employer–school

engagement

Lift participation 
and achievement in 

vocational education

Every student is supported through diverse pathways to succeed in post-school destinationsVision

Strategic priorities

Objectives

Objective: Students have equal 
opportunities to pursue a diversity of 
pathways.
We will:
•  provide access to curriculum 

offerings that meet the needs and 
interests of all students, and align 
to employer needs

•  update measures and priorities to 
value and monitor all pathways

•  support early school leavers to 
follow pathways to employment 
and further education and 
training

•  support integrated pathways into 
and through higher education 
that better recognise and value 
diverse student achievements in 
assessing university preparedness 

• champion student success and 
build aspiration by supporting 
access to and participation in 
higher education.

A B C D

Secondary students have consistent and equitable access to resources, guidance and support to make:
• informed decisions to succeed with their pathways,
• and transition into destinations well suited to their capabilities, interests and aspirations.
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Case for change
An available and skilled workforce has 
never been more important to NSW. 
Harnessing the next generation of 
workers (those currently at school) and 
ensuring a seamless transition from 
education to employment is critical to 
ease pressure on businesses and secure 
NSW’s long-term prosperity. 

The Strategy will ensure every learner is 
supported through pathways to succeed 
in post-school destinations, gaining the 
skills they need to be employable and 
adaptable, and contribute to NSW’s 
productivity and prosperity.

However, pathways are not working as 
effectively as they should. Even though recent 
evidence points to less young people falling 
through the cracks, there is still more work 
to do to improve transitions for students from 
school. 

While vocational education and training (VET) 
is a pathway that provides strong job prospects 
for skilled workers, young people are not 
participating in VET education at a rate that 
reflects employer demand. Declining rates of 
VET enrolment reflect negative perceptions 
towards VET. 

The increase in the rate of students not completing 
their first year of university study suggests that 
some students may be more successful in choosing 
VET pathways.

Extended periods of unemployment and a weak 
pipeline in priority occupations deprive NSW of a 
valuable workforce. 

The Strategy will address skill shortages, fast-
track students’ transition from school-to-work 
and support a diversity of pathways. The Strategy 
consolidates and expands a suite of ambitious 
education reforms to ensure that every student is 
supported through pathways to succeed in post-
school destinations.
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Over the past decade things have improved, 
but still around one in ten school leavers do not 
transition into employment, education or training 

Proportion of school leavers not in employment, education or training (NEET)

Survey year 
(6-12 months after leaving school)

Source: 2021 Post-School Destinations Survey

23.5% 24.0%
22.1%

20.5%
18.1%

20.8%
23.2%

17.4%

8.1%
7.1% 8.0% 8.1% 7.7% 8.3%

11.0%

6.6%

11.4% 11.1% 11.6% 11.3% 10.4%
11.5%

14.0%

9.5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Early School Leavers

Year 12 Completers

AAllll  sscchhooooll  lleeaavveerrss

~1 in 10 students 
are NEET 6-12 
months after 
leaving school

Early School Leavers

Year 12 Completers

All school leavers



Source: 2021 Post-School Destinations Survey
Note: NEET is Not in Education, Employment or Training
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Early school leavers are more likely 
to need support transitioning into 
employment, education or training

Early School Leaver destinations Year 12 Completer destinations
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Field of education influences the chance of 
above minimum wage employment more than 
a choice of university or VET pathway

Key insights
• Apprentices and trainees 

have the highest average 
probability of above 
minimum wage employment 
at age 24

• Both university and 
vocational education have a 
wide variability in the chance 
of above minimum wage 
employment, depending 
on the field of education 
studied (i.e. subject area)

This chart shows the impacts of isolated tertiary factors (University FoE, completing A&T and VET FoE) on the probability of earning above minimum wage at age 24
• Note that this analysis does not model later employment outcomes of students who may be studying at age 24 and does not specifically model any causal relationships

Tertiary drivers of employment outcomes at age 24
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Source: Pathways for the Future Pilot Project, Summary Report, 2021 NSW Department of Education
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Students take many different pathways 
from school to employment

Key insights
• Subject patterns chosen in the HSC 

help to form routes into tertiary 
education and employment

• Vocational education and training 
is the most common pathway to 
above minimum wage employment 
for students with lower academic 
achievement during Year 10

• University education is a strong 
pathway to above minimum wage 
employment for students with higher 
academic achievement during year 10

This chart shows the pathways of NSW students from 
school to employment outcome at age 24
• The darker blue lines show the 3 most common 

pathways, two of which are pathways of those with 
lower Year 10 academic achievement through to earning 
above minimum wage. 

• The thicker the curved lines, the more students who 
took the path (between 2004 and 2014). 

