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‘Because that’s what we're here for, isn’t it? Our job is to raise or develop young
people who are contributing to community and our society. So, therefore if we're doing
that, we're doing it right by giving those opportunities. It's not always a university focus
and the Department had been very focused on and that's why it's been from the
politicians having kids go to university. It's always been the benchmark and now ...
they've changed it ... The pathways for our students going into further career
opportunities are vocational.” (School Principal)
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Key messages

This report presents findings from the evaluation of the Educational Pathways Program funded by
the New South Wales Department of Education. The evaluation was conducted by the Social Policy
Research Centre (SPRC) UNSW Sydney and the School of Education UNSW Sydney.

The findings from focus groups and interviews with stakeholders (qualitative data) indicate that the
Educational Pathways Program (EPP) has been beneficial for participating schools and for
individual students (and their parents/carers).

All stakeholder groups reported satisfaction with the EPP and agreed it supports students to make
informed career choices. Key benefits mentioned included practical engagement with a range of
workplaces and training, better information on careers, dedicated support officers and resources,
students ‘learning by doing’, and improved student self-efficacy. Employers valued recruitment
opportunities and work-ready young people who held the certificates needed for worksites.

These findings were largely replicated in quantitative surveys of stakeholder groups. Overall,
stakeholders noted the positive influences of the EPP initiatives and expressed satisfaction with it.

Most stakeholders thought the EPP program was effective, and suggestions tended to focus not
on the program itself but on outside factors that schools could not control, such as TAFE timetabling
and resourcing, and transport concession rules.

e The most mentioned EPP initiatives were Enhancing Schools-Based Apprenticeships and
Traineeships (SBAT) Engagement, TAFE Start Your Future and the Job Readiness training
sessions. Smaller-scale initiatives like Back in the Game were hardly ever discussed by
stakeholders.

¢ Challenges are the availability of TAFE and RTO places (lack of range of courses offered,
TAFEs too far away, no ‘common TAFE day’ allowing students to easily combine TAFE and
their studies, changing preferences not matched by TAFE course offerings, and TAFE
timetables). Lack of transport and lengthy commutes for students in rural and regional areas
compounded these challenges.

e Other challenges within schools included insufficient in-house TAS teachers or outside
trainers to deliver VET courses, leading to under-utilised technical education spaces within
schools.

The EPP outcome evaluation also drew on the NSW Department-led Post School Destinations and
Experiences (PSDE) survey'. In order to avoid potential false negative/positive results an
experimental pre-post and intervention-control group design was employed, which included
propensity score matching analysis to ensure EPP intervention schools and control group schools
shared similar core characteristics (i.e. geographical location and socioeconomic status).

The experimental design also allowed comparison of pre- and post-EPP destination outcomes for
both intervention and control groups. Analysis of post-school destination outcomes indicated that
the EPP impact on destination outcomes was largely not visible; that is, results were not statistically
significant in pointing to positive gains or changes in students’ destination trajectories. Considering

" The content of the survey is as follows: PSDE 2019 — reflect school leavers prior to the advent of the EPP; PSDE
2022 - reflect school leavers from 24 EPP pilot schools; PSDE 2023 - reflect school leavers from 148 EPP schools.
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multiple years of data (2019, 2022, and 2023), and comparing before and after the advent of the
EPP, and EPP and control group schools, it appears that the only positive outcome that was
statistically significant was employment (taking into account both full-time and part-time) in 2023:
The proportion of EPP school leavers in employment were 30.3%, and control school leavers,
27.9%. However, caution is needed in interpreting this result as EPP schools’ employment did not
change between the 2019 (30.3%) and 2023 survey data (30.3%).

On the other hand, the PSDE survey data clearly demonstrated the impact of COVID-19 on
students’ destinations, although the trend may be short-term. The peak COVID-19 period had an
impact on destination outcomes — most notably, an increase in choosing university study among
both EPP intervention and control group school leavers.

Itis important to note that the EPP has been fully operational for a relatively short period, and PSDE
data is a ‘snapshot’ in time rather than longitudinal data. Further, post-school longitudinal data
collection and analysis is required to better ascertain impacts of the EPP program on post school
outcomes.

Macro-economic factors such as employment demand and the current status or perceptions of
TAFE may have played a role in overall trends in school leaver selection of study or work
destinations. Of relevance is that many non-EPP schools also have programs aimed at delivering
similar functions to EPP schools, albeit with fewer resources. For example, SBATs, along with VET
subjects, serve as a key part of careers guidance for students in non-EPP schools. The focus group
discussion noted this, with non-EPP schools reporting positive career program outcomes for their
students.

Overall, the evaluation indicates that while stakeholders themselves strongly believe the EPP is a
successful program which has achieved its aims, direct contributions to positive changes in
students’ destination were not strongly supported by the quantitative data. Instead, the PSDE data
showed the clear and strong potential influences of COVID-19 on students’ outlook on study or
work destinations. The implications of these findings are detailed in the Report Summary, and in
Sections 5 and 6.
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Source: EPP, DoE

‘Since | started my SBAT I'm already working towards being a
supervisor and just like learning a lot more because I'm always there
now... I'm always learning new stuff, like they're always finding
something new and it's really good.’ (EPP student)
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1 Executive Summary

This is the final report for the evaluation of the Educational Pathways Program (EPP). The EPP is
a direct intervention program designed to support Years 9—12 public high school students. Its
objectives are to:

e support students to remain in education and/or transition into employment and training, and
e better understand the career pathways available to them.

The EPP was piloted in 2020-21. It consisted of 10 initiatives in 24 NSW Public Secondary Schools.
After an evaluation in 2021 a revised and scaled-up version of the EPP was implemented in 2022
in 145 Public Secondary Schools, increasing to 148 schools? across NSW; this represents 37% of
the 403 secondary schools in NSW (DoE, 2023). The number of schools in the EPP has expanded
to 171 in 2024.

Initiatives of the EPP include:

e Innovating careers education

¢ Enhancing SBAT engagement

e TAFE NSW Start Your Future

e Job Readiness workshops

e Educational Pathways VET Ambassadors
e Apprenticeship and Traineeship Head Start
e Back in the Game

e TAFE NSW Early School Leavers.

The EPP specialist staff provide the following services:

e Executive Liaison and Pathways Planning

e Careers advice

e Assistance in matching students to trainers and employers

¢ Organising events and excursions to training facilities and workplaces
e Tailored support packages

e Liaison with training institutes and employers

e Parental liaison.

2 For a complete list of EPP schools, see the DoE EPP information: https://education.nsw.gov.au/public-schools/career-
and-study-pathways/educational-pathways-program/about-the-pilot/participating-schools
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The EPP includes key specialist staff including the Head Teachers Careers (HTCs). The HTCs
work strategically to engage local executive leaders earlier to ensure greater visibility of program
offerings and timing for school staff.

1.1 The evaluation

The evaluation assesses the process of implementing EPP initiatives through which the program
is delivered, and the extent to which short-term outcomes are being met, and identifies major
learnings, strengths and areas for improvement across each initiative and the program as a whole.

The key questions are:
1. Is the EPP successfully supporting students to meet their post-school destination goals?
2. What are the major learnings, strengths and areas for improvement?

The evaluation used a mixed-method design in 2 waves, including:

e surveys of key stakeholders (students, parents/carers, schools-based and EPP staff,
employers/trainers/industry partners, and NSW DoE program central office staff and
Leadership Governance Group members)

o focus groups and interviews with stakeholders at 20 EPP schools and 5 non-EPP schools

¢ analysis of EPP program data

analysis of NSW Post School Destinations and Experiences (PSDE) survey data.

Wave 1 data collection was undertaken between May and July 2023; Wave 2 data collection was
undertaken between March and May 2024.

There are a number of limitations to the methodology:
e Some school communities did not partake in the stakeholder surveys.

e The PSDE survey is a point-in-time survey, which does not indicate longitudinal
outcomes post-school.

1.2 Process

Process evaluation questions focused on whether the program supported students towards their
goals, engaged the targeted students, was clear to stakeholders regarding its purpose, provided
quality initiatives and was implemented as intended and with efficient use of resources.

The EPP was found to successfully support students to make more realistic choices about their
post-school career trajectories. Further, it successfully targeted students and met their needs,
including rural and regional, female and male, CALD and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
students. Schools were found to be working with EPP staff to successfully coordinate opportunities
for students in regions.

Social Policy Research Centre 2024 6



The program had high satisfaction ratings across the surveys, as well as positive accounts from all
the stakeholder groups that participated in focus groups and interviews. In contrast, non-EPP
school stakeholders expressed a desire to be part of the EPP and for access to the human
resources provided by the program: the EPP Head Teacher Career (HTC), School-Based
Apprenticeship and Traineeship Engagement Officer (SBATEQO), and EPP School Administration
Officer. Non-EPP school staff members who had previously worked in or collaborated with
colleagues from EPP schools recognised that EPP staff provided much-needed support to expand
students’ pathway opportunities while reducing the administrative burden on schools. The program
was implemented as intended.

A range of factors were reported to affect program processes. On the positive side, EPP resourcing
for schools facilitated several key benefits: increased student support, stronger industry
connections with local employers/businesses and trainers, exposing students to a wider range of
industries and workplaces, fostering education and engagement with parents/carers, and further
supporting student success. The recruitment of quality EPP specialist staff, and effective
communication between these staff and schools, along with leveraging regional resources,
contributed to continuous improvement of the EPP.

Challenges included external factors, in particular: the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on school
engagement and attendance; workforce challenges such as vacant positions hindering schools’
abilities to provide careers support and logistical capacity for activities like excursions; ongoing
transport issues faced by students (especially in rural and regional areas); lack of diverse TAFE
courses and limited places for high school students in available courses; and macro-economic
issues such as size of the local labour market and employer demand.

Internal challenges included the short-term funding for EPP and the fact that HTCs were seconded
from base schools and could be recalled at any time.

1.3 Outcomes

The success indicator questions report on whether the EPP achieved its short- and medium-term
expected outcomes, how many/what percentage of students go on to their post-school destination
of choice (education, training, work) and major learnings, strengths and areas for improvement.

According to stakeholders, the EPP is providing better outcomes than ‘business as usual’, although
its large-scale impacts (i.e. positive gains, changes, or overall trajectories) were hard to achieve
through just one program, as the analysis of PSDE survey data suggest. Further longitudinal data
collection and analysis would benefit EPP impact measurement in the future.

Overall, the primary data collected — stakeholder focus group and interviews and surveys — indicate
the EPP had a positive impact on the knowledge and confidence of participating students (and their
parents/carers) when it came to considering future careers/pathways. School staff were likewise
enthusiastic, valuing the extra resources and supports for students and citing ‘success stories’ of
student doing traineeships or apprenticeships and transiting into careers. They valued also the ‘try
it out’ aspects of the EPP (such as TAFE Start Your Future).

Analysis of stakeholder survey responses consistently showed higher levels of confidence and
knowledge about future careers among students doing EPP initiatives within a school (and their
parents/carers) compared to students within the same schools (and their parents/carers) who were
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not. Likewise, EPP-participating students reported enhanced knowledge of career pathways into
vocational fields and options for further study.

The EPP offered students diverse pathways, including VET, apprenticeships and traineeships,
expanding their options beyond the typical choice between completing Year 12 and pursuing a
trade. It also assisted early school leavers by providing support in their transitions into employment,
education or training.

Non-EPP school stakeholders described working towards obtaining many of the outcomes EPP
schools were achieving. Some programs, such as the SBAT, existed before the EPP was
implemented. Therefore, some vocational training initiatives had already been implemented in
NSW schools prior to the EPP, and other initiatives such as Regional Industry Educational
Partnerships Program (RIEP) are available for all NSW schools. However, the stakeholders
perceived that EPP increased resources, provided a wider range of activities, and allowed schools
to more effectively work within a region to maximise opportunities for students.

Overall, stakeholders believed the program has achieved the intended outcomes — to improve
student capacity to make career decisions, access training and apprenticeships, thus supporting
their participation socially and economically. However, analysis of PSDE survey data shows that
EPP schools produced similar outcomes to non-EPP controls for school leavers in terms of
engagement with VET, employment and NILFET. While a higher percentage of EPP school leavers
were in work in 2023 compared to the control (30.3% compared to 27.9%), non-EPP school leavers
were slightly more likely to be in VET in 2023 (10.6% versus 11.2%) and, significantly, there was
no difference in the percentage in training/apprenticeship for 2023 (19.0% for both groups). For the
important NILFET indicator EPP school leavers in 2023 had slightly worse outcomes than the
control group (3.3% vs 3.0%) but had improved since 2019 (4%), whereas control schools were
slightly worse than in 2019 (2.8%)3.

Itis important to note that the EPP has been fully operational for a relatively short period, and PSDE
data is a ‘snapshot’ in time rather than longitudinal data. Further, post-school longitudinal data
collection and analysis is required to better ascertain impacts of the EPP program on outcomes.

3 Source: analysis of Post School Destinations and Experiences survey data, multiple years — see Appendix A
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1.4 Summary of findings

Table 1 presents findings for each research question.

Table 1 Evaluation research questions and findings

Process evaluation questions and findings

Is the EPP successfully supporting students to meet their post-school destination goals?

e The EPP has been engaging increasing numbers of students — 3,811 in 2021, 33,131
in 2022 and 58,264 in 2023 (DoE program data — see 4.1.2).

o Stakeholders were universally positive about the utility and value of the EPP and
believe the EPP is assisting young people to reach their post-school destination
goals, based on findings from surveys and focus groups (stakeholder accounts —
see 4.1.5).

