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5.4. Working their way to school completion: School-based  
apprenticeships and traineeships for young Australians 

Kira Clarke, Malgorzata Klatt, Nicky Dulfer and Emlyn Cruickshank

Centre for Vocational and Educational Policy, Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 
The University of Melbourne, Carlton, Victoria

Summary:  This paper is part of a three-year longitudinal study of School-
Based Apprenticeships and Traineeships (SBATs), which seeks to explore the 
nature and effectiveness of SBATs as a pathway from school to sustainable 
occupational employment. This paper discusses past and current policy 
trends and objectives represented by various Australian jurisdictions. It 
focuses on building a detailed illustration of the learner profile of SBATs 
and the type of occupations and qualifications being undertaken at school. 
This analysis was achieved through statistical analysis of two Combined 
Unit Record Files (CURFs) obtained from National Centre for Vocational 
Education Research (NCVER). This quantitative work builds the basis for 
future work future qualitative work exploring the motivations, expectations 
and experiences of SBAT learners. 

Keywords: VETiS (VET in schools), SBAT (school-based apprenticeships 
and traineeships, employment-based pathways

Introduction
Australia’s apprenticeship and traineeship framework is unique in the English–speaking 
world; only a handful of American states and Canadian provinces offer comparable systems, 
and there are no equivalent federal bodies and legislative arrangements for school-based 
models of employment-based training (EBT). The Australian apprenticeship system, 
predominantly modelled on the British system (Keating 1995), diverged from its historical 
form in the midst of growing youth unemployment during the 1990s. Looking to strengthen 
the EBT system, Australian governments proceeded with forming a unified entry-level training 
system that integrated State based apprenticeships with Commonwealth based traineeships 
(Keating 1995). School-based apprenticeships and traineeships (SBATs), first introduced in 
1996 as an alternative to full-time apprenticeships, are among the more recent additions to 
the Australian EBT landscape, enabling mainly senior secondary students the opportunity 
to undertake a paid apprenticeship or traineeship part-time, while also completing a senior 
school certificate. The re-booting of SBATs under the New Apprenticeship framework in 
1998, coincided with a Commonwealth push to widen access to VETiS (Knight 2012).

Internationally, standardised frameworks for delivering and assessing vocational 
competencies are few, and those that do exist are not delivered in mainstream schools. 
The capacity to undertake apprenticeships part–time is not common, and there are no VET 
in Schools (VETiS) equivalent frameworks. Barriers to effective uptake of EBT pathways 
include public perceptions about apprenticeship pathways and the politics of federation in 
Canada and the United States particularly.
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While recent research has explored the role of Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
in Schools for young people (Clarke & Volkoff 2012; Clarke 2012; Polesel & Clarke 2012; 
Clarke & Polesel 2013; Clarke 2013), limited Australian-based empirical work has been 
completed examining the efficacy of EBT models for school-enrolled young people. A key 
challenge facing researchers of SBATs is the lack of an existing, clear governance and 
policy framework for understanding the objectives and role given to SBAT across States 
and Territories, including equity programs, financial incentives or mentoring structures. This 
paper, drawing on current research investigating the retention and attrition of apprentices 
and trainees within the school context, seeks to lay the foundations for longitudinal empirical 
work with cohorts of SBATs and other young apprentices and trainees. 

Setting the scene
As SBATs have evolved they have represented both an uptake strategy by the Commonwealth 
Government for apprenticeships and traineeships in response to perceived industry need, 
and another move towards a user-choice model for the training of apprentices and trainees, 
established by the New Apprenticeships framework of 1998. This move has coincided with 
increased funding incentives for secondary schools to establish trade training centres, and 
a tax refund to apprentices and trainees of 50 per cent for all education and training related 
expenses (Karmel & Mlotkowski 2008).

SBATs have given young people the capacity to start a part-time apprenticeship or 
traineeship while still attending school; gaining their senior secondary certificate of education 
upon completion of Year 12, completing part of an apprenticeship or traineeship certificate 
and receiving a part-time salary. Uptake of SBATs was initially slow, but grew rapidly from 
6,100 in 2002 to 20,700 in 2008, dropping slightly to 19,000 in 2010.

