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Abstract 

Although vocational education and training (VET) can lead to lucrative and fulfilling careers and plays a vital role 

in skilling workers for contemporary workplaces, it continues to have a low status in schools, among parents and 

in the wider community. Many countries are now seeking to enhance the status of VET to increase its uptake by 

school-leavers. The study reported here investigated factors that shape students’ decisions about post-school 

options and their views about promoting VET as a viable post-school option. Interview and survey data from 176 

students from 11 schools and three VET institutions located in metropolitan and regional communities are 

analysed and discussed. Their decision-making is influenced mainly by the information they received from 

familiars (parents, teachers and friends). They suggest more detailed information about the utility and status of 

VET and the occupations it serves may assist young people to consider it as a viable option. 
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As students approach completion of their compulsory education, they are required to make 

choices about pathways beyond school. These pathways normally include advanced 

education through universities or vocational education and training (VET) institutions or 

entry into the world of work through employment. In Australia, these young people are 

expected to make decisions while they are completing the senior years of high school; their 

decisions are often mediated by their performance at school which does much to determine 

choices after school. It is a time when students are also preparing for transition from one 

complex social and physical landscape (i.e., school systems) into the unfamiliar terrain of 

universities or VET institutions, or employment.  

In Australia, rates of completion of Year 12 (the final year of high school) have been 

increasing over the past decade,  and in 2018 reached 85% (ABS, 2019). Almost half of 

Australian young people graduating from Year 12 have some exposure to VET as some 

undertake VET subjects in schools (knowns as VET in Schools) or in VET institutions. These 

subjects are counted towards their school leaving certificates. The graduating students have 

two main pathways for post-school education and training: higher education and vocational 

education and training (AIHW, 2020). Higher education is usually undertaken through 

universities and leads to a Bachelor, Graduate Certificate or Graduate Diploma, Master or 

Doctoral degree. Vocational Education and Training focuses on technical skills and 

knowledge for a particular job or industry, including through apprenticeships, and usually 

leads to Certificate or Diploma qualifications (NCVER 2018). Certified VET is offered 

through registered training organisations (RTOs), which mainly comprise private providers 

and government-funded Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutes. In 2019, nearly 

two-thirds of Australian students aged 15–64 (1.4 million) were enrolled with a higher 

education institution, while around one in five (517,800) were enrolled in TAFE (ABS 2019). 

Of these, 68% were full-time students. 



4 
 

According to Fuller and Macfadyen (2012), in terms of post-school education pathways, 

choosing between VET or a university education pathway is shaped by personal preference, 

career aspirations, and school education achievements. Those who perform well in courses 

that are aligned with university entry are less likely to consider VET pathways or to be 

advised to consider this route (Slack, Hughes, & Rout, 2013), preferring to opt for university 

education. Those considering VET may also look at what is afforded and made available 

(e.g., apprenticeship places) at the time of making educational and occupational choices. For 

a majority of Australian students, their choices are influenced by factors such as parental 

expectations and influence (Workman, 2015) and this is where aspirations sometimes become 

expectations in the form of a university qualification (Billett, Choy & Hodge, 2020). Also, 

despite VET potentially leading to lucrative and fulfilling careers and playing a vital role in 

skilling workers for contemporary workplaces, in Australia it continues to be perceived as 

being of low status in schools, among parents, and in the wider community (Gore et al, 2017; 

Snowden & Lewis, 2015; Webb et al, 2015). Globally, a university pathway is privileged 

over VET (Deissinger, 2005; Fuller, McCrum, & Mcfadyen, 2014; Philips, 2012) despite 

some evidence that VET graduates are known to earn salaries comparable to university 

graduates (Hargreaves & Osborne, 2017).  

In the interest of national imperatives, such as developing the employability capacities of 

young people and engaging them in contributing to socially and economically important tasks 

and providing self-fulfilment, many countries and global agencies are seeking to identify 

ways to enhance the status of VET to increase uptake by school leavers (Billett, 2018 

(UNESCO-UNEVOC), Cedefop, 2017; Clement, 2014). Thus, there is now a growing body 

of research examining the status of VET, how its status can be enhanced, and what 

educational policies need to be developed and enacted to influence students’ decision-making 

in ways that are positive and that can inform the views of parents and other stakeholders 
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(Billett 2020). However, less is known about the perspective of students. To identify ways of 

assisting informed decision-making about VET as a viable post-school option, it is necessary 

to understand and analyse students’ views about VET and key influences on their decision-

making. The study reported and discussed here sought to identify factors that shape students’ 

decisions about post-school options and what they believe needs to happen to promote VET 

as a worthwhile and viable post-school pathway.  