¢ Students engaged in the EPP were more likely to know what career they wanted
while those not engaged in it were more likely to be unsure. A survey of students
at EPP schools indicated that at Wave 1, 60% of EPP students agreed that ‘I know
what career | want in the future’, 10% higher than students not doing the EPP (50%)
at the same schools. At Wave 2 this had increased to 64% (with a similar 60% of
students not doing the EPP agreeing) (stakeholder surveys — see 4.1.4).

¢ An intervention-control group analysis of three years’ of Post School Destinations
and Experiences (PSDE) data indicated:

o There were no statistically significant differences in outcomes between EPP
schools and a matched control group in relation to a Bachelors degree, VET
Education, Training /Apprenticeship and Not in the Labour Force, Education or
Training (NILFET).

o However, there were statistically significant differences for two variables: Work:
Take-up of employment by school leavers from EPP schools was constant before
and after the COVID lockdown (30.3% in 2019, 30.3% in 2023). Notably, in 2023 a
higher percentage of EPP school leavers than of control school leavers were in
work — 30.3% and 27.9% respectively, a statistically significant 2.4% difference.

o Looking for work: The outcomes from EPP school leavers were consistently higher
and the gap compared to non-EPP school leavers increased each year and over
time. For example, in 2023, the percentage was 9.3% for EPP school leavers versus
6.8% for control school leavers, which was statistically significant (analysis of
PSDE data - see 4.1.3).

o Itis important to note that the EPP has been fully operational for a relatively short
period, and PSDE data is a ‘snapshot’ in time rather than longitudinal data. Further,
post-school longitudinal data collection and analysis is required to better ascertain
impacts of the EPP program on outcomes.
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Are stakeholders aware of the EPP’s purpose?

o Stakeholders have good awareness of the EPP’s purpose (Stakeholder surveys
and focus groups — see 4.2.1 and 4.2.2).

o Stakeholder surveys indicated that:

More than 80% of parents/carers of EPP-participating children in EPP schools
agreed that their child could do an apprenticeship or traineeship while still at
school.

o EPP and school staff demonstrated high levels of agreement (84%-91% across a
range of indicators over two waves) that they knew how the EPP could support
students, understood the schools’ role, and were familiar with VET pathways
(stakeholder surveys— see 4.2.1).

Did the targeted students/schools engage with the EPP?

e The program is targeted at low SES schools and is well utilised by students from
low SES backgrounds at those schools. The program is growing in 2024 from 148
schools, with a further 20 schools to join (DoE program data — see 4.3).

Increasing numbers of students participated in EPP initiatives (3811 in 2021; 33,131 in
2022; 58,264 in 2023) (DoE program data — see 4.3).

¢ Program data has limited demographic information but indicates female and male
students were roughly equally represented (53% and 47%) and strong participation
(11-27%) from Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students (DoE program data
—see 4.3.1).

What do stakeholders think about the quality of the EPP?

¢ In general, stakeholders appraised the quality of the program as high, with some
caveats on certain elements where they perceived content as being too theoretical
or writing-based and not sufficiently ‘hands-on’ and practical (stakeholder
accounts — see 4.4.2).

o Stakeholder surveys indicated that students engaged in the EPP agreed that the
EPP helped them decide what job or career they would like to do after school. There
was strong agreement in both waves that it helped ‘a lot’ (Wave 1: 42% and Wave
2: 39%) or ‘a little bit’ (Wave 1: 40% and Wave 2: 36%).

¢ Recommending the program to others is a strong indicator of confidence in the
quality of the program. Students engaged in EPP initiatives were asked if they
would recommend the EPP to their friends. Most students answered ‘yes —
definitely’. (Wave 1: 63% and Wave 2: 61%) (stakeholder surveys — see 4.4.1). EPP-
TAFE co-ordination is crucial to the EPP’s operation (stakeholder accounts — see
4.4.2).

Was the EPP implemented as intended?
¢ Yes, it has been implemented as intended (stakeholder accounts — see 4.5.2).

¢ The initial round of stakeholder focus groups/interviews found that most of the 20
EPP schools we visited were fully engaged with the program.
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o By Wave 2, the smaller sample size of six schools (re)visited were offering an even
greater array of initiatives (stakeholder accounts — see 4.5.2).

¢ No unintended consequences were identified (stakeholder accounts — see 4.5.2).

Was the EPP scaled-up version (from 24 pilot schools to an additional 124 schools) been
refined in line with the recommendations of the evaluation of its pilot phase?

e Yes.

¢ A range of adjustments were made following the EPPP evaluation (Barker et al.
2021) (Barker report and DoE information on program changes, see 4.6).

e The review of the EPPP resulted in two initiatives being phased out and others
being rebranded and reconfigured. The new EPP is an improvement on the pilot
and the range of initiatives is appropriate ((Barker report and DoE information on
program changes, see 4.6).

Was the EPP implemented efficiently with best use of resources?

o Stakeholder surveys indicated that, across a range of efficiency indicators, there
was a high level of agreement between EPP and school based staff (between 71%-
84% across four indicators and Waves 1 and 2) that the DoE, the different parts of
the EPP and schools personnel were working effectively together (stakeholder
surveys, see 4.7.1).

¢ Regions where there were existing networks were highly efficient in their use of
resources. Economies of scale were operating across schools. Others were
building the mechanisms (networks) that enable more efficient use of resources

¢ Where there were inefficiencies, these related to under-utilisation of resources due
to, for example, insufficient VET teachers or external trainers to make use of school
spaces, no one available or able to drive a school bus, and TAFE operations
deemed to be less than optimal in terms of providing student choice

¢ HTCs were seconded from base schools for a year at a time and could be returned
to their base schools at any time. This caused some challenges in some schools.
Short-term funding overall created a number of challenges for EPP due to
uncertainty about ongoing resources (stakeholder accounts, see 4.7.2).

Success indicator questions and findings

To what extent has EPP achieved its short- and medium-term expected outcomes?

e Short-term outcomes metrics to 2023 (baseline to final) show significant growth in
student engagement in the range of EPP initiatives over the period 2022-23.

e Between 2022 and 2023, the referral-based initiatives, Back in the Game and TAFE
Early School Leavers saw a 207% and 158% growth respectively; however,
numbers of students in these two initiatives are comparatively minor. The major
initiatives, such as SBAT commencements (which is a strong outcome indicator),
grew by a more modest, yet healthy, 17%, as did employer support for SBAT
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engagements (which grew by 23%). TAFE Start Your Future grew by 122% (DoE
short-term outcomes data — see 4.8.1).

¢ Due to the endpoint of evaluation (mid-2024), there are no findings on medium- to
long-term outcomes.

¢ Supplementary data (see 4.8.1) from DoE on VET and SBAT enrolments allowing
for comparison in VET activities across NSW Government schools between EPP
schools, non-EPP control group schools, and all non-EPP schools, showed:

o A trend of higher percentages of enrolment in VET subjects: EPP school
VET participation rates were 35% in 2022, 36% in 2023 and 37% in 2024,
compared with 32%, 32% and 33% for control schools.

o SBAT commencements showed faster numerical growth at the EPP
schools: 711 in 2022, 830 in 2023 and 981 in 20245, compared with 644, 660
and 692 for non-EPP control schools (DoE supplementary data - see 4.8.1).

How many/what percentage of students go on to their post-school destination of choice
(education, training, work)?

e There was no way of determining whether students go on to a future pathway of
‘their choice’ as available data indicates school leaver outcomes, not whether the
outcome matched their ‘choice’.

o Based on analysis of PSDE survey data for EPP schools and group of matched
non-EPP schools, the 2023 survey (2022 data) analysis indicated that as of 2023:

o 10.6% EPP school leavers (and 11.2% non-EPP control school leavers) were
in VET.

o 19.0% EPP school leavers (and 19.0% non-EPP control school leavers) were
in Training/Apprenticeships.

o 30.3% EPP school leavers (and 27.9% non-EPP control school leavers) were
in Work.

o 9.3% EPP school leavers (and 6.8% non-EPP control school leavers) were
Looking For Work.

o 3.3% EPP school leavers (and 3.0% non-EPP control school leavers) were
Not in the Labour Force, Education or Training (NILFET) (PSDE data
analysis — see 4.1.3).

What are the major learnings, strengths and areas for improvement?

e Success depends on proactivity of key staff, in particular HTCs, and the strengths
of their networks. RIEP also supports industry opportunities for students.

e Current expansion criteria for the program are based on SES status but funding is
limited and not available to all schools who want to be part of the EPP.
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o Systematic monitoring of student experiences via a common survey tool and
linking EPP engagement with outcomes would strengthen the program.

¢ Transport deficits are an ongoing issue for students, especially for those in remote
and regional areas who don’t have a drivers’ licence/car or parental transport
support. School transport options can be constrained (e.g. teachers can’t leave
classes to drive the school minibus). Students do not have access to public
transport concessions for journeys to training/workplaces.

¢ Non-EPP schools faced similar challenges but were more constrained in teacher
capacity, as they have fewer resources for educational pathways. However, they
were supporting students’ VET education and careers (where there were enough
staff members in the school to fulfil these roles) and getting students into SBATS,
TAFE courses and traineeships/employment.

e The TAFE system (and RTOs) are critical to EPP success, yet there are key
challenges and barriers for students, especially in rural and remote areas. A VET
review is currently underway by the NSW Government.

¢ Monitoring of better-quality longitudinal data showing post-school outcomes is
required to determine the EPP impact into the future (triangulation of all data
sources — overall findings).

1.5 Conclusions

The findings indicate that, overall, the program is successful and has been implemented as
intended, although there is still room for improvement and adaptation.

The HTCs are uniquely placed to network with employers and trainers, and these extra resources
in staffing were crucial as regular Careers Teachers do not have time to engage effectively with
employers and trainers. The RIEP officers provided important supplementary support and industry
liaison.

The program has been enthusiastically received by students, school staff, parents, and employers
and industry partners.

A particular strength of the program is that it is inclusive and has engaged students from a range
of backgrounds and abilities, learning styles and cognitive abilities. Practical ‘learning by doing’
was strongly emphasised by students in the EPP as their preference.

Non-EPP schools included in the evaluation sought to join the program and wanted access to the
extra resources this would bring. Students in non-EPP schools were also getting some effective
VET education and careers advice.

Supplementary data from DoE on VET and SBAT enrolments allowing for comparison in VET
activities across NSW Government schools between EPP schools, non-EPP control group schools,
and all non-EPP schools, showed a trend of higher percentages of enrolment in VET subjects and
SBAT commencements, and a faster growth rate, at the EPP schools compared to the other two
groups.
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However, school leaver outcomes appeared to be very similar for students in matched non-EPP
schools. The findings on outcomes for school leavers based on analysis of the PSDE survey
showed little difference for school leavers from EPP schools versus a matched control group of
non-EPP school leavers, with EPP schools doing slightly better than control schools on some
outcomes, negligible difference on others and less well than control schools for a small number.
There was only one statistically significant impact — the take-up of employment by school leavers
from non-EPP schools was statistically significantly lower than for the EPP school leavers.

It is important to note that the EPP has been fully operational for a relatively short period, and PSDE
data is a ‘snapshot’ in time rather than longitudinal data. Further, post-school longitudinal data
collection and analysis is required to better ascertain impacts of the EPP program on outcomes.

Other factors (such as the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, macroeconomic factors, labour
market and trends related to VET) appear to influence outcomes. Additionally, EPP is still a
relatively new program and post-school outcomes may only be apparent once the program is fully
embedded in EPP schools.

Although it has been implemented effectively there are a number of ways the program can be
improved. These include expanding the range of TAFE offerings and place numbers; using the
existing criteria to identify schools that would most benefit from the EPP and encouraging those
schools to opt in; addressing transport barriers (especially for regional students); addressing HTC
employment arrangements; and developing a more rigorous quality assurance framework.

The main challenges are the lack of a range of TAFE courses and limited places in some areas, as
well as limited industry placements. The expansion of fee-free TAFE places is positive but there
are still challenges for high school students in terms of range of TAFE offerings and the number of
earmarked places, especially in rural and regional settings.

Employer reluctance was noted by stakeholders as a challenge. SBAT ‘paperwork’ was seen as
onerous, and young people need the appropriate certificates (e.g. the general construction
induction card, or ‘white card’).

Cultural change at the community level (and within schools) is required given the continued
perceived superiority of university pathways over VET pathways. This translates through to school
KPIs — outcomes which are positive for a student. For example, getting a full-time job or going into
TAFE are not valued as highly as a university outcome.

Schools face significant staffing challenges, especially to recruit and retain VET teachers. The
staffing arrangements for EPP are also a challenge and the short-term funding creates uncertainty
for the program.

The conclusion of this evaluation is that EPP is achieving its objectives and is highly valued by
stakeholders. However, better quality longitudinal data on school leavers’ outcomes is required to
better measure the EPP impact into the future.

