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1. Explore the philosophy (‘mental models’) of 
vocational education in schools;

2. Identify opportunities to reframe it;

3. Presumption of material barriers to success. 

The challenge – 
making sense of the mental models

1. Enhanced appreciation and dialogue about VET 
career pathways;

2. Options for targeted investments: 
a future-focussed model for VET in schools;

3. Opportunities for codesign and collaboration. 

Desired outcomes
Hard for teachers 
to keep up with 

the pace of 
change.

“ It’s not about 
learning, it’s about 

pass rates.” 

“ “





1. VET in schools operates as an adjunct to the academic 
curriculum;

2. Fragmented, inconsistently applied and inconsistently 
accessible;

3. Disconnect in the motivations, expectations, investment 
and needs between industry and schools;

4. ‘Workforce-ready’ capabilities and characteristics not 
being met;

5. Schools do not specifically prepare students for 
employment. 

The problem in a nutshell – 
what people told us

Workforce development 
strategies being 

developed in a vacuum.

“The system can’t 
change because it’s 
run by people who 

have no other 
perspective.” 

“Kids view vocational 
education as 

[attending] ‘cabbage 
class’ ”

“ “



Five Key Themes



Root causes
1. Schools and industry have competing priorities, measure 

success differently; 

2. Education system values academic pathways - vocational 
pathways are a ‘fall back’;

3. Industry values ‘work ready’ skills, knowledge and 
competencies;

4. Lack of vocational educators - knowing the world of work, 
workplace ability to teach;

5. Employers & schools struggle to engage – 
time, cost, effort, language, exposure;

6. Economies of scale, tyranny of distance, finance;

7. Funding regime is hard to navigate.
We don’t lack 

ambition [but] we 
lack scale.

Students bear the 
burden of juggling two 
education systems at 

the same time. 

“No appreciation for 
how schools operate.” 

“ “
“ “



Actions and next steps 
- moving towards….
1. Parity between academic and non-academic standards;

2. VET programmes resourced and funded for multi-year 
pathway and transition period;

3. Clear, equitable routes between education and 
employment;

4. Student access to information and role models about 
work options;

5. Workforce and industry experience within a school 
setting is valued and rewarded;

6. Schools, industry and the public sector communicate 
and collaborate;

7. Industry supported to engage schools and students.

Industry is 
invisible in the 

school.

“Students experiencing a 
gap in educational 

exposure and delivery.” 

“Mismatch in 
[expectation] of whose 

role it is to prepare 
students for work.” 

“ “
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ThinkPlace New Zealand is focused on 
designing equitable outcomes for all people 
and places. 
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