In making this case, firstly the literature on students’ views about VET are discussed to 

highlight the stigma about VET and the barriers this creates for greater participation. Then, 

the key sources of information that shape students’ decision-making are presented. Following 

this, an overview of the practical inquiry includes the research questions and methodology. 

The findings comprise the analysis of student interviews and an accompanying survey that 

sought perspectives on how the standing of vocational education could be enhanced to 

improve its engagement and attachment.   

Views of Vocational Education 

Students’ perceptions and understandings about higher education and VET qualifications, and 

subsequent occupational pathways and careers, are informed by social actors such as parents, 

family members, teachers, careers advisors, and friends (Billett, Choy & Hodge, 2020). For 

many school students, family histories shape their aspirations, expectations, interests, and 

choices about post-secondary education and subsequent careers. That is, their career decision-

making is socially and culturally shaped and based on the current social fit. Moreover, this 

decision-making is often not a wholly individual decision; instead, it is shared and influenced 

by other social partners (Haywood & Scullion, 2018). Nonetheless, marketing and 

information about post-school education options often focus on higher education being 

preferable as a post-schooling option that permits flexibility, and as directed towards 
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occupations that have higher status than those served by vocational education -- and that are 

more likely to be associated with stable, clean, and well-paid work. Overlooked here is that, 

in some circumstances, VET qualifications can also lead to better monetary returns in some 

occupations, can incur less debt, and can extend to future pathways (Hargreaves & Osborne, 

2017). This circumstance suggests that it is timely for school students to be better informed 

about VET programs and the range and quality of occupational and career outcomes it can 

realise. 

Standing of Vocational Education and Training 

Globally, VET is seen as a second choice despite its important and long-standing 

contributions to the economic goals of nations and to societal and career goals of individuals 

(Billett, 2014; Hillmert & Jacob, 2003). A recent survey of the European Union countries 

found that VET was discounted, considered as a ‘second choice for second-rate students’ 

(Cedefop, 2017, p. 1). It is often stated that VET is more appropriate for less ‘academic’ 

students who have little or no chance of direct entry into university (OECD 2018, Billett 

2019,). Such societal biases against VET are unhelpful in providing an adequate pool of 

skilled workers who are able to deliver economic and social outcomes that societies want. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017) makes a 

strong claim that those who participate in VET tend to sustain occupational capacities and 

employability across their working lives. Furthermore, VET is a more economically viable 

pathway, costing students much less than a degree and often taking less time to prepare for 

entry into specific occupations. However, globally, its status and that of the occupations it 

serves remain low (Billett, 2014, 2018, 2019, Cedefop, 2017; Clement, 2014). This societal 

standing has a negative influence on students when making decisions about post-secondary 

education.   
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Such sentiments are seemingly swaying a greater percentage of high school students towards 

university education, posing a new challenge for governments who want graduates of any 

kind to be employable and who are concerned about specific skill shortages because of this 

change in patterns of preference. Even in countries where vocational education is held in high 

esteem (e.g., Germany and Switzerland) its relative standing and status remains a barrier to 

full realisation of the benefits of vocational education and the occupations it serves 

(Deissinger & Ott, 2016). Wyman, McCrindle, Whatmore, Gedge, and Edwards (2017) 

concluded that the ‘university or bust’ mentality drove Australian students away from VET at 

a time when there was an ongoing national skills shortage in some occupations. Wyman et al. 

(2017) argue that the most needed skills for the 21st century are in technical and vocational 

fields, and that demand for skilled workers in these fields continues to increase. Moreover, 

those skilled jobs are not confined to procedural activities alone. Most occupations secured 

through VET courses involve high levels of cognitive abilities, even when undertaking 

manual tasks (ABS 2013). Furthermore, occupations often go beyond defined sets of tasks 

and activities into overlapping multiple occupations, thereby opening several opportunities. 

For example, a tradesperson such as an electrician or plumber is not confined to electrical or 

plumbing work alone but may also run a small business in these occupations, and may also 

have concerns with client servicing. Besides, cross-occupations involve different types of 

intelligences that are of equal value.  