1.6 Recommendations

A. Enhancing TAFE-school collaboration. The TAFE—school interface is key to the success of
the program and VET education in general. In the context of the current VET review, the NSW
Government may need to consider increasing the range of available TAFE courses and places
earmarked for high school students. TAFE offerings (more broadly) should be aligned to industry
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futures, local industry needs and the evolving nature of young people’s interest and aptitudes.
TAFE attendance should be considered a ‘common’ day, if possible, to minimise disruption to
student learning. Access to qualified trainers and the minimum number of students (15) required
by TAFE NSW to deliver Start Your Future courses and the Head Start initiative are often barriers
to student engagement in more remote areas of NSW. The Department should negotiate with TAFE
NSW to determine a consistent framework that facilitates appropriate staffing, to enable course
participation/modified course delivery with fewer students from RRR schools.

B. Review of similar programs. VET programs and other programs within the Department aiming
for similar outcomes could be reviewed to identify any elements of overlap and streamline to avoid
confusion at the school level (i.e. VET and EPP school programs, RIEP, Careers NSW, Training
Services NSW and any other similar programs). This review can also identify any gaps for further
development of other types of VET programs.

C. Ongoing roles for EPP Head Teachers Careers. HTCs are essentially on loan from their
substantive positions in schools at the discretion of principals. These officers can be recalled at
any time, posing a risk to EPP service delivery. The Department should consider making these
roles permanent (ongoing), enabling program consistency and backfilling of vacated positions in
schools.

D. Review the current human resources ratio for remote area schools. Current HTC-to-school
ratio across all EPP schools is a uniform 1:7. School challenges are greater in Regional, Rural and
Remote (RRR) locations. Additional resources in RRR areas can add value to career learning and
vocational education opportunities for students. The Department could review the current ratio and
consider including fewer schools in a group in remote areas.

E. Development of a quality assurance framework. A monitoring framework to support quality
assurance should be developed, encompassing the range and number of EPP offerings, student
feedback and satisfaction surveys, ‘spot’ interviews with student post-activity/work experience, and
monitoring of the quality of apprenticeship and traineeship providers. For SBATs, this should
include reporting mechanisms where (a) students are not gaining knowledge and skills in the
workplace setting, and (b) occupational health and safety standards are not being adhered to.

F. Socially and culturally responsive mentoring. EPP should provide socially and culturally
responsive mentoring and support for students and families. This includes addressing economic,
motivational, and cultural and language barriers that may hinder students from exploring new
experiences or accessing opportunities beyond their immediate communities/areas.

G. Transportation support for regional and rural areas. Transport can be a barrier, especially
in RRR areas. Schools should be encouraged to consider economies of scale across regions in
providing transport for students. This may include schools-based vehicles or using existing funds
to hire smaller vehicles. Furthermore, students need to be able use school travel cards for free
travel to workplaces and associated workplace training. Funding allowances could be considered
for RRR school parents/carers and students. This could include reminding teachers they can use
funds to purchase Opal cards (pre-loaded with credit). Another useful allowance could petrol
vouchers to overcome the costs of public or private transport to training or workplaces.

H. Better access to VET subjects at schools. Some schools have training facilities that are
underused because they cannot recruit staff to provide those subjects due to the general issue that
VET teacher training and administrative requirements to maintain accreditation are onerous.
Services and training could be brought into schools, utilising existing resources to deliver TAFE
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courses in RRR locations. Mobile training units could be additionally utilised in areas where
technical learning spaces are not available.

I. More reliable funding. The short-term nature of the EPP funding and the secondment of HTCs
from base schools create uncertainty and challenges for some EPP schools. If the funding period
were extended it would enable EPP schools to fully embed the program into their mainstream
activities and recruit appropriate staff.
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Source: EPP, DoE

‘Some kids just don’t enjoy school so that's why if they know about it
and there'’s a way for them to work while being at school that might
be good for them’ (EPP student, western Sydney)
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2 Introduction

The report presents the evaluation findings and is structured as follows:

e Section 2 presents the context and objective of the evaluation.

Section 3 presents the research methodology.

Section 4 presents the findings and their implications.

Section 5 presents the conclusion.

Section 6 presents recommendations.

2.1 Policy context

Governments seek to avoid young people not being engaged in work and study in the post-school
years (Barker et al., 2021) given the associated individual and social costs such as unemployment
or lower incomes, poorer health and even incarceration. Policies and programs attempt to reduce
the number of young people not in the labour force, education or training (NILFET).

NCVER statistics show NSW’s VET participation rates are lower than the Australian average for all
age groups (see Table 2).

Table 2 Estimated participation rate of the Australian resident population aged 15-64 years in VET,
by state or territory of student residence, 2022 (%)

NSW Australia
15-19 years 40.5 45.7
20-24 years 34.4 36.9
25-44 years 23.5 254
45-64 years 15.7 16.5

Sources: NCVER, National VET Provider 2022 and National VET in Schools 2022 collections; Australian
Bureau of Statistics (September 2022), National, State and Territory population, (June) Quarterly Population
Estimates by State/Territory, Sex and Age.*

The NSW Government seeks to improve access, opportunities and choice across post-school
pathways including university, training and work for all students®. In 2019, research by the National
Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) identified that young people who participate
in ‘VET in Schools’ programs are 50 per cent more likely to be in fulltime employment five years
after leaving school, than those who do not.

4 Notes: The estimated participation rate is the number of VET students with a usual residential address in an
Australian state or territory, other Australian territories or dependencies and where the state/territory is Not known.
Usual residential address refers to where the student usually resides rather than a temporary address a student
relocates to for training, work, or other purposes.

> The Department of Education’s Our Plan for Public Education (released Nov 2023).
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Recent Australian and NSW Government reports highlights that NSW®
e is experiencing significant skills shortages
e needs to attract and retain more skilled trainers, educators, and assessors
e is evolving their VET funding model’

Over the past five years, significant reforms have improved access and removed structural barriers
to Vocational Education for Secondary Students (VETSS) such as the Australian Tertiary
Admission Rank (ATAR) reform to remove university categorisation and treatment of certain Higher
School Certificate (HSC) categorisation of VET courses. However, the participation rate for Stage
6 students studying one or more VET subjects for the HSC has remained the same, at one in 3
students, for the last 20 years with participation being greater in rural and remote areas (47%) than
metropolitan areas (30%)8.

Programs such as the EPP are in place to increase the number of students undertaking a VET
course in Years 11 and 12.

NSW has seen a 9.3% increase in the number of apprentices and trainees in training in 2022
compared to 2021. This result led the nation, with more than 115,000 apprentices and trainees in
training in NSW (DoE, 2022). The Deputy Premier and Minister for Education and Early Learning
Prue Car stated in March 2024 that the government ‘remains committed to empowering students
with the skills and knowledge essential for successful futures’ (NSW DoE, 2024)°. Program
background

The Educational Pathways Program (EPP) is an innovative program designed to improve education
and career outcomes for young people by introducing NSW public high school students to a range
of vocational training and employment pathways. While open to all students, the EPP specifically
targets disengaged and disadvantaged young people to support them to engage with tertiary
education and work. The program is part of the broader aim to increase skills and reduce the
number of students leaving school without a career pathway.

The EPP was launched as a pilot in 24 schools in 2020. As a result of the successful pilot phase,
the program was funded by the NSW Government and expanded to 148 Public Secondary Schools
in nine regions by 2023. As of March 2024, funding was announced for a further two years, and the
program will expand to 20 new schools across the state. Deputy Premier and Minister for Education
and Early Learning Prue Car has stated that the expansion of the EPP would ensure that more
school students have access to high-quality vocational education and training (NSW DoE, 2024).

Educational Pathways Program objectives, components and metrics

The EPP is a direct intervention designed around the following five objectives.

6 Working Future: The Australian Government's White Paper on Jobs and Opportunities, the Disability Royal
Commission’s Final Report and the Review of Australia’s Migration System Final Report. Jobs and Skills Australia’s
inaugural Annual Jobs and Skills Report 2023, released in October.

7 NSW VET Review, Final Report June 2024.

8 NESA enrolment and VET Credential System dataset (1998-2022) (unpublished).

9 More recent data for 2023 and 2024 from NCVER are not available, so it is difficult to know whether the increase has
continued, or what current non-completion rates are for apprenticeships and traineeships in NSW and nationally.

0 Source: Department of Education Educational Pathways Program (EPP) Scale up Detailed Business Case, February
2022, p. vi.
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Ensure students are aware of their career options and are satisfied with the quality of the
careers advice they receive.

Increase the number of students that remain, complete or transition into education,
employment and training.

Support at-risk students who may otherwise exit the education/employment system to attain
vocational-oriented experience and qualifications.

Boost the number of young people on the School-Based Apprenticeships and Traineeships
(SBATSs) pathway (a proven pathway to post-school study and employment).

Improve skill levels and matching with priority industries through enhanced careers advice
to school students that drives behavioural changes in the type and take-up of VET pathways
to employment in priority NSW industries.

The EPP includes the following initiatives:

Innovating Careers Education — led by dedicated Head Teachers Careers (HTCs) who
coordinate local Careers Immersion Teams, facilitating collaboration between schools, local
industry and employers to create training and employment opportunities for students.

Enhancing SBAT Engagement — led by dedicated School-Based Apprenticeship and
Traineeship Engagement Officers (SBATEOs) who provide mentoring and support for
students considering/undertaking an SBAT.

TAFE NSW Early School Leavers — targeted wrap-around support services to help early
school leavers under the age of 17 transition from school and complete their first course at
TAFE NSW.

Back in the Game — a referral service that provides specialist support to students at risk of
disengagement from school to help them either re-engage with education, transition to
vocational education or find employment.

Apprenticeship and Traineeship Head Start — Group Training Organisations (GTOs) offer
students opportunities to study fee-free pre-apprenticeship or pre-traineeship VET courses
(units of competencies) that include work experience with host employers while at school.
This can lead to higher level post-school VET qualifications.

TAFE NSW Start Your Future (formerly known as TAFE YES+) — helps students identify
potential career pathways through vocational tasters in a wide range of industries. Taster
courses are delivered at local TAFE NSW campuses.

Job Readiness Workshops — give students practical tips to help them land their first job and
inform students about employer expectations for work.

Educational Pathways VET Ambassadors — provide students with first-hand accounts
(through career events, talks) from individuals who successfully navigated a VET pathway
and have gone on to achieve inspiring careers.

The EPP has short-, medium- and long-term program metrics (see Appendix E).
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2.2 Objective of the impact evaluation

The objective of this impact evaluation is to assess the process and outcomes of the EPP and
identify areas for improvement.

2.3 Status of the report

This is the final report of the evaluation. It builds on a previous evaluation of the pilot phase, the
Educational Pathways Pilot Program (EPPP) (Barker et al., 2021) conducted by Western Sydney
University, and earlier phases of this UNSW evaluation, including the EPP Evaluation Baseline
Report by the SPRC (Blunden et al., 2023). This report triangulates findings from a range of
methods and provides conclusions about the effectiveness of the EPP. It contributes to existing
knowledge in education interventions designed to assist young people in disadvantaged
communities to participate in VET, other forms of higher education, and employment.
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Figure 1 Word cloud for question ‘What kind of jobs or careers are you thinking about?’
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3 Approach

The report is structured around evaluation questions relating to process and outcomes. The
evaluation questions and data sources are presented in full in Appendix B. This section summarises
the key data sources, limitations and ethical considerations of the evaluation.

3.1  Evaluation purpose and research questions

The purposes of the evaluation are to:

o Assess the process of implementing EPP, across the initiatives through which the program
is delivered.

e Assess the extent to which short-term outcomes are being met.

o |dentify major learnings, strengths and areas for improvement across each initiative and the
program as a whole.

The research questions below guided the evaluation.

Table 3 Research process and outcomes questions
1. Is the EPP successfully supporting students to meet their post-school

destination goals?
Process indicator questions
Are stakeholders aware of the EPP’s purpose?
Did the targeted students/schools engage with the EPP?
What do stakeholders think about the quality of the EPP?
Was the EPP implemented as intended?

Was the EPP scaled up version (from 24 pilot schools to an additional 121 schools)
been refined in line with the recommendations of the evaluation of its pilot phase?

Was the EPP implemented efficiently with best use of resources?
Success indicator questions
To what extent has EPP achieved its short- and medium-term expected outcomes?

How many/what percentage of students go on to their post-school destination of choice
(education, training, work)?

2. What are the major learnings, strengths and areas for improvement?
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3.2 Summary of data sources

The evaluation draws on a range of methodologies and data sources — described in full in Appendix
A, Appendix B and Appendix C. Primary data was collected in two waves and supplemented by the
provision and analysis of three years of PSDE survey data for pre-post and EPP-non-EPP
comparison.

Key sources of data informing this evaluation are as follows.
e Surveys of key stakeholders:

o Wave 1: 509 students; 184 parents/carers; 179 EPP and schools staff; 59 employers
and trainers. 116 school communities out of 148 (78%) had at least one participant.

o Wave 2: 552 students; 21 parents/carers; 166 EPP and schools staff; 36 employers
and trainers. 141 school communities out of 148 (95%) had at least one participant.

