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Summary 

Employers frequently report concerns that young people are not sufficiently work ready.  Industry wishes to promote 
positive pathways for young people.  This paper examines current pathways and identifies a number of strategic 
issues for consideration. 

By the time they reach their early 20s, most young people are well on the road to a lifetime of work, and are well 
equipped for the knowledge economy.  However, a persistent group of young people, mostly early school leavers, 
are not engaged in either work or study. 

Government has a role in assisting young people to lead fulfilling and productive lives, and we should be working 
towards meeting the international youth transition benchmarks set by the OECD. 

The population is ageing.  However, it is important to remember that the number of young people entering the 
workforce is going to continue to increase and that this group provides a critical role in providing the necessary 
balance to ensure that Australiaôs participation rate continues to rise.   

Whilst it is important for students and schools to learn to engage with industry, it is also important that employers 
learn to adapt to the needs of the current generation of school leavers. 

Generation Y are different from their forbears, and need to be managed differently.  They embrace change, and 
accept that the future of work is all about mobility and adaptability. 

There is, however, a ñdisconnectò between what young people want from work and what their employers are seeking.  
Employers getting the most out of young people are those who assist the transition to full work readiness. 

Schooling has competing aims, being an end point for some and a launch pad for others.  This can dilute the focus 
on work preparedness. 

It is widely recognised that when schools and local employers partner to promote their mutual interests in work 
preparedness that the students have the most to gain. 

Undertaking VET subjects while at school increases school retention and post-school employment chances.  
Part-time work while at school also enhances the transition into full-time work.   

Entry-level training via an apprenticeship or traineeship is a model that has stood the test of time, but the attraction of 
this pathway is not as much in demand as it could be for brighter young people and perceptions of low wages may be 
one of a number of contributing factors.   

Governments, national and state, in combination with industry need to attend to the OECD youth transition report 
card (Appendix 1).  

Improving the work readiness of young people requires a two-pronged approach to provide positive 
pathways to the future: 

(1) The first, aimed at the at risk group, is all about ensuring young people are engaged in òearning or 
learningó.  

(2) The second approach is to ensure that there are a range of integrated measures which positively 
promote work readiness for young people as a whole.  These include: 

_ increased exposure to the workplace both within the school environment and on location; 

_ better career advice, with industry input; and 

_ a sharper focus on youth affairs across educational sectors and jurisdictions. 
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Getting Young People Work Ready: Positive Pathways to the Future 
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By the National Industry Skills Committee 

Employers frequently report concerns that young people are not sufficiently work ready. 

Several major reports by employer groups and parliamentary inquiries over the past decade 
have identified a skills deficiency in young people: many of them lack the practical skills, 
employability skills and attitudes towards work required when they first enter the 
workplace. Employers incur considerable cost in having to bring young workers up to the 

necessary standard.  

Industry wishes to promote positive pathways for young people. This paper examines current pathways and 
identifies a number of strategic issues for consideration. 

Industry would like to play a greater role in working with educational providers and 
governments to promote a greater preparedness for work and development of work ready 

skills among young people. This paper examines the current state of play on these matters, 
and concludes that there are a number of areas where more could be done ï on the part of 
educational providers, of governments and also of industry. 

By the time they reach their early 20s, most young people are well on the road to a lifetime of work, and are 
well equipped for the knowledge economy. 

At age 20-24, the current situation of those on the cusp between youth and adulthood is as 
follows:i 

¶ around two in three have completed Year 12; 

¶ 36% hold an AQF qualification of Certificate III or higher, and 36% are presently 
enrolled in a course leading to a post-school qualification; 

¶ 53% are employed full-time, including 69% of those not in full-time study; and 

¶ 10% of those employed are part way through an apprenticeship or traineeship.  

An important attribute of this present cohort of young people is this: they are more highly 
educated than any preceding generation at the same age.  They are therefore better 
equipped for the exigencies of the knowledge economy than those older than them. 

However, a persistent group of young people, mostly early school leavers, are not engaged in either work or 
study. 

The annual How Young People are Faring publication by the Dusseldorp Skills Forum shows 
that 14% of 15-19 year olds in 2006 were at risk; that is, they were neither in full-time 
study or full-time work.ii This statistic has barely shifted over the past decade, despite a 30 
year low in the unemployment rate. 
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EXHIBIT A: PROPORTION OF YOUNG PEOPLE AT RISK, 1986-2006 
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The factor most strongly related to teenagers falling into the at risk group is how much 
schooling they have completed.  Some 49% of Year 10 school leavers in 2004 were in the at 
risk group the following May, compared with 20% who left after completing Year 12.iii 

Teenage boys fare more poorly than girls, despite the much higher proportion who are 
undertaking apprenticeships or traineeships. 