The social foundations underpinning VET choices are complex and manyfold. Students are 

influenced by the information they receive from various sources and advice from social 

actors. Bourdieu (1987) concluded that individuals make occupational choices depending on 

their social backgrounds and those with whom they socialise. Social background has been 

reported as a well-known factor that influences intergenerational reproduction of social status 

(Boudon, 1974), preserved when children follow in the footsteps of their parents and family 
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members who are the closest influences. Similarly, gender stereotypes have a strong 

influence on career choice. Patton, Bartrum, and Creed (2004) noted that males tend to be 

surer of their future employment ambitions whereas females are more competent at making 

career choices.  

Regardless of the social backgrounds and gender differences, integration of personal factors 

such as interests and abilities also have a bearing on decision-making about careers, and 

hence education pathways (Gottfredson & Holland, 1996). Apart from the social agents, 

Billett (2014) notes that sponsors and community’s perceptions of VET influence how the 

provisions of this sector are valued. To make informed decisions, it is important for students 

to have access to relevant and accurate sources of information about VET as a post-school 

pathway, which includes a balanced discussion about options based on what is possible and 

reasonable for the young person. The concern is not to limit aspirations or close down 

ambitions, but to ensure informed and considered deliberation about options. Here, we are 

reminded what Dewey (1916) proposed as the first goal for vocational education: that 

individuals should be guided to identify to what calling (i.e., occupation) they are suited. The 

main sources of information are from familiars both in schools (teachers) and at home 

(parents) (Billett, Choy & Hodge, 2020). It follows that we now discuss how the suggestions 

from these sources influence students’ decisions about VET as a post-school pathway.  

Sources of Information 

In Australia, school students gain information about post-school pathways from many 

sources, including teachers and career advisors, general and social media, family, and friends. 

There are also online resources such as an Australian Government website with resources on 

careers to support careers advisors, students, and the general public. Students, however, 

report not always being clear about how to use the information to make appropriate decisions 

(Galliott, 2017). Bisson and Stubley (2017) claim that these resources need improvement and 
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propose that positive views about VET need to be instilled in the early years of schooling and 

not be left to the final years in high school.  

In Australian studies by Gore et al. (2017) Hargreaves and Osborne (2017), Billett, Choy and 

Hodge (2020) many Australian students were reported to hold uninformed and/or outdated 

perceptions of the VET sector. That is, some school students formed preferences at an early 

age that privileged a university pathway over VET. Both teams of researchers concluded that 

students are sometimes confused and even unrealistic about the educational requirements for 

certain VET-related occupations. Some students have little idea of the everydayness (day-to-

day ‘being’ and operations) of specific careers, occupations, or vocations. Matthews (2014) 

attributes such confusion mainly to poorly informed influencers such as teachers, career 

advisors, parents, and friends. It seems that students receive too much information from 

multiple sources including social media and feel overwhelmed and ‘paralysed’.  

In Australian schools, students receive most information from teachers, with school career 

advisors or counsellors playing an increasingly less significant role in some schools 

(Rothman & Hillman, 2008). Schools are supposed to provide impartial and independent 

career guidance, but this is not always the case, according to a British study by Fuller et al. 

(2014). They argue that how schools position VET or university as a pathway for post 

schooling has a major bearing on how young people make decisions about VET. According 

to Clarke (2015), school leaders and staff (in Australian schools) are often under pressure to 

promote certain careers and university pathways to improve school ratings. Foskett, Dyke, 

and Maringe’s (2008) research (in the UK) showed that schools in the high socioeconomic 

regions tend to encourage academic careers while those in low socioeconomic zones showed 

slightly more commitment to VET pathways, with more job opportunities likely for VET 

graduates in those regions.  
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The schools’ agenda aside, teachers may not always be best equipped to provide detailed 

information or advice because they themselves have only had their own particular 

experiences that shape their opinions. For instance, most if not all school teachers have had 

university experience. That is, many may have limited experience of vocational education or 

an industry other than the education sector. A review of the Information Advice and 

Guidance (IAG) in the United Kingdom concluded that the quality of advice from teachers 

varied considerably. That is, not all teachers had adequate knowledge and experience to 

provide effective services (Ofsted, 2010). In the study by Fuller and her colleagues (2014), 

three quarters of teachers who were surveyed indicated they needed more information and 

support, stating the need for training to gain thorough knowledge and understanding of VET. 

Such deficit in teachers’ knowledge is also likely to be the case in Australia where many and 

perhaps most subject and career guidance teachers have not experienced VET themselves and 

rely mainly on the knowledge they gain from reading career guidance resources or accessing 

web sources (Clarke, 2015). Fuller et al. (2014) maintained that teachers lacked knowledge of 

alternative routes such as vocational pathways or apprenticeships of post-compulsory 

education, thus failing to deliver effective advice on future pathways and career guidance. 