The surveys targeted EPP schools, not comparison schools or all NSW schools. There was a
screening question which asked students whether they were engaged in any EPP initiatives. It
should be noted that while some would have answered no, they may have been included in some
school-wide events — but not in specific initiatives like SBATs, TAFE Start Your Future etc. While
confined to EPP schools, the results do indicate differences between students actively engaged in
EPP initiatives and those that were not, where outcomes were compared in this way.

e Focus groups and interviews'! with stakeholders at selected sites:

o Wave 1: 101 EPP students; 22 parents/carers of EPP students; 97 EPP and schools
staff; 33 employers and trainers; 14 NSW DoE central office program staff and
members of the Leadership Governance Group.

o Wave 2: 26 EPP students; 29 EPP and schools staff; 18 non-EPP students and 15
non-EPP staff; 7 NSW DoE Leadership Governance Group.

e Analysis of EPP program data (2021, 2022, 2023)
e Analysis of EVET, SVET and SBAT data for EPP schools and non-EPP control schools
e Analysis of PSDE survey data (2018, 2019, 2023).

CESE provided PSDE data on students’ study or work destinations after leaving school, an
important outcome of the EPP. The evaluation team employed an experimental design, comparing
the students’ destination outcomes between school leavers from 148 EPP schools and 74 control
group (non-EPP) schools.

Control group schools were selected based on propensity matching score statistical analysis
(including geographic location and schools’ socioeconomic status in the Index of Community Socio-
Educational Advantage (ICSEA)) and the available information about the schools (such as school
types). Three years of PSDE survey data were analysed (2019, 2020, 2023) to investigate trends
in pre-post and intervention-control group data. The hypothesis was that the EPP intervention
group would have better post-school outcomes than (a) the same schools prior to the EPP

™ Most participants engaged in focus groups; however when a participant could not attend a focus group, individual
interviews were held.
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intervention, and (b) a control group of matched non-EPP schools. The analysis focused on six
outcome indicators of post-school student destinations: (a) education in Bachelors’ degree, (b)
education in VET, (c) training/apprenticeship, (d) employment (full-time or part-time), (e) looking
for work (LFW), and (f) ‘not in the labour force, education or training’ (NILFET) (see Appendix A for
details).

A further source of data was provided by the DoE in August 2024 and analysed. This data shows
enrolments in EVET, SVET, and SBATSs for EPP schools, and a control group (the same control
group used for the PSDE survey data analysis (see Appendix A for intervention and control groups).

For more detail on the data sources, including sample sizes, variables, and EPP schools and
controls, see Appendix A.

3.3 Limitations

The following are the main limitations of this evaluation.

e Survey data limitations. The total population of the stakeholder groups surveyed and the
number of potential respondents is not known, as the surveys were distributed by schools.
Thus, the response rate was determined based on a best estimate of the number of possible
stakeholder distributions. The DoE provided best estimates (see Appendix A for detail)
which indicate surveys had differing response rates by stakeholder type and wave, ranging
between 1.3% (parents/carers) to 43% (employers/trainers/industry partners).

o While data for 148 EPP schools were included, some school communities had only a
handful of responses while others that heavily promoted the survey had 20 or more.

e Program data limitations. The DoE provided data on EPP participation but noted that data
collection was variable at the beginning of the EPP and has been improving over time with
the implementation of an EPP Data and Reporting Officer role from October 2022. Where
data is missing — for example, program demographics data — this has been noted.

o As this final report was completed in July 2024, it only presents data from complete data
years (2021, 2022, 2023) and thus cannot make any findings on 2024 trends.

e The PSDE survey has reasonably good response rates due to persistence of approach and
incentives offered, but these rates vary according to status (58.4% of Year 12 completers,
versus 32.7% for non-Year 12 completers) (NSW DoE, 2021).

e |twas not possible to ‘match’the 148 schools in the EPP exactly with 148 non-EPP schools.
The final control group consisted of 74 schools, some appearing more than once, matched
for socioeconomic status and geography. See Appendix A for the list.

The EPP includes eight initiatives. The evaluation focuses on the program as a whole and does
not comment on the effectiveness of particular initiatives. As indicated above, some of these (e.g.
SBATS) are also available in non-EPP schools, although the resourcing for these is lower in those
schools.
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3.4 Ethics

Ethics approval was obtained from the UNSW Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee
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(2023039).

Social Policy Research Centre 2024 26



f‘vﬂ'kv.v‘vﬂ
W v .

N N\AAANAAA V
NN

Source: EPP, DoE

‘| think it's also given students a real option, the schools now have a real
option for students who may be on that edge or disengaged or even students
who know they want to be a tradesperson. It's just given them greater focus,
so yeah, | definitely think it's the best program the Department has put in in
20 years of being a careers advisor, in my opinion.” (Careers Advisor, regional
NSW)
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4 Findings

The findings are presented under each evaluation question. Findings are drawn from several data
sources — a combination of quantitative (program data, quasi-experimental data) and qualitative
data (drawn from interviews and focus groups with stakeholders). Data was collected in two waves.

This section provides findings relating to the process of the program. This is informed by:

survey data (EPP stakeholders)
e focus group and interview data (EPP stakeholders)
EPP program data, and

other relevant data, including DoE metrics.

Process evaluation questions focus on whether the EPP is meeting its key objectives and whether
it is targeting the students it is designed to assist.

4.1 Is the EPP successfully supporting students to meet
their post-school goals?

e The EPP is supporting students to reach their goals.

e Focus groups with students and parents and stakeholder survey results indicate that
students and parents/carers from the EPP schools were more confident in their knowledge
about career pathways than those in non-EPP schools.

e The EPP has been engaging increasing numbers of students — 3,811 in 2021, 33,131 in
2022 and 58,264 in 2023.

4.1.1 VET context for NSW
The DoE has a key measure relevant to the EPP:

¢ Increasing the proportion of students who take up university, training or work in the year
after school.

NCVER data indicates that in 2022 NSW recorded a 9.3% year-on-year increase in the number of
apprentices and trainees in training, with more than 115,000 apprentices and trainees in training
(DoE, 2022). While enrolments slightly increased overall between 2018 and 2022, completions
declined for all categories of VET (NCVER, 2022, Figures 12 and 13), and NSW’s VET participation
rates were lower than the Australian average for all age groups for 2022 (NCVER, 2022). There
was no 2023 data available at the time of writing to indicate whether these trends have continued
or reversed.

Against this backdrop, the results in the evaluation below indicate that student engagement in the
EPP increased significantly from 2021 to 2023.
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4.1.2 Numbers of students in the program

EPP program data shows a significant upward trend in participant numbers since the program
started, climbing from 3,811 in 2021, to 33,131 in 2022 and 58,264 in 2023.

Figure 2 EPP total student participants 2021-2023
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58,264
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40000

33,131
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20000
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3811

0 I
2021 2022 2023

Source: NSW DoE EPP program data, May 2024. Notes: Data for 2021 is pilot data for 24 schools; 2024
data is partial and is not included.

Figure 3 shows the increasing numbers of students per initiative.
Figure 3 participants by initiative, 2021-2024
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Source: NSW DoE EPP program data, May 2024. Notes: Data for 2021 is pilot data for 24 schools; 2024
data is partial and is not included.

In terms of which initiatives engage the most students, Figure 4 indicates the cumulative number
of students engaged in the individual initiatives as percentages.
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Figure 4 EPP initiatives student engagement (all years), percentages
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Source: NSW DoE EPP program data, May 2024. Notes: Data for 2021 is pilot data for 24 schools; 2024
data is partial and is not included.

Table 4 shows the significant growth in student engagement across EPP initiatives in 2022—-23
(2024 data was not included as it is partial). Numbers grew significantly across all the major
initiatives including TAFE Start Your Future (122%) and SBAT enrolments (17%). The referral-
based initiatives Back in the Game and TAFE early School Leavers saw 207% and 158% growth
respectively, but numbers of students in these two initiatives are comparatively low.

Table 4 EPP initiatives — growth 2022-23

Initiative Activity 2022 2023 Growth 2022-23 (%)

Innovating Careers Student participated in student

Education activities 19,435 33,083 70%

VET Ambassadors Students participated 4,950 8,586 73%

TAFE NSW Start Your .

Future Students participated 3529 7820 1229%

Job Readiness -

Workshops Student participated 2822 4665 65%

SBATs SBAT enrolments 1518 1771 17%

Aoprenticeshio and Students enrolled in the Smart

PP >Ship and Skilled part qualification 440 1079

Traineeship Headstart o o
training 145%

Back in the Game Students referred 272 834 207%

TAFE Early School

Leavers Students referred 165 426 158%
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4.1.3 NSW Department of Education Post-School Destinations and Experiences

survey

Table 5 shows outcomes for school leavers from EPP schools and matched control group schools,
in 2019, 2020 and 2023, for the broad category outcomes: education in university or VET, work
and training, and disengagement from work and training. The total for Bachelor's degree, VET,
Training and Work for EPP schools was 83.2% in 2019 rising to 87% in 2023; for control group
schools it was 85.4% in 2019 rising to 90.2% in 2023.

Table 5 Post-School Destination Outcomes by EPP Schools and Control Schools; 2019, 2020, 2023

(NILFET)

2019 2019 2020 2020 2023 2023
standard standard standard
error error error

Bachelor’s degree EPP School 21.9% | 0.005 20.0% | 0.005 27.5% | 0.005
Control School | 24.2% | 0.008 23.1% | 0.008 32.1% | 0.008
VET EPP School 12.2% | 0.004 12.2% | 0.004 10.6% | 0.004
Control School | 12.0% | 0.006 12.4% | 0.006 11.2% | 0.005
Training/Apprenticeship | EPP School 18.8% | 0.005 18.1% | 0.005 19.0% | 0.005
Control School | 19.8% | 0.008 19.9% | 0.008 19.0% | 0.007
Work (FT/PT) EPP School 30.3% | 0.006 29.7% | 0.006 30.3% | 0.006
Control School | 29.4% | 0.009 27.9% | 0.009 27.9% | 0.008
Looking for Work (LFW) | EPP School 12.8% | 0.004 15.4% | 0.005 9.3% 0.004
Control School | 11.7% | 0.006 12.0% | 0.006 6.8% 0.004
Not in Labour Force, EPP School 4.0% 0.002 4.7% 0.003 3.3% 0.002
Education or Training  "Gontrol School | 2.8% | 0.003 | 4.7% | 0.004 | 3.0% | 0.003

Source: PSDE surveys (selected years, selected variables).
Notes. Sample sizes were (2019) n=6,191 in EPP schools, n=2,712 in control schools; (2020) n=5,924 in
EPP schools, n=2,664 in control schools; (2023) n=6,851 in EPP schools; n=3,416 in control schools.

Selected years were chosen to obtain data from before the advent of the EPP and after (see Appendix A
for an explanation of methodology and analysis).
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Figure 5 presents a visual representation of the student destination outcomes.

Figure 5 Percentages of students in EPP and control group schools in further education, work and
training, looking for work and NILFET
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lines)

Bachelor’s degree: Overall, there were increases in the Bachelor's degree education
pathway for students in both EPP and control schools after the COVID lockdown period (in
2023).

VET education: VET take-up was lower at EPP schools (10.6%) than at control schools
(11.2%) in 2023, although the difference was not statistically significant. There was a
statistically significant decrease in VET take-up at EPP schools from 2020 (12.2%) to 2023
(10.8%), reflecting the overall lower uptake of VET by NSW school leavers.

Training/apprenticeship: The percentages and changes over time were steady and
similar for EPP and non-EPP school leavers. The only statistical difference was the
percentages of EPP (18.1%) and non-EPP school leavers (19.9%) in 2020.

Work: Take-up of employment by school leavers from EPP schools was constant before
and after the COVID lockdown (30.3% in 2019, 30.3% in 2023). Notably, in 2023 a higher
percentage of EPP school leavers than of control school leavers were in work — 30.3% and
27.9% respectively, a statistically significant 2.4% difference.

Looking for work: The outcomes from EPP school leavers were consistently higher and
the gap compared to non-EPP school leavers increased each year and over time. For
example, in 2023, the percentage was 9.3% for EPP school leavers versus 6.8% for control
school leavers, which was statistically significant.

NILFET: The percentages of NILFET school leavers from EPP schools (3.3%) and control
school leavers 3.0%) was similar in 2023. NILFET trends (up from 2019 to 2020 at the
height of the pandemic, and then down in 2023) were similar for both EPP and control
schools, but EPP school leavers exhibited a decrease from 2019 (4.0%) to 2023 (3.3%).
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These destination percentages must be reviewed holistically, as the percentages in one category
influence those in other categories. For example, the drop in work for control school leavers could
be accounted for by the increase in take-up of Bachelor’s degrees. It is not known what proportion
of the students who went on to work did so because they did not get into university, or, conversely
what proportion of those in Bachelor's degrees were studying because they could not find
appropriate jobs. Notably, it appears the overall trends were heavily influenced by the impact of
COVID-19 on study or work destination outcomes.

Overall, the large-scale post-school destination data over three years, combined with quasi-
experimental methods of EPP and matched control group schools, indicates no significant trend
changes due to the influences of a single program (i.e. EPP), especially in the presence of a far
more powerful world-wide event (i.e. COVID-19).

The caveat with the PSDE data is that the EPP has been fully operational for a relatively short
period, and PSDE data is a ‘snapshot’ in time rather than longitudinal data. Further post-school
longitudinal data collection and analysis is required to better ascertain impacts of the EPP program,
on outcomes.