Australian-based studies of apprenticeship attrition have found that empirical findings 
and commentary on the efficacy of the SBAT model generally present a positive experience 
for schools, training organisations, apprentices, trainees and their employers (Smith & 
Wilson 2002; Helme et al. 2009). Research has indicated that participation in an SBAT can 
reduce the chance of attrition from a full-time apprenticeship (Dalley-Trim, Alloway & Waller 
2008). Attrition from apprenticeships has been found to stem from a range of personal or 
background factors, training factors, employment/industry factors, and structural/system-
based factors (Callan 2008; Volkoff & Jones 2007; Huntly Consulting 2008; Group Training 
Australia 2005; Harris et al. 2001). 

Previous research highlights the layered and demanding nature of SBAT requirements, 
student readiness and commitment, and the organisational complications involved in 
partnering various educational and employment stakeholders as issues impacting take-up 
and requiring policy responses (Currie & McCollow 2002).

Methods and research design
The underlying research question for our analysis is ‘Who are the learners participating 
in SBATs and what qualifications are they undertaking?’. The research has focused on 
building a detailed illustration of the learner profile of SBATs and the type of occupations 
and qualifications being undertaken by young people completing an employment-based 
pathway to school completion. This work has been completed through interrogation 
(statistical analysis) of two Combined Unit Record Files (CURFs) obtained from NCVER. 
To provide a context for the Australian-wide analysis of these profiles it was important 
to analyse the policy-environment currently in place. For this reason, a comprehensive 
environmental scan of existing governance and policy frameworks for SBAT in Australia 
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was conducted, which revealed a picture of a layered and complicated policy environment 
surrounding SBATs. 

Findings and discussion

Policy Analysis
As is the case with many curriculum and provision issues associated with senior secondary 
education across Australia’s eight states and territories, there are a diverse range of 
frameworks within which young people can complete an SBAT. Following a comprehensive 
environmental scan of SBAT policy frameworks, a table was created to compare all Australian 
States and Territories including current policies in place, breath of the intake, contribution 
of SBATs to school completion certificates and entry to university, incentives, equity and 
mentoring provided. The key insights provided by this policy analysis were:
• SBATs are formally recognized within all Australian senior secondary certificates of 

education and in many cases can form the major component of a school completion 
pathway. There is particular flexibility within the school completion certificates of 
Queensland, South Australia and Victoria, for young people to use SBATs as the 
dominant activity through which they obtain credits towards their senior secondary 
certificate of education.

• The contribution of SBATs towards an ATAR (Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank) 
which is used to gain access to university, remains limited in most jurisdictions. In many 
cases an option for scored assessment, which may contribute to an ATAR calculation, is 
available for a limited number of fields or occupational areas. 

• There is increasing incentivisation of the SBAT pathway, particularly for employers who 
in many jurisdictions have access to funds when taking on a young apprentice and 
again when apprentices successfully complete their four-year indenture. 

• The dominant equity focus within SBAT provision is on Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander (ATSI) young people. In most states and territories ATSI SBAT schemes 
offer mentoring for both learners and employers and cultural competence training for 
employers and trainers.

Quantitative analysis
To enable the quantitative mapping of the 2013 Australian SBAT cohort, two NCVER CURF 
files were obtained. These files provided detailed case level information for all 15 to 19 year 
olds engaged in VET, both those still enrolled at school and those who had completed Year 12 
or left school early. The purpose of the analysis was to identify the demographic, locational, 
field of education and qualification characteristics of the SBAT cohort. This illustration is a 
pre-cursor to future qualitative analysis of the motivations, expectations and experiences of 
young people using the SBAT pathway to support school completion and to access post-
school VET and post-school employment-based training. 

The non-school apprenticeship/traineeship CURF was used to contextualise and 
compare the SBAT activity against employment-based training activity of young people more 
broadly.

Demographics of SBAT learners
In 2013, there were 21,676 SBAT learners, making up slightly less than one in ten (9%) of 
all school students undertaking a vocational program. There were almost equal numbers 
of boys and girls undertaking SBATs across Australia. However, this varied slightly by 
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socioeconomic quintile. Almost half (43%) of these young people using an SBAT to complete 
school were from the two lowest quintiles of the Socioeconomic Index for Areas (SEIFA). 
There were more young women than young men from the lowest quintile enrolled in SBATs, 
while in the higher SES quintiles young men outnumbered their female counterparts.

While there has been take-up of SBAT pathways across all three schooling sectors, the 
vast majority (78%) of SBAT learners are in the government sector, with a further 10 per cent 
in Catholic schools and 7 per cent in independent schools.