Teachers’ limited experiential knowledge of vocational education is concerning, given that 

many students receive advice from them and that they are regarded as a credible source.   

Other than schools, parents and other familiars are also influential in this regard. Parents, 

family members, and peers are positioned as important mediators during decision-making 

about post-school pathways. Unsurprisingly, parents, in general, have aspirations for children 

to be happy, well educated, and able to secure prestigious jobs that pay well and have 

ongoing employment (Haywood & Scullion, 2018). Yet, this aspiration may not always be in 

line with the students’ abilities and interests. Bisson and Stubley (2017) found that many 

parents are poorly informed about VET. In their study, 77% of parents (n = 300) claimed to 



11 
 

lack sufficient knowledge. Some parents may settle for VET just to avoid conflict, although 

their lack of in-depth knowledge may less likely convince young people to consider VET as 

an option (Haywood & Scullion, 2018). In other cases, students feel obliged to meet parents’ 

wishes (such as going to university). Clearly, given their level of influence, those informing 

and shaping young people’s decision-making need reliable sources to gain a better 

understanding of VET if they are to advise impartially and comprehensively. Other than 

accurate information there are other factors and processes that shape young people’s 

decision-making about post-school pathways. An understanding of these can inform 

strategies to enhance the standing and take up of VET by young people. This was the aim of 

the research reported and discussed in the following sections.  

The Investigation 

The findings reported in this paper originate from a larger study that investigated how 

vocational education’s standing can be enhanced for higher levels of participation and better 

educational outcomes for its graduates in Queensland, Australia. The main research question 

was:  

How can vocational education’s standing be enhanced to secure greater participation 

and better educational outcomes for its graduates? 

The sub-questions were: 

What shapes Queensland community members’ perceptions of vocational education and 

the occupations it serves? 

What has to change to realise enhanced engagement by students and support from 

parents and employers? 
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The focus in this paper is on factors that help shape students’ decisions about post-school 

pathways and what a sample of these young people propose needs to happen to promote VET 

as a pathway. The intent of the research reported here was to gain an in-depth understanding 

of students’ perceptions of VET and factors that shaped their decisions about considering 

VET as an option. The research methodology followed an interpretive paradigm to 

understand students’ subjective experiences of making choices on post-school education 

(Cohen et al., 2013; Thomas, 2003). The study adopted an exploratory design to capture a 

richer understanding of students’ perceptions of VET and factors that shaped their decision 

about considering VET as an option. A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods 

was used to gain insights into the phenomenon. Data were collected in two phases: group 

interviews followed by paper-based and online surveys that captured sources and perceptions 

of the quality of information about post-school pathways and what needs to be done to make 

VET a more worthwhile and viable post-school option. The interviews were conducted in the 

students’ high schools in groups of three to seven informants. A total 63 students participated 

in this phase. The interviews commenced with recording demographic information (e.g., age, 

gender, educational achievement, statements about educational and occupational preferences 

and their sources and, where appropriate, part-time work histories). Students then responded 

to items in tick boxes and open-ended questions about their decision-making and how the 

standing of vocational education might be enhanced. The discussions were recorded and 

transcribed for thematic analysis to identify themes around perceptions of VET, factors that 

influence decisions about considering VET as an option, and how the status of VET can be 

enhanced. The analysis of the interview data led to the development of an online survey 

comprising items with Likert scales and open-ended questions to verify and elaborate the 

findings from the interviews. Students aged below 18yrs were required to obtain parental 

permission before participating in the online survey. They did this by obtaining parental 
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consent on paper copies and returning to the school contact person before they were allowed 

access to the online survey. The survey responses were entered on the SPSS software and 

analysed using descriptive analyses procedures (e.g., frequencies and cross tabulations). 

These were aligned with qualitative responses to the open questions.  

Participants whose data inform the findings reported here comprise 162 high school students 

from 11 schools and 14 VET students from three vocational education institutions located in 

metropolitan and regional Queensland. The school students’ responses were based on their 

perceptions as young people who are still at school but now beginning the process of making 

decisions about post-school pathways, while the VET students reflected on their experiences 

after they commenced VET. Ethical clearance for the study was approved by Griffith 

University and the Department of Education, Queensland, Australia.  

It is these data that generated the findings discussed below under five themes: i) Certainty 

about Post-School Pathways; ii) Sources of Influence on Decision-Making; iii) Promoting the 

Standing of VET; iv) Family Factors; and v) What Might be Done to Promote VET. These 

themes relate to study topics reported in literature.  