4.1.4 Stakeholder surveys

Survey data indicates students perceived the EPP as assisting in their understanding of transition
into education, employment and training. Students (n=289, n=246 respondents) were asked
whether participating in the EPP initiative ‘helped them decide what job or career they would like
to do after school’. The results are overwhelmingly positive. As Figure 6 shows, nearly half in Wave
1 (42%) and 39% in Wave 2, said ‘it helped a lot’ and a further 40% in Wave 1 and 36% in Wave 2
said ‘it helped a little bit’. Only 8% in Wave 1 and 7% in Wave 2 said it did not help much.

Figure 6 EPP helpfulness to students deciding on future careers

42%

I 39%

It helped a lot It didn't help much It helped a little bit Unsure

40%
36%

18%
10%
] l

8%

mWavel mWave2

Source: Stakeholder surveys. W1 (n=289) and W2 (n=246).

The Wave 1 and 2 surveys'? of students indicate that the EPP is making a difference for students
who participated in it. Figure 7 indicates that at Wave 1, 60% of EPP students agreed that ‘| know

12 Selected survey results are presented in the report. For full survey results, see Appendix E.
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what career | want in the future’, 10% higher than students not doing the EPP (50%). At Wave 2
this had increased to 64% (with a similar 60% of students not doing the EPP agreeing). Students
doing the EPP were more likely to know what career they wanted while those not engaged in it
were more likely to be unsure.

Figure 7 EPP and non-EPP students — ‘l know what career | want in the future’
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Wave 1 Wave 2
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. EPP students W1 (n=289) and W2 (n=243); non-EPP students W1 (n=184)
W2 (n=277).

As Figure 8 shows, the Wave 1 survey data indicated that parents/carers of students in the EPP
were also more likely to agree their child knew what job or career they wanted in the future — in
Wave 1, about half (51%) of parents/carers of EPP students agreed this was the case, versus a
third (33%) of parents/carers of non-EPP students. In Wave 2, an even higher percentage of the
parents/carers of EPP students agreed with the proposition (65%) compared with parents/carers
of non-EPP students (45%), although percentages had risen for both groups of parents/carers.

Figure 8 EPP and non-EPP parents/carers — ‘My child knows what job or career they want in the
future’
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students Wave 1 students Wave 2 students Wave 1 students Wave 2
Yes mNo Unsure

Source: Stakeholder surveys. Parents/carers of EPP students W1 (n=108) and W2 (n=93); Parents/carers
of non-EPP students W1 (n=64) and W2 (n=97).
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EPP and school staff members were asked various questions on the usefulness of the EPP for
students. Figure 9 illustrates that most school staff had positive attitudes to SBATs but were less
likely to strongly agree on the Job Readiness workshops by Wave 2 (note that the provider had
changed by Wave 2).

Figure 9 EPP schools-based staff and EPP schools’ staff views on SBATs

70%
60%

60%

. 48%
50% sy 229

(]

0,

40% 31% 1% .
28% 30%
30% g 249
0%
20% 11%
10/
10% 7% 0 -
O 2% g, 1% 2% 1%.
0% | —

Strongly DisagreeNot sure Agree Strongly Strongly Disagree Not sure Agree Strongly
disagree agree disagree agree

SBATSs are an effective initiative for students ~ SBAT Job Readiness workshops/ EDGE
workshops teach students effective
strategies to get their first job

mWavel mWave?2

Source: Stakeholder surveys. W1 and W2, Schools-based EPP and schools staff W1 (n=131) and W2
(n=138).

Staff also expressed views on other EPP initiatives. Figure 10 indicates broad support for initiatives,
with a general upwards trend of ‘agree’ but a trend of downward for ‘strongly agree’ between Waves
1 and 2.

Figure 10 EPP schools-based staff and EPP schools’ staff views on other EPP initiatives
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. Schools-based EPP and schools staff W1 (n=131) and W2 (n=138).
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A further set of questions on staff views about student support and engagement in EPP initiatives
showed strong beliefs in EPP effectiveness and that SBAT engagement is growing, indicated by
student numbers participating. Figure 11 shows that there was less certainty about whether the
number of students doing VET subjects has been increasing compared to previous years.

Figure 11 EPP schools-based staff and EPP schools’ staff views on student support and
engagement in EPP initiatives
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. Schools-based EPP and schools staff W1 (n=131) and (W2=138).

Figure 12 shows that employers tended to agree that the EPP initiatives for early school leavers
were effective, with this figure increasing between W1 and W2. However, it is important to note
here that the number of respondents for this stakeholder group was relatively small (40 in Wave 1
and 32 in Wave 2).
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Figure 12 Employers, trainers and industry partners — ‘EPP initiatives for early school leavers are
effective’
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. Employers/trainers/industry partners W1 (n=40) and W2 (n=32).

4.1.5 Stakeholder focus groups/interviews

The qualitative component of the evaluation focused on providing insights on the implementation
and impact of the EPP from the perspective of its main stakeholders.

The following subsections summarise key themes from the two waves of focus groups with
stakeholders at EPP schools, non-EPP schools and the DoE Leadership Governance Group,
focusing on discussions about how the EPP is supporting students to meet their post-school goals.

In Wave 2, staff members and students from six EPP schools were asked what had changed over
the past year. Differences between these EPP schools and a sample of five matched non-EPP
schools were also explored. Parents and employers/trainers/industry partners were not interviewed
as part of Wave 2.

Overall, students, staff, parents and employers/trainers all thought the program supported students
and brought extra resources to do so.
Insights from EPP school sites

Most school staff members from the six EPP schools who took part in Wave 2 mentioned that the
program was supporting students by offering them a wide and growing range of opportunities.

| feel like there’s a lot more opportunities for them to connect with industry and a lot more
work placement opportunities with a few other programs we run at school. (Staff member,
EPP school)

There’s lots of TAFE opportunities, lots of our Year 10s are taking up a variety of four or
five TAFE, different TAFE courses per term on average. (Staff member, EPP school)

An EPP Head Teacher Career (HTC) stated that over the last two years the program had
successfully supported both schools aiming to increase their VET offering and pathways into
employment for their students, and those prioritising academic pathways.
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| believe that it is pathways for students, so at an academic school I’'m bringing industry
in engineering, | won'’t bring in the TAFE ... mobile training units, because it's not
appropriate for the school, they are a university academic pathway school, but we are
bringing industry in, high-end ... they want graduate university students but they also
have cadetships, so they want to come into the school... So the program can actually
design different bespoke things for the school, depending on what the school needs.
(EPP HTC)

School staff members mentioned that a key factor for the successful expansion of career pathways
is providing ongoing support for students to keep up and thrive in their chosen pathways.

Speaker 1: It's a lot of counselling, issues that occur from home, work ... you're trying to
get the students to commit to show resilience to finish the course as well ...

Students enrolled in TAFE-delivered VET (TVET) courses or SBATs typically miss one or two
school days per week. These absences require them to catch up on missed schoolwork while also
managing TAFE assignments and/or the challenges of their external courses, apprenticeships and
traineeships. While most schools had electronic learning management systems that enabled
teachers to upload classroom materials and information, schools with growing numbers of TVET
and SBAT students reported a scarcity of places where students could go to catch up on subjects,
as well as of staff to support them in those study sessions:

Speaker 1: It requires a very good electronic learning management system to be in place,
like [name of platform], so students can ... work offline, but it also requires a place for
the students to go ... and ideally it would be great if there was a tutor there for those
students.

Speaker 2: Some [SBAT students] of them have literacy issues ... it would be great to
have a support person in there with them when they do have study sessions, supporting
them but also supporting other students who are doing other different courses, even to
catch up with their coursework ...

In most cases, students were supported by the schools’ career advisors and wellbeing teams.
However, some schools also employed a school learning support officer (SLSO) and/or a transition
support teacher to help students successfully engage with their pathways:

Speaker 1: Another school does it, they’ve got the Career and Transition team but also
an SLSO ... so they sit with the TVET students, the SBAT students ... but they're school
funded. (Staff members, EPP school)

| put an application to the Department last year to apply for ... the school to be able to
access the transition teacher training ... you had to write a whole sort of submission as
to why you’d want that at your school and we were successful at that. So, she’s done the
week’s transition teacher training to then supplement her skills and knowledge here. But
it's a school funded thing. The Department funds the training but then it's school funded.
(School leader, EPP school)

The importance of the support schools provide to students is further discussed in Section 4.3.2.

The students who participated in the focus groups were enrolled in a variety of EPP initiatives,
including TAFE Start Your Future (previously YES+), Job Readiness workshops, Apprenticeship
and Traineeship Head Start, ad hoc initiatives developed under the innovative careers education
initiative, and SBATSs in childcare, hospitality, allied health, automotive, mechanical engineering,
construction, aged care, and early childhood education and care.

Social Policy Research Centre 2024 38



Students often spoke of the importance of the experiential aspects of the program (learning by
doing). This was a strong message from many students in the focus groups, who repeatedly
contrasted their hands-on learning experiences with verbal/classroom-based learning.

| don’t like math but | really liked how hands-on and practical it was ... it's like the
complete opposite of a school environment where you just sit down and take notes. This
one you learn as you do your work. (Student, EPP school)

| probably liked the auto one most ... because a) it taught me a lot but also not where
you’re only in the classroom learning about stuff but then you could physically apply that
into the workshop so it was more hands-on as well as learning about it. So you’re
applying your knowledge that you learnt from the classroom rather than just sitting there.
(Student, EPP school)

Most students felt supported by the school in completing their EPP courses. They mentioned
receiving different forms of support, including essential information to decide their career pathways,
moral and practical support, such as helping with course paperwork and complying with work
environment regulations (e.g. vaccinations).

Well last year after | did my pre-apprenticeship course, | was still deciding what type of
SBAT | wanted to do and [school staff] helped me out a Iot ... they provided me a lot of
opportunities to do work experience at. So, | think that’s one major advantage or helpful
way that they provide to students. So just | guess exposure to many industries and
workplace environments was really good for me. (Student, EPP school)

When asked about potential improvements to the EPP, some students suggested SBATs were not
yet well known among their peers and that schools should advertise them more actively.

Speaker 1: Maybe get more opportunities for SBATSs to all the students.
Speaker 2: Yes. Make the numbers bigger so more kids can be in the same program.

Speaker 1: Yes, because some people don’t really know what SBATs are, like the
opportunities they have...

Speaker 2: Maybe have a class or even a meeting with every senior kid and tell them
how it runs ... (Students, EPP school)

Other students suggested the program should involve students earlier, from Year 7. Some staff
members agreed with this view; however, others suggested starting the program in earlier years
with the same staffing resources would make the process unmanageable.

For students, the Start Your Future ‘tasters’ continued to be a clear favourite, but there were often
limited places. These tightly focused courses broadened student’s horizons considerably.
However, there were challenges in the delivery of some programs that meant their reach was
limited. See Section 4.4.2 for a discussion on the quality of the EPP initiatives.

Insights from non-EPP school sites

Similarly to school staff in EPP schools, those from the five comparison non-EPP schools also
aimed to provide advice and support to students regarding career pathways, VET subjects and
SBATs. Non-EPP school leaders, career advisors, and technological and applied studies (TAS)
teachers reported accessing external support and knowledge from Senior Pathway Officers, ,
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Regional Industry Education Partnerships (RIEP) officers, and Pathways Engagement Officers.
One school staff member also mentioned the value of the information and connections from the
annual conference of the Career Advisers Association of NSW and ACT. An overview of the roles
supporting non-EPP schools with pathways and VET options can be found in Appendix F.

A careers advisor commented that RIEP ‘is great... We quite often get offered opportunities that
would normally be expensive for free because they’ve got some funds they can use and spread
around the schools’. She explained that her school had a program with RIEP called Another Future
but that maintaining it was a bigger piece of work than they had thought. Overall, schools
considered RIEP as an important external element of the overall careers support effort.

However, not all non-EPP schools were aware of these support roles and resources and some
relied primarily on the personal networks of their career advisors to identify VET courses and
pathway options for their students.

In my research and doing the things that I'm doing, connecting with industries from my
perspective in my role I've discovered that the Department does have some things there
and some programs in place. So, people — personnel dedicated to SBATs and so on...
(Staff member, Non-EPP school)

Personally, I've just done a lot of networking ... | put some feelers out and had one
connection, and the head teacher there said she would take me on as a sort of a mentor,
and she showed me how to connect with some various different pathways and options.
So, for me, personally, that’'s how | got the knowledge, and that’s how | passed on to my
students. (Staff member, Non-EPP school)

The analysis of the focus group discussions identified two main differences in the support available
to non-EPP schools compared to EPP schools: the greater amount of time that career advisors
needed to invest to find pathways for their students, and the lack of access to valued courses and
resources available to EPP schools, in particular vocational taster courses. These two factors
combined often represented a significant obstacle to non-EPP schools’ ability to support their
students’ post-school goals.

We don’t have a lot of school-based apprenticeships and a lot of it is to do with the fact
that we don’t physically have the time to do all the groundwork to get it over the line. So
realistically, at the end of the day, if a kid comes up to us and says, ‘l want to do a school-
based apprenticeship and I've got this employer potentially’, then it's probably going to
go ahead. But if we've got kids who are going, ‘| want to do a school-based
apprenticeship, but | have nobody’, we don’t have the time to get feet on the ground to
find them. (School leader, Non-EPP school)

Speaker 1: ... The VET courses and things like that, is to avoid that drop-out rate ... A
lot of kids ... prior to VET, were going into a trade, doing six months in the trade and then
going, “No. This isn’'t for me.” ...