Improving the work readiness of the at risk youth group is a major societal challenge. 
Unless it is redressed, many of them face a lifetime of welfare dependency with all its 
attendant costs.iv 

Government has a role in assisting young people to lead fulfilling and productive lives, and we should be 
working towards meeting the international youth transitions benchmark set by the OECD.   

At the February 2006 meeting of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), a Human 
Capital Agenda was agreed to. Among the stated goals of this agenda are to: 

¶ increase the proportion of young people meeting basic literacy and numeracy 
standards, and improve overall levels of achievement; and 

¶ increase the proportion of young people making a smooth transition from school to 
work or further study. 

Measure  Score  

Learning pathways and qualifications 
frameworks  

V 

Learning in real work settings  U 

Provision of broad general and vocational 
skills  

V 

Youth friendly labour markets  V 

Safety nets and re - integration  U 

Information and guidance  U 

Effective institutional frameworks  U 

Monitoring tools  V 

THE OECD HAS IDENTIFIED EIGHT FEATURES THAT CONTRIBUTE TO A SUCCESSFUL 

TRANSITION FROM EDUCATION TO WORK FOR YOUNG PEOPLE.
v
 PROGRESS AGAINST 

THESE IN AUSTRALIA IS MIXED.
vi

 EXHIBIT B: REPORT CARD ON OECD MEASURES 

More needs to be done to improve the report card (Appendix 1).  This would promote work 

readiness and smooth young peoplesô transition into work.  

The population is ageing.  However, it is important to remember that the number of young people entering 
the workforce is going to continue to increase and that this group provides a critical role in providing the 
necessary balance to ensure that Australiaõs participation rate continues to rise.    

One of the factors driving COAG is concerns over the ageing population. Since the release of 

the Treasurerôs Inter-Generational Report in 2002, ageing of the population has been highly 
topical. A clear marker will be reached in 2016, when the median age of the population is 
projected to reach 40. Over that period, the number of young people as a proportion of the 
labour force will steadily fall.vii 
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EXHIBIT C: PROPORTION OF 15-24 YEAR OLDS IN THE WORKFORCE, 2005-2016 
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Assuming no change in how people and employers behave, an unavoidable consequence of 
ageing is that the proportion of adults not in work to those in work (known as the 
ñdependency ratioò) will rise.  There are three ways of redressing this: 

¶ boosting the working age population ï in the short- to medium-term, the only 
recourse is to substantially increase migration levels, which is likely to be politically 
unacceptable;  

¶ raising workforce participation rates, especially among groups where it is relatively 
low, such as the mature-aged, single parents, migrants, Indigenous Australians and 
those with a disability; and 

¶ increasing productivity, which would allow maintenance of living standards despite a 
higher dependency ratio. 

Government action is currently mostly directed at the second of these approaches. 
Employers are likely to be much more concerned about work readiness for many of these 
groups than they are for young people. 

Even though the proportion of young people in the workforce will fall, the numbers entering 
the workforce will not. For example, the number of people turning 19 is projected to remain 
between 280,000 and 300,000 every year for the next decade.viii 

Whilst it is important for students and schools to learn to engage with industry, it is also important that 
employers learn to adapt to the needs of the current generation of school leavers. 

Young people will continue to comprise the overwhelming majority of workforce entrants. 
For employers the message is: get used to adapting to the ways of Generation Y.  

At heart, this is an issue of reciprocity: if young people are to become work ready, then 
employers must in turn be youth ready. Itôs a two way street. This reflects the reality of 
supply and demand forces in coming years. 

Generation Y are different from their forbears, and need to be managed differently. 

Generation Y refers to people born in the wake of the preceding generation, dubbed 

Generation X,ix who themselves were born in the wake of the baby boom generation. It 
applies to people born from 1978-1994, which places them between the ages of 12 and 29. 
When we are discussing the work readiness of young people, we are therefore talking about 
people in this generation. 

Applying generational labels can be misleading. We all experience youth, but each 
generationôs experience of it occurs in a cultural, social and economic context which binds 

that generation together and allows them to be spoken of, within limits, as a cohort with 
distinct attributes. 

They embrace change, and accept that the future of work is all about mobility and adaptability. 

Generation Y have never experienced an economic downturn. An open, wired economy is all 
they know. They do not have the same insecurities as their parents. They are fearless and 
flexible. They donôt believe that the world owes them a living, but they believe it will provide 
them with one if they work for it. 

It should be recognised that this gives them great workforce potential, but it also means 
they can be more likely to quit if they donôt like what they encounter.x  

There is, however, a òdisconnectó between what young people want from work and what their employers are 
seeking. 

Generation Y have ñgreat expectationsò of work.xi Work, for many, is seen as a means to an 
end, not an end in itself. Few see themselves working for the same employer on a 
continuous basis. While eight out of ten are happy in their jobs, they feel free to move, 
confident that something else will come along.  