 

Findings and Discussions 

The findings discussed here are advanced in terms of: (a) students’ certainty about post-

school pathways, and (b) influences on that decision-making.  

Certainty about Post-School Pathways 

The sample comprised students who were: (a) certain about a higher education pathway , (b) 

certain about a VET pathway, (c) uncertain about a higher education pathway, (d) uncertain 

about a VET option, and (e) unsure about their future options. Among those who were certain 

about a university pathway, there were those who had clearly decided about their preferred 
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occupation and career. Then, there were some who were certain about a university pathway, 

but uncertain about the specific occupation or career they would ultimately pursue. These 

students planned to experience a university environment and decide later what they would 

like to do as a career. Among these informants there were those who planned to take the 

university pathway to remain with school friends, preferring the social attractiveness and 

flexibility of programs. Students who were certain about VET had a clear idea of the 

occupation and career that they wished to pursue. VET programs have a clear occupational 

focus aligned to particular kinds of employment, while many university programs are not 

tightly aligned with particular occupations. Those that are (e.g., medicine, law, 

physiotherapy, nursing) often have very specific and sometimes competitive entry 

requirements. However, other programs are more open and focus on broad areas of study, 

such as arts, business, or engineering. Such programs also allow greater flexibility to 

transition into other cognate programs of study. This is attractive to some students, because it 

allows them time to engage educationally and postpone making firm decisions about their 

preferred occupations until they are more decided. For this group of undecided students, VET 

options are too specific and restrictive in terms of future options. For some students, the 

depth of understanding they gain from career information helps them to make a firm decision 

about a career and hence a study pathway. So, there are clear patterns of readiness and 

degrees of certainty that shape young people’s approaches to decision-making about post-

school experiences. 

Regardless of whether students are certain or uncertain about career choice, the sources of 

information they receive, the understandings they develop, and family expectations and 

traditions influence their decisions. This finding supports Haywood and Scullion’s (2018) 

claim about career decision-making process being not individually driven but influenced by 
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social partners. In the next section, the sources and nature of information received by students 

are discussed.  

Sources of Influence on Decision-Making 

The school student participants indicated that parents, schools, teachers, counsellors, career 

advisors, and peers are the main sources of information for making decisions about post-

school pathways. It is the nature of information, the privileging of either university or VET, 

and also of schools that reportedly influenced students’ views about the status and standing of 

VET as a post-school pathway. It is the nature and depth of information that directs students’ 

interests and commitments. Students in the study reported that parents or family held most 

knowledge about careers, followed by school teachers, guidance officers, and then friends 

(Billett, Choy & Hodge.2020).  

So, students perceived pressure to consider universities as the first option, as explained by a 

student who had chosen the VET pathway.  

One thing about high school was there was a lot of pressure on students and all they 

[teachers] talked about was going to university. One of the good ways to stop that 

would be to show that university isn’t the only pathway that you need to take. [VET 

student] 

These kinds of views were expressed by several other VET students who were already certain 

about their future careers and study pathway through vocational education. They reported 

how VET is consistently given less prominence in their schools:  

Everything was get into uni or you won’t be successful. [High school student] 

These kinds of messages portray VET as a ‘second choice for second rate students’, as 

reported by Foskett et al. (2008) and Cedefop (2017). Not only do such messages give rise to 
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a stigma about VET, but some students get confused and start believing that university is 

really the only option.  

… all they did was talk up university and every pathway leads to university. So 

everyone’s thinking that they need to go to university and TAFE isn’t exactly an end 

option. … the only time TAFE was mentioned to any students was when they were 

non-OP students. [VET student] 

These examples of how messages about post-school pathways are communicated confirm the 

presence of a hidden curriculum (i.e., the unintended processes that shape students’ learning) 

that deliberately directs students into a certain pathway. The messages, together with the way 

school subjects are programmed in the curriculum, favour university, placing VET options as 

a second choice. That is, the practice of considering only non-VET subjects for entry into 

university programs restricts students’ choices to meet the school’s performance indicators. 

As such, VET subjects are accorded less value in the institution and it would seem that 

institutional practices mitigate against encouraging young people to consider VET, except if 

they are academically weak at school. The above examples of messages from metropolitan 

schools also confirm the ‘university or bust’ mentality reported by Wyman et al. (2017).    

Unlike the information delivered by metropolitan schools, the messages in regional schools 

seem to give greater consideration for VET. At one school, specific VET courses were 

offered once a week.  