Speaker 2: That's where EPP has more opportunities available to give students, you
know, insight as to whether that would be for them or not ... So not only more spots for
the Yes program, but also other opportunities that other non-EPP schools don’t get
access to. (Staff members, Non-EPP school)

The experiences of limited time reported by the career advisors in non-EPP schools resonated with
those in EPP schools prior to entering the program.
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With the EPP [student are] given more opportunities again, so more access to courses,
more opportunities that a normal careers advisor could not obtain ... When the EPP
came through, yeah, it was like ‘Okay, there’s this course, this opportunity in
electrotechnology, there’s this course running in automotive, there’s hairdressing’, it's
like ‘Wow, okay, | don’t need to organise that myself now’, that pressure’s gone ... with
EPP now those courses are already set up ready to go, they’ve got TAFE opportunities,
| only need to find the students now. (Staff member, EPP school)

Similarly to EPP students, non-EPP students generally reported satisfaction with the career support
they received from their schools. However, experiences varied between schools. Some students
mentioned that while they would receive support if they asked for it, the school did not always
proactively initiate conversations about career pathways. These reports seem consistent with the
experiences of their career advisors, who mentioned a lack of time and resources to offer more
proactive support (see above).

Speaker 1: Maybe more discussions about your future and your future plans ...
Facilitator: So you have to make an appointment?

Speaker 1: Yeah, if we actively seek out wanting to do it ... | think it'd be better if they
approached us. (Student, Non-EPP school)

Insights from the Leadership Governance Group (LGG)

DoE Governance Group members felt the EPP is supporting students well but mentioned the need
for longitudinal data to better understand longer-term post-school trends.

[S]lome kids complete one of the programs then remain at school and then successfully
complete HSC, but then again, where are they in March the following year after the HSC?
Where are they three and five years down the track? Because that will be the test of
whether what’s been offered is actually successful long term. (LGG member, DoE).

A remote area school leader commented on the role the EPP played in taking students out of their
area into the wider world:

Our kids are very— narrow’s not the word but they lack a bit of vision as to what’s out
there. For the Aboriginal kids they’re on Country here. For the non-Aboriginal kids,
they’re very safe and content here and that wider world beyond is a challenge. So, in
some ways isolation for us is its greatest challenge but it's also a great opportunity in
that we can use the EPP program to get kids out of town ... (LGG member).

4.2 Are stakeholders aware of the EPP’s purpose?

e The stakeholders were aware of the EPP’s purpose and could articulate this in focus
groups.

e The stakeholder surveys indicated that students, parents and carers, and schools staff,
reported they had good to very good knowledge of VET pathways. Employers were aware
of EPP, although were less likely to have in-depth knowledge of it.

The EPP’s purpose is to support students to remain, complete or transition into education,
employment and training. It does this by broadly raising awareness of career options and the quality
of the careers advice, supporting ‘at-risk’ students to attain vocational-oriented experiences and
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qualifications (thus boosting the numbers of young people in SBATs), and improving skill levels
and matching with priority industries.

EPP and school staff are tasked with implementing the program, so their understanding of the
program’s aims is paramount. The awareness and understanding of trainers/employers/industry
partners of the EPP’s purpose is also crucial.

4.2.1 Stakeholder surveys

While there was no direct survey question for parents/carers relating to understanding of the EPP’s
purpose, two questions illustrated in Figure 13 indicate parents understood that their child could do
an apprenticeship or traineeship while at school and how this would fit in with their schoolwork.
More than 80% of parents/carers of EPP-participating children in EPP schools agreed that their
child could do an apprenticeship or traineeship while still at school, also understood how VET
training combined with school work (however, about a third were not sure about this aspect).

Figure 13 Parents/carers of students in EPP schools’ knowledge of VET pathways
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. All questions W1 (n=100) and W2 (n=85).

Figure 14 shows that both EPP and school staff demonstrated high levels of agreement that they
knew how the EPP could support students, understood the schools’ role and were familiar with
VET pathways in both Wave 1 and Wave 2.

Part of the EPP’s purpose is to ensure young people are job-ready so they can contribute to the
NSW economy via employment while at and after leaving school. To engage with the EPP,
employers/trainers/industry partners need to be aware of it. Most survey respondents in this
stakeholder group were somewhat aware of whether EPP initiatives were offered in the local
schools but, unsurprisingly, as external parties they were not sure of all the details.
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Figure 15 indicates some lack of certainty (‘not sure’ scores are quite high) from the
employers/trainers/industry stakeholders on increasing VET subject students and access to
students trainees/apprenticeships due to the EPP.

Figure 14 Schools and EPP staff perceptions of the role of the school in delivering the EPP
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Figure 15 Employers’/trainers’/industry partners’ awareness of the EPP and engagement with
training/their business
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. Employers/trainers/industry partners W1 (n=40) and W2 (n=32).

4.2.2 Stakeholder focus groups/interviews

The following subsections summarise key themes from the two waves of focus groups with
stakeholders at EPP schools, non-EPP schools and the Department’s Leadership Governance
Group, focusing on discussions about whether stakeholders were aware of the EPP’s purpose.

The initial round of stakeholder focus groups/interviews found students, staff, parents and
employers/trainers/industry partners were aware of the EPP’s purpose, and that it provided greater
choice. In general, students understood they could combine school with traineeships and
apprenticeships and could complete their Higher School Certificate (HSC) — or not — and that they
had future options of higher education, should they choose this later. Parents were being educated
about different pathways by schools and many articulated a good understanding of the program.
They appreciated what the program offered, especially the range of ‘taster’ courses (see Section
4.1.5 for the importance of TAFE ‘taster’ courses).

In Wave 2 these insights remained largely consistent, although only students were interviewed, not
parents or employers/trainers/industry partners.
Insights from EPP school sites

By Wave 2, the program appeared to have picked up some momentum; stakeholders were well
aware of the EPP’s purpose, and there was greater ‘brand recognition’ among employers.
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The program’s been going for quite a while in this area so that's a bonus for me. But
particularly at [school name] the numbers are continually climbing here. (Staff member,
EPP school)

By 2024, several year groups of students had been involved in the EPP and peer support was
reported, with older students advising younger student. One school (Grafton High School) had a
dedicated space for SBAT students.

The program had increasing recognition from employers, who had been hosting trainees and
apprentices and were making active inquiries to the schools they knew were running the program.

Speaker 1: Yeah, | think they’re more familiar with what we can offer and they pull you
up in the street, they call ...

Speaker 2: They come to us, so industries will come to us now and say, ‘We can do this,
this and this for your school, would you like to be a part of that?’. (Staff members, EPP
school)

However, these experiences were not consistent across regions and among all groups of students.
Section 4.3.2 discusses some of the barriers experienced by some groups of students in accessing
traineeships and apprenticeships in some sectors and geographic locations.

Insights from non-EPP school sites

Non-EPP schools were aware of the purpose and resourcing of the EPP and wanted to be a part
of it, and/or regretted not being among the selected schools. Some schools staff had worked in
both EPP and non-EPP schools and were aware of the extra supports available thanks to the
program.

At the moment, depending on what we as a school decide is the best at the time
opportunities available for students ... we pretty much have to work out our school funds
and how much of that we want to use. But that’s all we’ve got to support the students
with. EPP has a lot more funding for that. (School leader, Non-EPP school)

Why do we want to be involved? | see a range of opportunities for our kids, that some
are able to access it, and some aren’t ... A lot of our kids don’t know what they want to
do. So, what I'd like to do is offer them a range of experiences so that they can make a
more informed choice about the pathway that would be suited to them ... | know that
[EPP schools] have greater access to courses. | don’t know if cost is involved in that too,
but a lot of our families don’t have the financial backing ... So, for me, it's about access
for the students, opportunities, and to try and break some of that cycle where families ...
don’t go to work. They’re on welfare payments. (School leader, Non-EPP school)

Insights from the Leadership Governance Group

The LGG reflected on the program’s purpose and how awareness of the program has developed
and established itself:

I think community awareness and parental awareness has increased dramatically as it’s
bedded down and more kids have got SBATs. Certainly, that's been a big impact.
Basically, our community understands what an SBAT is whereas 18 months/two years
ago they may not have understood what it was, what the value of it was and what it
meant for their child. (LGG member).
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4.3

4.3.1

Businesses are starting to realise how they can access young people and establish that
pipeline for their organisation for the future. (LGG member).

Did the targeted students/schools engage with the EPP?

The targeted schools were engaged with the EPP by Wave 2, and expanded the initiatives
they were offering. However, at Wave 1 a few had not implemented it and others described
resistance to its implementation.

58,264 students engaged in EPP initiatives in 2023, increasing from 33,131 in 2022.

The program engaged with students including those who are disengaged and
disadvantaged. However no specific socioeconomic data is available on EPP student
participants, but females and Aboriginal students were well-represented across initiatives.

148 schools delivered EPP initiatives as of 2023, with expansion to a further 20 schools
planned for 2024.

Inclusivity and EPP — Gender, culture, ability

The program data provides limited demographic information on students, confined to gender and
Aboriginality.

EPP and gender

The gender data by program provided by DoE was incomplete, with gender data not available for
all initiatives or years (for example it was missing for major programs including Innovating Careers
Education, VET Ambassadors and Job Readiness Workshops). However, Figure 16 indicates
gender balance (53% female, 47% male) for data collected from 2021 to 2024. No non-binary
gender data was made available.

With these caveats, the data shows that overall, there are slightly more females than males in the

EPP.

Figure 16 EPP participants by gender, 2021-2024 (n=21631)
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Source: EPP program data. 2021-2024. n=18,852. Note — 2024 data is to date. Note: Gender data was
available for 11,278 of 62,317 program element participants. No data was provided for non-binary or other
gender categories.

Figure 17 depicts EPP initiative by gender where data is available (all years). There were higher
proportions of males than females doing Apprenticeship and Traineeship Headstart and Back in
the Game, whereas SBATs, TAFE Start Your Future and TAFE Early School Leavers had higher
proportions of females.

Figure 17 EPP initiative by gender (all years)
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EPP and Aboriginal students

Although there was significant missing data for some program elements (see note to Figure 16)
and some data missing for some years/program elements, where data was available on EPP
participants who identified as Aboriginal (n=3292, all years), 11-27% of the program initiative
participants identified as such (Figure 18). The largest proportion of Aboriginal young people (27%)
were in the TAFE Early School Leavers initiative.
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Figure 18 EPP program participants by Aboriginality, 2021-2024
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Source: EPP program data. 2021-2024, n=3292 (all years). Note — 2024 data is to date.

4.3.2 Stakeholder focus groups/interviews

The following subsections summarise key themes from the two waves of focus groups with
stakeholders at EPP schools, non-EPP schools and the DoE Leadership Governance Group,
focusing on discussions about whether the targeted students/school engaged with the EPP.

The initial round of stakeholder focus groups/interviews found nearly all EPP schools were fully
engaged with the program and were building engagement and numbers. However, one of the
twenty EPP deep dive sites visited at Wave 1 had not yet engaged students with EPP activities at
the time the research team visited the school, suggesting that the pace of implementation of the
program varied across schools.

The EPP initiatives included a diverse array of students, including students with disability and
additional learning and support needs. The program appeared to be effectively targeting the
intended students, including female, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and CALD students. For
disengaged students who were not enjoying school, the EPP provided greater traineeship and
apprenticeship opportunities, allowing them to start earning money, help family and follow family
members into trades. Students also discussed experiencing improved self-efficacy and maturity.
The EPP is particularly important for remote, rural and regional communities as it allows
geographically isolated students to engage in experiences that they would not otherwise have easy
access to.

There were some challenges for some groups, in particular students who were uncomfortable
travelling outside their community and for students from CALD communities where there was a
cultural expectation females would be accompanied.
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Insights from EPP school sites

In Wave 2, the school staff members reported that, in their experiences, targeted students not only
continued to engage, but did so in growing numbers compared to Wave 1 (see Section 4.1.2 and
Section 4.3.1).

Students and staff members discussed how fear of being judged by their peers or the challenge of
having to step outside their comfort zones could hinder participation in the program. They described
several instances in which they faced these challenges, including a female student being
concerned about being the only girl in a male-dominated profession, and reluctance to attend
events outside their usual geographic area.

| thought about like doing a trade because I'm like a hands-on person, | like being hands-
on ... So | spoke to [career advisor] and he like advised me to do construction, | wasn’t
too keen on it because like | didn’t want to be like the only girl in my class because it was
like a bit awkward, | didn’t want to be like the only girl. (Student, EPP school)

Several staff members mentioned that some students were unwilling or unsure how to navigate
outside familiar areas, including social groups or cultures. Some barriers were psychological, such
as not crossing over some invisible or visible territorial (or cultural) line (e.g. out of their suburb;
crossing over a key highway or bridge).

Some staff mentioned student lack of motivation — difficulty in getting up early and travelling to
TAFE or a traineeship workplace, for instance. Part of expanding students’ horizons includes
helping them overcome self-imposed barriers or motivational issues that limit mobility and
opportunities. Some students were reportedly ‘anxious’ and did not like getting public transport at
all or leaving the safety of home or school.

Some schools addressed these issues by taking groups of students into new situations and having
them broaden their horizons this way. Schools for Specific Purposes (SSP) accompanied students
the first time they went to a new or unfamiliar place and continued to provide support as needed
(see below).