Source: Pathways for the Future Pilot Project, Summary 
Report, 2021 NSW Department of Education
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Action plan

The Strategy ensures every student is supported through 
diverse pathways to succeed in post-school destinations.

Effective and efficient education-to-work pathways are vital to ensure 
school leavers transition into jobs that contribute to the productivity 
and prosperity of NSW. Effective pathways also shape young people’s 
livelihood, economic independence and wellbeing. To achieve this, the 
education system needs to focus on producing graduates who are agile, 
multi-skilled and ready for work.

The Strategy addresses key challenges students face as they transition to 
post-school destinations.

The Strategy will reform secondary pathways to address ongoing and 
emerging skill shortages within NSW and help students make well 
informed pathways decisions so that they can enter the workforce earlier.

The Strategy aims to address skill shortages and poor student outcomes 
through four strategic priorities that will:

A. Embed pathway diversity through reforms

B. Provide high-quality career education and career development

C. Strengthen employer-school engagement

D. Lift participation and achievement in vocational education.
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1. Update 
measures 
and priorities 
to value and 
monitor all 
pathways

2. Support 
early school 
leavers 
to follow 
pathways to 
employment

3. Review 
ATAR to better 
accommodate 
vocational 
education in the 
NSW Higher 
School Certificate

4. Seek 
more flexible 
approaches to 
assess university 
preparedness

Objective
Students have equal 
opportunities to pursue a 
diversity of pathways.

Expected outcomes
• Better aligned curriculum offerings, 

performance measures and targets 

• Increased proportion of students 
enrolled in vocational education 
and SBATs

Action

Strategic Priority A
Embed pathway diversity through reform

5. Champion 
student success 
and build aspiration 
by supporting 
access to and 
participation in 
higher education  

• Increased number of students choosing  
VET and employment pathways post school

• Improved integrated pathways into and 
through higher education that better recognise 
and value diverse student achievements in 
assessing university preparedness



Action

10Pathways for Secondary Students Strategy

Strategic Priority B
Provide high-quality career education and development

Objective
Students make informed 
choices on their pathways and 
post-school destinations.

Expected outcomes 
• Improved awareness for students of a 

diversity of pathway options post school

• Increased proportion of students with 
access to quality career education  
and development

• Improved resources and training for 
careers and transition advisers to deliver 

effective career education  
and development

• Increased average time each student is 
engaged in career education and development

• Students consistently supported when making 
pathways decisions during and after school

1. Agree 
the purpose 
of career 
education 
and the role 
of careers 
and transition 
advisers

2. Improve 
engagement 
with parents 
and carers in  
career 
conversations

3. Implement a 
whole-of-school 
approach to 
give students 
access to 
quality career 
education and 
development

4. Equip 
careers and 
transition 
advisers with 
resources to 
best support 
students

5. Strengthen links 
between schools, 
tertiary providers 
and employers to 
provide a seamless 
careers experience 
for students
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Action

Strategic Priority C
Strengthen employer–school  engagement

Objective
Students are supported by employers 
and schools to pursue successful 
post-school destinations.

Expected outcomes 
• More frequent and sustained engagement 

between schools and employers at a local, 
regional and state level

• Increased student exposure to employers 
and work during their studies

• Increased number of students choosing 
pathways that lead to employment

1. Help schools 
to engage with 
local employers 
to support 
vocational 
and careers 
education

2. Communicate 
how employers 
can best engage 
with schools for 
mutual benefit

3. Align 
employer 
engagement 
programs and 
resources

4. Work with 
schools and 
employers to 
increase SBATs

• Increased number of students enrolling 
in SBATs

• Improved effectiveness and efficiency 
of employer engagement programs
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Action

Strategic Priority D
Lift participation and achievement in vocational education

Objective
Students participate in high-quality 
vocational education at school.

Expected outcomes 
• Improved support and access for 

students to VETSS and SBATs in schools

• Increased percentage of NSW public 
schools offering VETSS and SBATs

• Increased percentage of NSW public 
schools with access to quality VET 
training facilities

• Enhanced access for teachers 
to VETSS and SBAT resources, 
equipment and facilities

• Reduced time to develop and update 
VETSS courses that are aligned to 
student, industry and employer needs

1. Align and 
prioritise 
vocational 
education 
courses to 
employer needs

2. Implement 
collaborative 
planning for 
vocational 
education 
delivery in 
schools

3. Adopt 
innovative 
models of 
vocational 
education 
delivery

4. Streamline 
the design and 
development 
of vocational 
courses for 
schools

5. Make it 
easier for 
schools to 
enrol students 
in vocational 
education
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