…, in Grade 11 and 12, everyone in the grade got Wednesdays off it was called VET 

Wednesdays and if they had a TAFE (VET) course like that’s the day for working on 

it. …, during school they were like yeah do TAFE as well, but like after school, they 

were like – university all the way – yeah. [School student, regional] 

At another regional school, VET was promoted as a pathway into university.  
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Whilst the majority of school student informants were certain about a university pathway by 

Year 11 (i.e., the penultimate year of schooling) and already working towards this, a few 

students who were certain about a VET pathway realised the value of commencing with 

VET, then going to university later. 

Some other students who are certain about a future career prefer VET, given their preference 

for particular occupations through a VET pathway. A student from an independent Catholic 

school explained: 

I reckon a builder is a very good job because they build shelters for a lot of people, 

and provide for the economy. [School student, metropolitan] 

Other than receiving general information about university and VET pathways it seemed that 

many students were not fully aware of the potential benefits of a VET pathway and they were 

not well informed about the specific outcomes and worth of VET as a post-school option. For 

example, Hargreaves and Osborne (2017) confirmed that certain VET qualifications can 

involve less cost, yet lead to better incomes and promising career trajectories. This leads to 

the question of how VET can be seen as a more viable and worthwhile option. 

Promoting the Standing of VET 

In the first round of interviews, school students suggested some ways in which VET might be 

seen as more attractive. These suggestions were then used in the survey in which students 

were asked to rank the sorts of messages that might be used to interest more young people in 

VET. They ranked messages on VET outcomes as most important, followed by VET 

experiences and values. Table 1 presents the respondents’ rankings of 13 different sorts of 

messages that might convince them to consider VET as a post-school option. The items in the 

survey were collated from the interview data. In this table, the messages suggested in the first 

round of interviews are ranked by school student informants through an online survey. In the 
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left is the ranking, in the middle column the message, and in the right-hand column the 

frequency/measure. 

 

[Table 1 near here] 

 

Three of the top five messages are related to job outcomes (i.e., stable jobs, well-paid jobs, 

and good job prospects) through a VET pathway. Items 1, 3, 4, 6, and 10 are clustered around 

VET outcomes, whereas items 2, 5, 8, and 11 are clustered around VET experiences and 

items 7, 9, 12, and 13 are clustered around values. Among the three clusters, the ‘VET 

outcomes’ cluster was considered the most important message (mean = 4.2) followed by 

‘VET experiences’ (mean = 4.1) and ‘Values’ (mean = 3.7). The items in Table 1 show 

particular interest on the earning capacities after completion of VET. The findings of the 

survey showed that economic returns form a key consideration for choosing VET as a 

pathway. A university pathway was frequently associated with better salaries, as exemplified 

by comments from students who followed a VET pathway, also acknowledging that a 

university degree does not guarantee a job: 

My grandmother says that university was only for money people because once they 

finished it they got more money. Now, sometimes you finish a university degree, 

you’re lucky if there’s any jobs going. [VET student] 

Similar views from family members who believed that a university degree offered better 

salaries influenced some students to ignore a VET pathway, although a VET qualification can 

offer comparable earning capacities. This finding is similar to Bisson and Stubley’s (2017) 

report that parents had insufficient knowledge of the benefits of VET qualifications.  
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The economies of VET and university pathways is also considered from the perspective of 

how much each pathway costs, with the realisation of a university qualification taking longer 

to complete and being more costly. What attracts students to a university pathway is that they 

can accrue debt through the Australian government’s Higher Education Contribution Scheme 

that allows them to complete their degree and pay once they start earning above a threshold 

level. Similar levels of affordances are not available for VET students who are given a lower 

subsidy than is provided for university courses. One student suggested that schools should tell 

them about the cost of going to university. Among those who are considering VET as a 

pathway were students whose school performance would likely lead to university entrance, 

but who chose VET for personal and economic reasons. That is, they wanted to firstly secure 

employment and then continue further studies at university: 

You can go to TAFE (VET) and achieve a well-paid job and also like you can do 

TAFE and then go to uni. Say if you were an electrician you could go to uni and then 

become an electrical engineer. You just keep moving up the ranks. [School student, 

metropolitan] 

These types of students do not perceive a stigma about VET; rather, see themselves as being 

more pragmatic about their financial situation.  

The findings showed that students who were uncertain about a university or VET pathway 

were influenced by the information they received at school and generally opted for a 

university pathway because schools promoted universities. These findings confirm the fact 

that VET remains the second choice regardless of its contributions to national economic goals 

and individual career trajectories (Billett, 2014; 2018, 2019, Hillmert & Jacob, 2003).  