Below we summarise the main themes from the discussions about how Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander students, students with special needs, and students from culturally and linguistically
diverse (CALD) backgrounds engaged with the EPP.

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students. Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
students participated in many of the focus groups and were engaged in the range of EPP initiatives.
School staff thought the EPP was ‘inclusive across the board’ (Staff member, EPP school) and
cited strong participation from Aboriginal students and females looking into male-dominated trades.
One school leader mentioned the positive impact that the EPP had on the involvement of Aboriginal
students in SBATSs at their school:

We have gone from two to nine SBATs in 12 months so there’s a clear impact. Now with
that we’re getting greater engagement with those kids. Probably half of those, if |
remember correctly, are Aboriginal so that is helping to retain those students in the
school setting which obviously is part of the Premier’s priority, closing the gap and meets
all those requirements. (School leader, EPP school)
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EPP is currently implemented in seven out of 18 Connected Communities'* schools where Year 9—
12 students can access EPP initiatives. In 2024, the program will expand to a further 11 Connected
Communities schools in Far West, Far North West, Far South and Mid North Coast regions of
NSW.

Special support program students. In both waves, the research team found contrasting findings
about the inclusion of students with special needs in the program. In some schools, these students
were included in EPP activities; in others, special support program teachers complained their
students were not always included. In Wave 2, a career advisor and a school leader from two
different EPP schools commented:

Yeah, it [EPP] does cater to different kids from different backgrounds. Our support
students have probably been going through stages where they like in opportunities being
offered to them. And then other times— like term one ... They got offered all the access
courses and now term two the support kids have two courses that were available to them.
(Staff member, EPP school)

| think also you’ve got to make sure that we include our inclusive education with our kids
with disabilities and they do that through the access program. | think that’s been a bonus
for our students with special needs to get access to that, that’s been a real bonus. So,
they feel like they’re included and they’ve got access to career opportunities as well.
(Staff member, EPP school)

An EPP HTC mentioned that they were working on expanding their collaboration with the school’s
support units in their area to make sure all students had access to the program.

We're actually working on that in [location] this year, we’re working deeply with our
support units to make sure that we are giving them all the opportunities that they’re
entitled to and that all the support units know about the EPP. At the end of the day the
Head Teacher of support will make a decision about a child’s capacity to be able to go
to a program but they should always be offered it. (EPP HTC)

School and EPP staff members mentioned three factors that could help to improve access to
courses and training for special needs students: strengthening the confidence of training providers
to include students with disability; providing outreach support, for example through SLSOs
attending training with them; and trialling different solutions, as exemplified in these three quotes.

Yeah, | also think it comes down to as [career advisor] was saying the RTOs [Registered
Training Organisations], like the training providers. And their confidence with delivering
to different cohort groups and strengths. Even when we have our pre-apprenticeship
courses coming up when we ask them are you happy to have support kids in or students
with language barriers, sometimes they are a bit hesitant. So, | guess it’s building the
strengths of our training providers to have that confidence to meet our needs. (EPP HTC)

EPP runs access courses for TAFE, for the support unit, a separate course ... so we
enrol those kids ... We do integrate. Last year ... EPP ran Head Start program and we
had our mainstream and our support kids in together in at TAFE doing automotive and
construction programs. | went over and worked with them for a bit ... so there was
integration there which is really good. (Staff member, EPP school)

3 The Connected Communities Schools strategy is an approach to address the educational and social disadvantage
experienced by Aboriginal children and young people. The strategy positions schools as community hubs. It broadens
the influence of the community and school leadership to play a role in the delivery of key services and in supporting
children and young people from birth through school into further training, study and employment.
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| tend to have a support person in there with them. But I'm trialling — this is our first course
coming up this year we’re going to have ten students from the support unit and ten
students from the mainstream. Just to see also how our RTO provider goes with it and
there will be assistance and a SLSO in there with them as well. (Staff member, EPP
school)

The evaluation included students and staff members from two SSPs. These schools provide
specialist and intensive support in a dedicated setting for students with moderate to high learning
and support needs. SSPs enrol students from different schools and are characterised by smaller
class sizes than mainstream schools; it was mentioned that the SSP teacher-to-student ratio is 1:7
compared to 1:30 in mainstream high schools. In our sample, one SSP was in the EPP and one
was not. The EPP school reported that the number of students enrolling in VET courses had
increased since they joined the EPP.

| would say probably in the five years prior to remote learning and things we maybe had
three kids involved sort of sporadically. Last year as part of the EPP we had three
students across the year. This year we've already had three in term one and I'm pretty
sure we've got four next term. (School leader, EPP school)

However, despite also having students willing to do SBATSs, the school had not been successful in
finding employers willing to take them in over six months. This had implications for the students’
capacity to select their subjects and for their morale. It is unclear whether these difficulties were
related to specific local job market dynamics or were examples of employer prejudice against
students coming from SSP schools. Factors hindering students’ uptake of EPP opportunities are
discussed in Section 4.7.2.

Because of the smaller number of students, SSPs operate under a primary school model, which
means that they do not have access to career advisors. In the EPP school, it was the HTC who
acted as a career advisor. Before joining the EPP, similarly to the other SSP, the role of career
advisor was taken by one of the school's executive team members on top of their other
responsibilities. The EPP school staff members stressed the positive impact that joining the EPP
had on their capacity to offer VET courses and career pathways to their students.

In previous years, of course, our students have these [work experience] opportunities
but it relied on somebody sitting down, googling it, ringing someone else like how do we,
then you find one and so you like stick with that one because it took you six months to
find it. But there’s so many other opportunities and avenues out there we just don’t have
the skills or the resources to tap into it. So, what was successful about these it’s that you
go back to [EPP HTC] skills and knowledge capacity to be able, one kid says a word and
she’s able to go, oh, okay well blah, blah, blah and there’s this whole plan. (School
leader, EPP school)

Similarly, staff members from the non-EPP SSP discussed the advantages joining the EPP could
offer their students:

I think it’'s been part of that network where you get that information. Because we’re often
forgotten here. We often don’t get sent stuff, and we’re just this little isolate who have
kids in real need, but we don’t get the information. (Staff member, Non-EPP school)

Being part of the EPP program would just make all the difference to their possible futures,

and their ability to contribute to society and feel like they’re worthwhile. Because a lot of
our students don’t feel like they are worthwhile people. (School leader, Non-EPP school)
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In order to allow all SSPs to have access to a career advisor, it was suggested that one advisor
could work across several schools, similarly to an EPP HTC. It was mentioned that, in this scenario,
the career advisor would need sufficient hours to build trust with SSP students, which is a
fundamental requirement for any successful engagement with them.

Staff members at both SSP schools stressed the importance of providing outreach support to their
students attending VET and TAFE courses. Both schools had an outreach program aimed at
helping students develop trust and confidence in the new environments and staff they would
encounter. As part of these programs, often the schools would organise a trip to the TAFE facilities
a week prior to the start of the courses to introduce the students to the TAFE teaching and support
staff. Then, on the first day of the programs, the SLSOs would meet the students at the TAFE and
remain available onsite, but did not sit in the class with the students. After the first day, the students
could choose whether continue receiving the outreach support. Both programs proved successful
and were self-funded by the schools.

Based on their diagnoses and the impact that that has on their capacity to engage in the
community ...that first step of actually getting there [TAFE] is the barrier that keeps them
away from things. So, the point of the outreach program is to bridge that and be sort of
that link between our kids engaging at school and our kids engaging in the community.
(School leader, EPP school)

TAFE is adult learning, so they have to be able to read and write and be an independent
learner. Here, our kids are high needs. So, they’re going to require that body to say,
‘Come on, what’s the answer? I'll write it for you’ or ... ‘Let’s do it together.” Last year,
we sent kids out to get a white card. We sent two staff to sit with them, so that we made
sure that they actually met the criteria and they put enough of that information onto the
pieces of paper, which allowed them to be accredited with a white card. Because if we
said, ‘Go and do that on your own’ ... they’ve got to find their own way there, which again
is an issue because if there’s a barrier, they tend to not engage. (School leader, Non-
EPP school)

One student mentioned that, due to a health condition, one of their siblings was home-schooled
and thus did not have access to a career advisor or career information. The student suggested
finding ways to provide information on career options to home-schooled students, possibly by
connecting them with career advisors at local schools.

Staff members from both schools reported the often life-changing impact of providing career
pathways for their students, who gain skills as well as confidence and self-esteem from participating
in the EPP courses.

Speaker 1: Feedback from our students ... has been great. Look we’ve got one particular
student who ... whose attendance at school is not always perfect. Didn’t miss a day.

Speaker 2: [I]t was after our very first session out there that she had a medical
appointment with a doctor that she has seen since she’s been a child and the doctor
actually commented to her mum ‘What’s going on? What's changed?’ and he said to the
student ‘What’s going on? You're a different child. | can’t believe it.” There was just such
a big change. She was relaxed. She was open. He said ‘in all the years I've been seeing
her I've never seen her this well’ ... (Staff members, EPP school)

CALD students. Although EPP was valued by CALD students and parents, there continued to be
some challenges for some groups, in particular refugees and first-generation migrants with low
English proficiency. In some communities, girls were not supposed to travel unaccompanied on
public transport and this in some instances limited their opportunities to take up opportunities.
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One school mentioned the need to translate the material into languages other than English to
ensure the program was accessible to parents who were not fluent in English.

The documentation that comes out for the program is in English only. For a lot of our
families, | mean this would be the case in a lot of schools not just our school, but that
can be quite overwhelming. A lot of the time it's around how do we get the buy-in from
people when you've got people that are English is their second language and/ or their
mental health themselves, a lot of our families have their own mental health that they’re
supporting. So, documentation in itself is really difficult and a lot of the things that we
send home it’s certainly not about simplifying it, but it's about taking the jargon out and
speaking how we would speak to the families over the phone. (School principal, EPP
school)

Insights from non-EPP schools

Schools staff had similar positive outcomes for disengaged students that they could point to via
individual case studies. For example, a TAS teacher discussed a student:

He’s not interested in school at all. He’s at 48% attendance for [subject]. I'm not too sure
about the other classes — probably worse. But yeah, now he’s out. Practically, he’s great.
He’s probably one of the best in the class. | kept telling him, you know, ‘We need to do
this. You'll get a job easily if you go and do this work placement.” So now he’s finally
going, and we’ll see what happens. (TAS school staff)

School leaders and staff agreed they were seeing an uptick in students seeking out an
apprenticeship or traineeship and leaving school as soon as they could. However, conversely, they
also discussed several challenges, including in student’s motivation. Attendance was down from
2019 in one of the schools.

We’re below 80% at the present moment in time. That’'s pretty much right across the
board. So there’s a lot more increased absences from students that are just disengaged.
I think sitting at home at a computer has certainly helped that, and parents who don'’t see
the value. (School staff member)

The school leader of a non-EPP school mentioned that they were unable to fund an Aboriginal
officer despite 50% of their students been Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders.

Challenges affecting the implementation of career pathways initiatives in both EPP and non-EPP
schools are discussed in Section 4.5.2.

Insights from the LGG

While there was some early resistance in some schools to the EPP, especially from careers
advisors who may not have seen the need for it, by Wave 2 this was not mentioned. The LGG
member from regional NSW thought the EPP was about engaging students in a way that could
combat non-attendance.

I’'m really looking forward to some of those changes coming into place ... where we can
work with other programs connecting with the EPP program to improve attendance
through that strong engagement and seeing real outcomes for students that are realistic
and achievable. (LGG member)
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The LGG discussed how the EPP had assisted schools by allowing them to leverage already-
existing capacity by providing ‘another pair of hands coming into the school — or two in this instance,
as the head teacher careers position that comes into the school’. In terms of efficiencies they
believed the EPP had allowed schools to engage ‘a greater number of kids’ (LGG member).

A salient point was made about how some EPP schools sat alongside schools with similar
socioeconomic profiles that were not a part of the program.

But where we are in a community where there are schools a kilometre apart and one is
engaged in EPP and part of a network of EPP and the other isn’t what it's creating is a
significant divide and a reduction of opportunities to the kids who are not involved or to
the schools that are not involved. (LGG member)

This accorded with the musings of some non-EPP school staff who felt it was not fair their school
was not part of the EPP or that ‘political decisions’ had been made about inclusion. Although criteria
were used, schools that neglected to ‘opt in’ are not in the program, despite proven need. In
addition, the EPP was not offered in all regions of NSW — notably, until recently western NSW
schools were not included.

4.4 What do stakeholders think about the quality of the
EPP?

e Overall, all stakeholders thought the quality of EPP initiatives was very good.

¢ Most students were satisfied with their experiences and valued being able to try things out
and being given responsibilities in workplace and training environments.

o Parents valued their children being exposed to various career options, and positive impacts
on their child’s confidence.

e Teachers valued the positive impacts on students’ self-efficacy and saw motivation and
behavioural improvements.

e Employers valued trained and work-ready young people who had exposure to their industry.
e EPP-TAFE co-ordination is crucial to the EPP’s operation.

Most issues identified related to broader challenges, rather than to the EPP initiatives themselves.
External factors that compromised quality included: lack of range of TAFE and Registered Training
Organisations (RTO) offerings, immobility of TAFEs/distance of TAFEs (specially for smaller
communities); staffing challenges in schools and budget pressures on schools. Internal factors
included a less engaging Job Readiness initiative due to change of provider.