Employers, on the other hand, are having to adapt to the demands of a globalised, 

knowledge economy ï one where Australiaôs comparative advantage lies in high value-
added products and services. This places a premium on cognitive skills and people skills, 
rather than on technical skills of old. 
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Generation Y has the capacity to supply these skills, but dealing with them requires a new 
psychological contract if employers are to extract the most value from them.xii 

 

Old  New  

Stability  Change 

Predictability  Uncertainty 

Standard work patterns  Flexible work 

Valuing loyalty  Valuing performance 

Paternalism  Self-reliance 

Job security  Employment security 

Linear job growth  Multiple careers 

One - time learning  Lifelong learning 

EXHIBIT D: OLD VERSUS THE NEW PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRACT 

Employers getting the most out of young people are those who assist the transition to full work readiness. 

Many young people commencing work after leaving school, TAFE or university will not be 
adequately prepared. Some will lack basic written and verbal communication skills. But, 
they will be innovative, savvy with new technology and they will want and expect training. 

Employers need to adequately support young people newly entering their organisation. This 
requires: 

¶ induction programmes 

¶ mentoring arrangements 

¶ ongoing training and development. 

It is especially important for employers to be as clear as possible about the values of the 
organisation and the role the young person will play in contributing to the success of the 
business. This will help to set clear performance expectations about the job. 

Employers who do these things well will generally find it easier to recruit and retain young 
people.  

Schooling has competing aims, being an end point for some and a launch pad for others. This can dilute the 
focus on work preparedness. 

Young people are looking to education and training systems to provide them with the skills 
and knowledge they need to get the job they want in the first place or to get the job that 
will help them reach the job they want. 

Secondary schools in Australia are designed to be all things to all students, irrespective of 
the mix of talents and aspirations that these students bring. This is a different model to that 

which applies in many European countries where children are streamed into different types 
of school ï some designed to lead to a tertiary education pathway, while others concentrate 
on the development of technical and vocational skills. Currently, Victoria is the only state 
which has a Year 12 qualification for those not intending to go on to higher education, the 
Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning. 

A recent development in Australia has been the re-institution of technical colleges, both at a 
national level and in some states, for senior secondary students. These will almost certainly 
enhance the work preparedness of those who enrol in these schools. 

A number of states and territories have raised the school-leaving age, in some instances up 
to 17 years of age, to off-set the deleterious effects of early school-leaving.  However, 
rather than adopting a regulatory approach, there needs to be a greater focus on engaging 
young people and attracting them to stay in school through rewarding and vocationally 
oriented learning experiences. 
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It is widely recognised that when schools and local employers partner to promote their mutual interests in 
work preparedness that the students have the most to gain.  

The Adopt-a-School program promotes industry engagement in schools, giving students a 
hands-on learning experience under the guidance of an industry mentor. There are a 
number of successful examples of good partnerships under this program, but take-up is not 
high.   

Partnerships are likely to work best where they involve other local bodies, such as is done in 
Victoria through the Local Learning and Enterprise Networks. 

Undertaking VET subjects while at school increases school retention and post-school employment chances. 

VET-in-Schools programs promote school retention among those who might otherwise 

become disillusioned and leave; not only that, for those not going on to Year 12, 
undertaking VET subjects while in Year 11 improves the chances of being employed in the 
year after they leave school.xiii  

Structured workplace learning is an element of VET-in-Schools programs that gives young 
people an exposure to the workplace through placements of around 20 days duration during 
the year. Over 100,000 school students participate in structured workplace learning each 

year. Evaluation studies suggest they improve employment chances upon leaving school. 

Important considerations include the delivery of VET-in-Schools programs by teachers with 
industry experience and the use of equipment which is of an industry standard. 

Part-time work while at school also enhances the transition into full-time work. 

Well over half of school students of working age, work part-time. Those that do so, have a 
higher chance of finding full-time employment (and a lower chance of being unemployed) 
when they leave school.xiv 

It is likely that habits of work acquired while at school are viewed favourably by employers 
when it comes to selection, and may also allow for an easier adaptation to full-time 
employment on the part of the school leaver. 

Entry-level training via an apprenticeship or traineeship is a model that has stood the test of time, 

The apprenticeship model has stood the test of time. It works best of all in the trades where 
the combination of learning approaches ï institutional-based to develop codified knowledge 
and workplace-based to develop tacit knowledge ï promotes true skill acquisition and 
development, while also instilling in the apprentice the attributes of work readiness.  

é but the attraction of this pathway is not as much in demand as it could be for brighter young people and 
perceptions of low wages may be one of a number of contributing factors. 