Limited details about VET programs, the lifestyle of VET, careers supported by VET studies, 

and how VET applies to real work tasks and skills transferability across vocations mean 
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students are less informed about the benefits of VET as a post-school pathway. Furthermore, 

clear pathways between VET and university studies would also help them plan for their long-

term study and career trajectories.  

Family Factors 

Other factors that influenced students’ decisions about VET as a post-school pathway 

included family expectations and traditions. According to the informants, what influences 

families’ views about jobs include earning potential, location of jobs, and students’ 

happiness. Parent and family aspirations -- such as children being happy in their preferred 

occupation, having prestigious, stable, well-paid jobs, and good work life balance - are 

reported to be key mediating factors. Parents and family members’ views about a university 

pathway reflect general societal sentiments that a university qualification is perceived to offer 

greater opportunities in terms of well-paying jobs. Family experiences at university also 

influence expectations, as explained by a student: 

My mum went to uni. My elder sister went to uni. And they’ve both got decent jobs 

now. Whereas my dad didn’t. He just got into sales and worked his way up through 

that. So, through them, they’ve always been like uni … that’s what we’re working 

towards. [School student, metropolitan] 

Other than personal aspirations to work towards a university degree, satisfying parents was 

also a key consideration for students, although parent and family aspirations may sometimes 

conflict with what students want - a point also reported by Haywood and Scullion (2018).  

I just think the end goal is like having a university degree. Like my parents would just 

want me to have a degree. I don’t know, it’s just the way it is. [TAFE student] 

My parents would much prefer to see me go to university but because of TAFE’s, I 

want to say, ease of access they were just happy to see me get into here regardless. So 
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university is preferred. That’s usually because, for their reasoning, you would come 

out with a higher paying job. [VET student] 

Students from families who invest heavily expect their children to graduate from university:  

So, at first, ‘cause mum and dad sent us all to private schools. And they said if we go 

to private school and we don’t go to uni then it was a waste of money. [VET student 

who started at university, then changed his mind and is pursuing a VET qualification] 

In this instance, the parents conceded – possibly to avoid conflict (Haywood & Scullion, 

2018).  

While students reported that most of their parents preferred that they seek pathways to 

university, some families were less engaged and committed to supporting their children 

achieve their goals through university or the VET pathway, even when their friends expressed 

a stigma.   

Family says that uni and TAFE is pretty much equal. They think any education is 

good. Friends – there is a bit of a stigma around TAFE (VET) for being a low socio-

economic version of university. If you’re not as smart you go to TAFE. But I use it as 

a stepping stone as well to get into university. [VET student] 

The findings here suggest that these school age students need more detailed information from 

their schools about the economics of VET and university studies and recent data on 

remuneration for university and VET qualifications. These findings suggest that perhaps 

Australian students still hold outdated perceptions of the VET sector, as reported by Gore et 

al. (2017) and Hargreaves and Osborne (2017). When making decisions about post-school 

pathways, students are influenced mainly by teachers and also by other social agents such as 

parents, family, and peers. Parents and families, in particular, have expectations and 

traditions that shape the basis for students’ decisions. The findings draw attention to the 
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importance of accurate details and model examples about VET and the occupations it serves 

as a way of promoting this pathway. Suggestions by the sample on what needs to happen to 

promote VET are reported below.  

What Might be Done to Promote VET 

An analysis of these students’ views on messages about VET and effective ways of 

communicating positive messages to young people highlighted three features of VET that 

would help them make informed decisions. These are utility, authenticity, and status of VET. 

Table 2 presents their ranking of the importance of these considerations, giving an insight 

into the bases on which VET might be promoted. Items in the survey that are in the middle 

column were derived from interview data and their ranking here is a product of the online 

survey. Their ranking is presented in the left column, the item in the second, and the mean in 

the right column. 

 

[Table 2 near here] 

 

‘Job satisfaction’ and ‘job security and stability’ were ranked the top two features of 

importance to a future career. Items 2, 4, 5, and 8 clustered around utility (mean = 4.0), items 

1 and 3 clustered around authenticity (mean = 4.3), and items 6 and 7 related to status (mean 

= 3.8). Authenticity and utility of a future career are considered more important than its 

status. These findings indicate that practicality of a career is also of vital importance to 

students. 

Students were then asked to rank how more young people might be encouraged to consider 

VET. Table 3 shows their responses. Items in the table originated from interview data. In 
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Table 3, the ranking of items is indicated in the left column, the suggestion for enhancing a 

consideration of VET is in the middle column, and means are in the right column. 