Location
In regional areas SBATs are sometimes used as a compromise for students who face 
transport and distance barriers to accessing full-time apprenticeships. Access to and take 
up of SBATs varies between urban and rural locations, with slightly more than half (56%) of 
SBAT students living outside metropolitan areas. New South Wales and Queensland have 
the highest proportion of their SBAT learners living outside metropolitan areas (67% and 
61% respectively). The balance between metropolitan and rural participation in SBATs in 
more even in Victoria and South Australia. The balance between metropolitan and rural is 
skewed for Tasmania (72% rural) and the Australian Capital Territory (93% metropolitan), 
congruent with the geographic characteristics of those two jurisdictions. Western Australia, 
in contrast, has very little take-up of SBATs outside of Perth, with only 29 per cent of SBAT 
learners living in rural areas.

If we look at where SBATs are playing a significant role for young people (e.g. where 
enrolments are high), the list of local government areas reads as a list of Australia’s 
disadvantaged communities and also as those regions facing high youth unemployment: 
Tuggeranong in the ACT, Newcastle and Blacktown in NSW, Gold Coast West and Logan 
City in Qld, Northern Adelaide in SA, Melton-Wyndham and Frankston City on Victoria, and 
the South West and Northern metropolitan areas of Perth. 

The initial statistical analysis has highlighted the socioeconomically disadvantage profile 
of SBAT learners. SBATs, serving the dual purpose of a pathway to school completion and a 
pathway to a skilled occupation, are most frequently being used in communities confronting 
the challenges of high youth unemployment. 

Fields of education and qualification levels
Four fields of education (FoE) dominate SBAT participation, making up three-quarters (75%) 
of all SBAT enrolments: Management and commerce (26.5%), Food hospitality and personal 
services (20.2%), Society and culture (15.2%) and Engineering and related technologies 
(13.1%). The dominance of these four FoEs was fairly consistent across the different 
states and territories, with the exception of Victoria where the education field was more 
popular than engineering; Victorian SBATs in the education FoE made up 84 per cent of all 
education field SBATs nationally. The take-up of SBATs in the various FoEs vary by gender, 
with young men more likely to be doing an engineering SBAT and young women more likely 
to be undertaking a management and commerce or hospitality SBAT. There were also FoE 
differences between metropolitan and rural areas. SBATs in rural areas were more likely 
than their metropolitan peers to be enrolled in architecture, engineering and health related 
fields, while metropolitan SBATs were more likely than those in rural areas to enrolled in 
education and information technology fields. 

The three dominant fields of education within SBAT enrolments raise some concerns 
about the efficacy of those fields in enabling transition to sustainable and secure post-school 
employment and employment-based training. Previous work (Clarke 2013) has highlighted 
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the tension for schools between providing access to vocational curriculum that is of relevance 
and interest to their students and promoting enrolment in vocational curriculum that has 
currency and value in the local labour market. 

The vast majority (72%) of SBAT learners are enrolled at Certificate III level. A further one 
in four (24.2%) were enrolled in Certificate II level programs, which were more common in 
the architecture, and management and commerce fields.  

Future work
The next stage of this study will involve qualitative interviews with SBAT learners. We are 
currently conducting interviews with SBAT students attending Catholic and public schools in 
NSW and Victoria. All students were undertaking an SBAT as part of their pathway to school 
completion. These interviews focus on motivations and expectations of SBAT learners. 

A key challenge facing researchers of SBATs is the lack of an existing, validated 
conceptual framework for analysing the impact of an embedded employment-based model 
within a compulsory-age educational setting. Initial conceptual work by the researchers 
has drawn on the notions of employment and education logics. While this initial conceptual 
work by the researchers has enabled the identification of four key stages within the SBAT- 
Apprenticeship/Traineeship timeline (within 6 months of SBAT enrolment; at 12 months 
participation in SBAT; at school completion/school exit; and within 6 months of commencement 
of full-time Apprenticeship/Traineeship), there is limited empirical, Australian-based research 
that has examined the implications of the location of the employment-based training model 
(employment logic) within the Australian senior secondary landscape (education logic). 

A second stage of this SBAT research will address the research question ‘In what ways 
does the SBAT model enable educational and occupational development and progression?’ 
Drawing on the understanding of the learners from this first stage, this further study will 
involve the development of a new conceptual framework for understanding the employment-
based training model within the school context. In stage two, school-based case studies will 
involve interviews with SBAT social partners (schools, employers, training organisations). 
This stage will also involve surveying young apprentices and trainees, employers and 
trainers about the effectiveness of the school-based model of employment-based training. 
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