Secondary school students of above-average ability have their sights set on completing Year 
12 and getting a sufficiently high grade to go into tertiary education. By and large, they are 
not interested in apprenticeships or traineeships.xv They are given little encouragement to 

pursue an apprenticeship path by parents, teachers or career advisers. 

Perceptions of low wages for apprentices and trainees are a factor behind rising non-
completion rates. This is more evident in a time of skill shortages. 

Governments, national and state, in combination with industry need to attend to the OECD youth transition 
report card.  

Exhibit B (on page 2) gives Australia 4 out of 8 against the OECD youth transition report 
card. Progress is being made in the 4 poor areas, but more needs to be done. On the 
following page, we put forward a number of issues for consideration. 
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Improving the work readiness of young people requires a two-pronged approach to provide positive 
pathways to the future: 

(1) The first  aimed at the at risk group, is all about ensuring young people are engaged in òearning or 
learningó. 

The size and persistence of the at risk group requires concerted measures to improve 
their attractiveness to employers. 

Policy advocates have suggested a ñyouth guaranteeò which would give all young 
people guaranteed access to completing Year 12 or an equivalent non-school 
qualification (such as a Certificate III) or a job with training. The South Australian 
government has introduced a 90% target of 15-19 year olds in ñearning or learningò 

by 2010 as part of its State Strategic Plan. 

A number of States and Territories have adopted a proxy approach by raising the 
school-leaving age to 17, with opt-outs only where a non-schooling pathway (e.g. 
apprenticeships) has been attained. 

If these initiatives are to succeed, they need to find ways of engaging young people 
who would have left school early had they the choice. This group is likely to primarily 

consist of those interested in, and likely to benefit from, vocational pathways.  

Consideration should be given to a national approach in this area. 

(2) The second approach is to ensure that there are a range of integrated measures which positively 
promote work readiness for young people as a whole.  These include: 

_ Increased exposure to the workplace both within the school environment and on location. 

The evidence is clear that increased exposure to the workplace improves the 
chances of young people finding employment and making better career choices, 
as well as improving their work readiness.  Issues for consideration are: 

¶ extending Structured Workplace Learning programs so that they are 
available for all students, not just those undertaking VET-in-Schools; 

¶ embedding employability issues into the development of the National 
Certificate of Education, and more broadly across the secondary school 
curricula; 

¶ greater take-up of school-based apprenticeships and traineeships and 
higher enrolments in secondary technical colleges; and 

¶ encouraging more industry-school partnerships, possibly through industry 
associations having greater input into coordinating. 

_ Better career advice, with industry input. 

Career advice for young people is fragmented and focused more on provision of 
information than on guidance.  Issues for consideration are: 

¶ progressing a more speedy roll-out of the Australian Blueprint for Career 
Development; and  

¶ giving industry a greater voice in the oversight, coordination and provision 
of career advice. 

_ A sharper focus on youth affairs across educational sectors and jurisdictions. 

There has been some dilution in the focus on youth outcomes in recent years, 
notably at the Commonwealth level where ñyouth affairsò is no longer a 
Ministerial portfolio. 

We suggest consideration be given to an annual assessment of progress against 
the OECD youth transitions framework. This could be done under the auspices of 
the Council of Australian Governments. 

The Council of Australian Governments and the Council for the Australian 
Federation should also consider how to promote more cross-jurisdictional 
learning and adoption of successful youth pathway initiatives.  
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OECD Youth Transition Measures Report Card 

Measure  Score  Comment  

Learning pathways and qualifications 
frameworks  

V Australian Qualifications 
Framework provides a structured 
framework for skill development 
and pathways into work.  

Learni ng in real work settings  U Structured Workplace Learning 
programs and school-based 
apprenticeships and traineeships 
do the most to promote learning in 
real work settings among school 
students, but are undertaken by a 
minority of school students.  

Provisio n of broad general and vocational 
skills  

V There are now many and varied 
pathways for young people to 
make the transition from schooling 
to work, which range from broad 
educational programs through to 
narrowly specific vocational skills.  

Youth friendly l abour markets  V A youth wage structure and a 
number of youth friendly 
industries (e.g. retail, hospitality) 
promote youth friendly labour 
markets. 

Safety nets and re - integration  U The at risk group remains 
persistently high, suggesting 
current safety net arrangements 
are not succeeding.  

Information and guidance  U Services available to young people 
are fragmented, and too much 
based on information rather than 
guidance. 

Effective institutional frameworks  U Poor articulation arrangements 
between different pathways. Lack 
of coordination in delivery of 
services. 

Monitoring tools  V Annual transition survey 
conducted by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, as well as 
other major sources (i.e. 
Longitudinal Survey of Australian 
Youth, Student Outcomes Survey, 
Graduate Destination Survey) 

 

Appendix 1 