 

[Table 3 near here] 

 

The strategies cluster around three categories labelled ‘dynamic channels’ (items 5 & 6), 

‘static channels’ (items 4 & 7), and ‘school-sites’ (items 1, 2, & 3). Students suggested 

promotion of VET through ‘personalised career information about VET jobs’ (item 1), 

‘exposure to a range of work situations’ (item 2), and ‘exposure to different institutes’ (item 

3) as the three most effective strategies. In other words, strategies enacted by schools were 

ranked the most effective way to promote VET to young people. This finding has important 

implications for schools to develop and implement strategies to promote these interests in 

VET career pathways. 

Specifically, one student suggested an assessment of what their interests are: 

Job interests inventory type test would be good to see what I might be good at even if I 

didn’t want to do that. And it might open more options – oh I could do that. It could 

like recommend other jobs, but some of them are not very accurate. I don’t think it 

should be one specific profession, but like a range. Like you could do well in the 

medical pathway, or you could do well in the business pathway … [School student, 

metropolitan] 

Noting that school teachers are less informed about VET and the occupations it serves, this 

student suggested that experienced teachers from VET institutions be invited to talk to school 

students. 
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When I went to TAFE, I had an instructor who before he had become an instructor 

and a teacher he had been working in the workforce for 45 years. So rather than just 

telling you how to do your job, he could actually show you. Specially doing electro 

and that sort of stuff, you’re better off getting hands-on rather than showing you 

pictures and stuff. 

Students reported that they received a lot of information from teachers and career counsellors. 

However, they also said the amount of material was overwhelming, and they needed 

guidance to work through it and identify how it aligns with their interests and capacities – 

‘Not just telling us what we need but helping us to actually get there’. 

Other suggestions included being given opportunities to experience different types of jobs in 

the final three years of high school. ‘Go out and try the sorts of job they want, then have a 

look at the study path that is needed for it.’ Such opportunities for high school students to 

experience VET as part of their normal curriculum would introduce them to VET and its 

realities.  

Students recommended that career advice and relevant educational pathways should be 

introduced early – say when students commence middle school. Visits from employers and 

higher education teachers and ex-students and ‘taster’ days were cited as being helpful.  

The suggestions from students highlight the importance of information that matters to them. 

That is, ‘job satisfaction’ and ‘job security and stability’ are important when deciding about a 

future career. This in turn shapes their views about post-school pathways. Their suggestions 

call for sustained and targeted commitment and resourcing to enhance the status of VET and 

the occupations it serves.  

Summary 
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This study aimed to identify factors that influence students’ decisions about post-school 

options and seek to understand students’ views of VET as a post-school pathway so that 

appropriate strategies can be developed to promote VET as a worthwhile and viable 

trajectory. The findings highlight the necessity for schools to provide more detailed, 

comprehensive, and impartial information about VET programs and occupations, including 

those supported by VET programs. This may also include details about how VET applies to 

real work tasks and the prospect of career changes in line with emerging changes in industry. 

Furthermore, clear pathways between VET and university studies would help students to plan 

for their study and career trajectories. The findings here suggest that these students also need 

more detailed information about the relative economics of VET and university studies in 

terms of fee costs and recent data on returns from careers (pay scales) once employed. More 

information about what is involved in occupations, presenting more realistic and experienced 

accounts (e.g., through role models) of vocations, will help young people in decision-making. 

Aside from these, there is a need to show students how to assess the quality and relevance of 

the information they receive. They need to understand what it means to be a worker by 

learning about the everyday activities in different workplaces, and transitions into 

employment. For VET or university, students need to be clear about the careers, related 

qualifications, enrolment processes, delivery options, ongoing support, resources, duration, 

and pathways. Finally, costs and transport for post-school studies are also important 

considerations before committing to VET or university. Students are seeking more 

personalised information packages to match their aspirations and preferences. Some form of a 

self-assessment tool to establish suitability of careers and interests would help them consider 

decisions that suit personal circumstances.  



26 
 

The findings draw attention to the importance of accurate details and model examples about 

VET and the occupations it serves. Finally, detailed information is also needed for parents so 

for them to be better informed about the occupations served by VET.  

The research reported here contributes to a deficit in literature on students’ perspectives on 

VET as an option and factors that influence their decision making. Their suggestions on what 

they believe needs to happen to promote VET as a worthwhile and viable post-school 

pathway informs the types of details young people would find helpful for decision making.   
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