The EPP focus is on students gaining the skills they need and being well prepared to leave school
and contribute to the NSW economy (EPP program logic — see Appendix D). Quality of the EPP
can therefore be understood as the extent to which the program works effectively and provides a
positive and useful experience for students and employers. Quality can also be measured by the
level of confidence stakeholders have in the EPP.

This section reports on perceptions of quality and what constituted quality in the eyes of different
stakeholders. Issues related to the delivery of quality are covered in Section 4.7.
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4.4.1 Stakeholder surveys

Quality measures included confidence students felt in making decisions and whether they would
recommend the EPP to friends.

Figure 19 indicates that students undertaking the EPP initiatives were a slightly more likely (Wave
1: 60% versus 50%, a 10% difference; Wave 2: 60% versus 64%, a 4% difference) to agree that
they knew what job or career they wanted in the future than students in EPP schools who were not
engaged with the EPP initiatives. However, by Wave 2 the differences were minimal.

Figure 19 EPP and non-EPP engaged school students — ‘| know what job or career | want in the
future’

70% 64%
60% 60%
60%
50%
0,
50% 43%
40% 33% 33% 34%
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20%

10% 7% 7% 7%

3%
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. W1 (n=473) and W2 (n=520).

Students engaged in the EPP were asked if participating in the EPP initiative helped them decide
what job or career they would like to do after school. Figure 20 shows there was strong agreement
in both waves that it helped ‘a lot’ (Wave 1: 42% and Wave 2: 39%) or ‘a little bit'’ (Wave 1: 40%
and Wave 2: 36%).

Figure 20 EPP-participating students — ‘Did participating in the EPP initiative help you decide what
job or career you would like to do after school?’
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0% 36%
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. W1 (n=289) and W2 (n=246).

Social Policy Research Centre 2024 55



Recommending the program to others is a strong indicator of confidence in the quality of the
program. Students engaged in EPP initiatives were asked if they would recommend the EPP to
their friends. Both in Wave 1 and in Wave 2 most students (63% and 61% respectively) answered
‘yes — definitely’ (Figure 21).

Figure 21 Students — ‘Would you recommend the EPP to your friends?’
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Source: Stakeholder surveys. W1 (n=289) and W2 (n=246).

Parents/carers of students engaged with the EPP tended to have higher rates of agreement than
those with children not participating in the EPP that their child knew what job or career they wanted
in the future, as Figure 22 illustrates. This was the case for both waves.

Figure 22 Parents/carers — ‘My child knows what job or career they want in the future’
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Analysis of the open text survey responses from 137 stakeholders (representing 75% of 175
schools- and non-schools-based DoE staff) identified three EPP elements with the greatest impact:
TAFE NSW Start Your Future, the EPP as a whole (including the role of Innovating Careers
Education), and Headstart.

Many respondents (n=41) considered TAFE NSW Start Your Future to have the greatest impact
on students. This program was highly regarded for offering a range of courses that provide students
with insights into different career options, helping students to engage and develop confidence to
pursue VET courses in senior years and make more informed choices about their future careers.
One respondent mentioned that the program provides students hands-on practical access in
courses that support their identified career pathway. It also gives them a taste of the different
delivery style of learning.

Some participants (n=11) saw the EPP as a whole, including the role of Innovating Careers
Education, as having the most impact on students. They noted that the Innovating Careers
Education initiative supports the running of all other initiatives (except enhancing SBAT
engagement) and helps tailor them to the school’s priorities and needs. This initiative also provides
additional events and activities to support building capacity of teachers, staff and schools to
strategically plan and implement career learning into the school’s systems. This support enables
systemic changes that support students to access vocational education while in school and when
transitioning from school.

Ten respondents mentioned the Head Start programs as having a significant impact on students.
These programs give students the opportunity to immerse themselves in a specific industry or field
through practical training and work experience. They provide hands-on learning opportunities and
allow students to gain valuable insights into their desired careers.

SBATs (n=6) and Back in the Game (n=5) were also reported as having a significant impact on
students.

Five participants (4%) were not sure which program had the highest impact. One mentioned that
the communication around EPP was not effective.

The same question about impact was answered by 30 of the 59 employers/trainers that completed
the survey. Most respondents indicated that Start Your Future was the program with the greatest
impact on students because it provides students concise but hands-on insights into different skills
areas, allowing them to make more informed decisions regarding future study/education pathways.

4.4.2 Stakeholder focus groups/interviews

The following subsections summarise key themes from the two waves of focus groups with
stakeholders at EPP schools, non-EPP schools and the Department’s Leadership Governance
Group, focusing on the stakeholders’ views on the quality of the EPP.

In terms of quality control and improvement, the EPP program has many layers of governance
including the Leadership Governance Group and EPP Working Group (where all initiative leads
report data and risk/issues via dashboards, plus regular meetings with individual initiatives).

The governance of the initiatives relies on effective communication and coordination between the
Department and the school, within the school, how well the teachers work with EPP/SBAT officers
and how well school and Careers Immersion Teams (CITs) teams work with external stakeholders.
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The initial round of stakeholder focus groups/interviews found stakeholders viewed the EPP as
generally a high-quality program, with some qualifications. Students’ measures of quality included
elements such as (a) being off-campus/in non-school settings, (b) obtaining practical
training/hands-on experience, (c) seeing how industries work, (d) being given support, skills training
and then responsibility in a training or workplace setting, and (e) the ability to earn money. Students
main criticism was of experiences that mimicked school and lacked hands-on experience.

Schools valued the EPP; as one regional careers teacher put it, the EPP works as a program
because it is ‘real’. Schools engaged with most EPP programs and, in most cases, valued their
quality, as described below.

Insights from EPP school sites

In interviews and focus groups, stakeholders raised a variety of processes in terms of quality
(whether high or low).

One issue that emerged in Wave 1 was in relation to duty of care in training situations/workplaces.
Stakeholders in schools were asked about how they meet duty of care obligations for students who
are enrolled in school but located with external partners as part of that school experience. While
this was raised at baseline, there were no further concerns or incidences raised by any
stakeholders at Wave 2.

In this section we summarise stakeholders’ views on three aspects of the program’s quality: its
impact on students’ wellbeing, schools’ experiences of its components, and its relationships with
external organisations, in particular TAFE.

Students’ wellbeing. The EPP continued to build students’ self-efficacy through placing them in
an adult environment with responsibilities and allowing them to ‘dip their toe’ into a career. See
Sections 4.1.5 and 4.2.2 for a discussion of the importance of vocational taster courses.

Speaker 1: That's what | love most doing work experience or something. You're treated
not just as a little kid or a little high schooler. You're treated as someone ... a part of their
team sort of like that. That's what | love most about it... | feel like when I'm working or
something I’'m being my own person, I'm independent and | love the independence. It
just makes me feel better ... I'm growing as a person. (Students, EPP school)

| think there’s been a good mix of variety for the students to engage and it’s surprising
the kids they would like to be plumbers, don’t want to be plumbers, but they’ve had an
interest in it, electrical or something. So, they're really honing where they want to be
when they leave school instead of having to guess. (School leader, EPP school)

Many students reported that they learnt a great deal from participating in the EPP courses,
particularly the SBATs — not only with regard to the specific subject area they engaged with, but
also in terms of how to face challenges.

Speaker 1: It gives you more awareness that there is all this stuff outside of the school
so that you should try more in school because it's easier work.

Speaker 2: It teaches you not to stress... (Students, EPP school)

Some school staff members reported that, in some cases, negative behaviours during school hours
diminished as students were given responsibility in a training or workplace environment that built
confidence, practical and people skills, leading to greater self-efficacy.
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Sometimes it can also be used as a bit of a disciplinary tool like if you’ve got a child in a
school-based traineeship or apprenticeship if they’re mouthing off to a teacher or doing
something that they possibly shouldn’t be. You can use that and go ‘that wouldn’t be
acceptable in a workplace, why would you think it'd be acceptable in school?’ (School
staff)

In some cases, the program helped to re-engage students who were at risk of dropping out of
school (see also Section 4.3.2 and below).

Where the kids are going every week, they’re getting real jobs, real experiences, it gives
the school in my opinion a real alternative if you've got disengaged kids. They might not
engage but at least you can offer something to those kids and say here’s an opportunity,
whether they take it that’s a different story. (Staff member, EPP school)

EPP components. School staff members and students indicated they valued the quality of EPP
initiatives by participating. As a vocational education teacher noted, students were voting with their
feet but engaging with the various aspects of the EPP

So, teenagers will tell you straight up or they won't go if it's not valuable to them. We're
not making them go... (Staff member, EPP school)

In the rest of this subsection, we summarise the main findings on stakeholders’ experiences of the
quality of the program’s components.

Innovating Careers Education. This initiative offered the greatest flexibility and was used in all the
visited schools. The feedback on its applications and impact were consistently positive. One EPP
HTC described how schools started to reach out to them asking how they could be helped to meet
specific needs through the Innovating Careers Education program. This was a significant change
compared to the dynamics when the EPP first started, as exemplified in the following extract.

[Referring to the Innovating Careers Education program] For me has really changed
recently and I've seen here and other schools now are coming to me and saying ‘Hey,
we've got a salon in our school’, or whatever it is across the other schools, but here it
was ‘I've got a salon, it's laying dormant for four days a week. Amanda, what can you
do?’. And now we’ve got a barbering program starting up in the next couple of weeks, a
mentoring barbering program with some students from this school ... So that sort of stuff
doesn’t fall under any other initiative, that’s the innovating careers one. (EPP HTC)

Enhancing SBAT Engagement. This initiative aims to increase the take-up of SBATs in EPP
schools. It is led by the SBATEOs, who provide mentoring and support for students
considering/undertaking an SBAT. The SBATEOs who participated in the evaluation reported
different levels of engagement with schools in their areas, depending on the schools’ interest in
offering SBATSs. Schools that engaged with SBATEOs generally had positive feedback. However,
in some instances, due to specific issues and challenges in the job market (see Section 4.5.2 for a
review), SBATEOs were not able to find businesses willing to take students who wanted to do a
SBAT. One school leader suggested involving a number of businesses in the program before
offering SBATSs to students. This would help avoid uncertainty and disruption to their HSC plans.

If we’re going to offer SBAT, | think we should have businesses already onboard before
we offer it as an option for the kids because what it means for our Year 11 kids was ...
you’ve got to select your units based on the SBAT being two units but then if the SBAT
doesn’t come through you’ve got to have those other— so we’ve got some kids carrying
14 units hoping that the SBAT comes through that they can drop one. Then be able to
drop again for Year 12 to have the 10. (School leader, EPP school)

Social Policy Research Centre 2024 59



In Wave 1, in a particular location the take-up of SBATs by multinational fast-food employers was
raised as a matter of concern, particularly in schools that did not engage with or participate in the
EPP. It was mentioned how, in these instances, schools often did not have the resources to look
for SBAT opportunities and so were more likely to passively accept the SBAT offers that students
received from fast-food employers. These corporations are eligible for incentive payments attached
to SBATs and anecdotally offer entry-level roles that could otherwise be performed (and are
performed) by juniors on wages commensurate with the Award or Enterprise Agreement. Upon
checking the number of SBATs in fast-food companies in that area, it was found that they
represented 29% of the total SBATS, higher than the state average of 15%.

This issue was not reported in Wave 2; however, staff members raised other concerns about
barriers, with employers preferring full-time staff to SBATs (see Section 4.5.2).

TAFE NSW Early School Leavers. This initiative provides wrap-around support services to help
early school leavers under the age of 17 transition from school and complete their first course at
TAFE NSW. EPP HTCs spoke positively of this program and its model.

I've got quite a few who have been a part of that program [referring to TAFE NSW Early
School Leavers] and it’s very, very successful, the model of it really works. (EPP HTC)

A key factor contributing to the success of the program was that TAFE could contact the school if
a student did not attend classes. This allowed the school to follow up with their welfare team to
offer the student the support they might need.

I know from a couple examples now where the kid has gone off to do TAFE, they've
followed that process, they’ve done the enrolment, but then not shown up at TAFE. And
the fact that TAFE are then through this program, been able to contact us and say, ‘this
kid has not come, they need to be followed up’, so that we’re able to pass it onto the
principal and the principal can follow it up there with their welfare teams ... Whereas
other schools who are not part of the EPP, those kids would fall through the cracks. (EPP
HTC)

However, it was not clear whether all schools were using this program effectively. EPP HTCs
reported two reasons the program might be under-utilised in some schools. First, deputies need to
be aware of the program’s existence in order to provide a referral when the students sign out of
school. Without a referral, the students can still enrol in TAFE but will lose the scholarship and the
support provided by the program.

TAFE Early School Leavers, it requires deputies to be aware and to remember ... when
the student is signing out of school because if they don’t remember they don’t do the
referral. We're finding that kids are leaving and going to TAFE but they’re not getting
engaged in the program because there’s been no referral for them and TAFE don’t have
the mechanism to determine if they came from an EPP school. (EPP HTC)

Second, it was also noted that some students would not engage with school or TAFE. It is unclear
what strategies and support were available for this group of students.

Speaker 1: Unfortunately, most of those kids don’t want to be at TAFE. They don’t want
to be anywhere.

Speaker 2: They don’t want to be anywhere. That’s the problem here. That’'s what | mean

by getting off their butt. They don’t want to engage in anything ... Where at oth