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Abstract
The Australian Government is committed to raising educational achievement and outcomes for people experiencing disadvantage including those living in rural and regional communities. National strategies involve the establishment of attainment targets for different demographic groups, more stringent quality standards and the inclusion of voices from business, industry and educational institutions in curriculum design. Additional funding has also been made available for programs that address skills shortages, youth unemployment and low attainment rates for Indigenous and low socioeconomic groups. 

Educational ‘pathways’ are relevant to a number of education and training contexts. The design of ‘seamless’ pathways based on credit arrangements between the vocational and higher education sectors has received significant attention, widespread adoption and relative success, although student patterns of movement often differ from those anticipated (Harris et al. 2006). The effectiveness of pathways between school-based and post-school vocational programs, on the other hand, has attracted concern from employers and industry groups (Service Skills Australia, 2010) but has largely escaped scrutiny.

This research investigates vocational education and training pathways in the Health Services and Tourism sectors in two regional shires. A range of stakeholder perspectives has been gathered through a Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) methodology that both values community assets and community voice and draws on principles of critical enquiry and community empowerment. Key stakeholders in neighbouring coastal shires of Eurobodalla and Bega Valley (South East NSW) have provided insight into the drivers and practices of educational program choice and student progression in each region. Contradictions occurring between the need to address local skills shortages and the diseconomies of ‘thin’ educational markets (Bradley et al, 2008) have provided a rich source of voices, values and possibilities that inform this research.  

The authors suggest that student transition between school-based vocational programs and further education and work is capricious, with little connection between the theoretical pathways described in handbooks and actual pathways, which tend to offer narrow opportunities for progression and limited credit. The authors argue that participatory design of pathways between education and work can produce better outcomes for students, industry and the community compared with existing supply-driven approaches.  

1. Introduction
‘Now I’ve heard about different jobs at (workplace) ... it might be OK to work there’ – Student

‘We depend on (RTO) to train our future workers’ – Employer
‘I thought developing pathways to university would be the hardest part ... but that isn’t really the problem’ – Senior high school staff
‘These opportunities could be made available to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities’ – Community leader

Based on the variety of opinions above, it is clear that perspectives on educational pathways vary according to the speaker’s interests, experiences and constraints. Each perspective delivers a different voice. For students, pathways present opportunities to ‘try out’ a job, to build workplace relationships and undertake a traineeship or apprenticeship. For employers, pathways produce productive new workers while enabling existing staff to upgrade their skills, knowledge and professional qualifications. In schools, academic pathways provide opportunities for students to enter university directly while vocational pathways offer meaningful alternatives. Universities that create alternative entry pathways, especially through vocational qualifications and work experience, acknowledge the benefit of attracting new students. From a community perspective, pathways between school, VET, higher education and work boost social capital and knowledge creation, especially in rural and low-socioeconomic regions. 
This paper describes a community project that has investigated pathways in two regional shires in South East NSW: Bega Valley and Eurobodalla. The project arose from the work of the Eden Community Training Partnership (ECTP), which is ‘committed to creating and developing jobs, education and vocational training for young people in Eden ... and supporting the growth of local industry’ (ECTP, 2012). Representatives from community groups, schools, vocational providers, employers, Council, a partnership broker and the University of Canberra formed a sub-project to investigate what ‘pathways’ mean, what pathways exist locally and which industry sectors would benefit from further pathways development. Other expert groups such as Industry Skills Councils and the local Regional Development Australia (RDA) were consulted as required. The voice of each stakeholder, naturally influenced by individual context and concerns, was collected uncritically, analysed for common ground and shaped collectively into joint solutions. The overarching aim was to develop pathways that would increase opportunities for local people to progress from school to further and higher education and work in the region. A linked aim was to raise motivation, aspiration and opportunities for young people and existing workers by connecting education with community and employer needs.
2. Literature review

Concepts of ‘pathways’ reveal an array of perspectives. The pathways most commonly debated in Australia refer to the transition of students between vocational (VET) and higher education (HE); see, for example, Harris et al. (2005). However, VET-HE pathways rarely define progression between study and work. Guthrie et al. (2007) introduce pathways as part of a lifelong journey: ‘pathways are rarely planned from beginning to end; rather they occur in a series of stages, some of which arise by personal choice and others through circumstance’ (p. 8). At a more formal level, the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) oversees pathways that ‘allow students to move through qualification levels with full or partial recognition for the qualifications and/or learning outcomes they already have’ (AQF, 2011 p. 96). Pathways are often described with an adjectival descriptor: learning pathways, student pathways, occupational pathways, qualification pathways and ‘diverse pathways to further learning, work and effective participation in civic life’ (AQF 2011).  In this paper, the term ‘educational pathways’ has been adopted to represent integrated education and training that directly supports workforce needs and is accessible to existing students and industry employees. 

National targets have been established for workforce participation and for educational participation by particular groups, including regional, low socioeconomic and Indigenous populations. An increasing number of young people are enrolling in Vocational Education and Training in Schools (VETiS) programs (221,000 enrolments nationally in 2010) and there has been a 32 percent increase in outer regional area enrolments 2007-2010 (NCVER 2011). Despite a number of initiatives, however, educational participation by disadvantaged groups remains low.

Several reviews and research projects offer strategies for meeting national targets.  Guthrie, Stanwick and Karmel (2011), for example, underpin their paper on pathways with recommendations from the South Australian Training and Skills Commission paper ‘Skills for Jobs’:

‘... delivering on state and national targets will require a comprehensive and integrated raft of initiatives, including improved access to tertiary study−especially for those from under-represented groups−and improved pathways between schooling and tertiary education. This includes pathways within and between the components of the tertiary and post-school sectors, and better interfaces between education, training and the world of work.’ (p. 7)
The authors note that achievement of the recommendations would require reconciliation of intersectoral differences, reduction of barriers between sectors and greater recognition of individuals’ education, training and personal experiences. 
In its analysis of VET in Schools (VETiS) programs, the Industry Skills Council Service Skills Australia (SSA, 2010) noted that while the number of students participating in VETiS is growing, there is increasing concern about the quality and consistency of vocational delivery in schools combined with poor employment outcomes for some students. These concerns reflect systemic, rather than provider issues: delivery of ‘hollow’ qualifications that do not meet the requirements of the world of work or further study, and students who are over qualified, under skilled and under experienced. At the same time, outcomes for students become more important as the proportion of young people declines: ‘Kids are becoming ‘cherry pickers’ and industry must understand kids are a scarce commodity’ (SSA 2010, p. 4).
The Service Skills Australia report recommends an integrated framework in which career pathways and workplace competence requirements are identified for each sector at each level of study.  Credit recognition processes for VET qualifications delivered at school and post-school are also recommended, with information on the real purpose of VETiS and the likely outcomes of school-based programs provided for parents and students.

Regionally, Shire Council Strategic Plans propose strategies for the promotion and coordination of education and employment opportunities. The Bega Valley Shire Youth Strategy has identified the following key actions:

· Increase awareness of the need to improve training and employment opportunities for young people within Bega Valley, with a special focus on supporting Indigenous young people achieve training and employment 

· More transport and/or access solutions to reduce barriers to young people accessing education, employment and recreational opportunities within the Shire (Bega Valley Shire Council). 

Regional communities often experience high youth unemployment, low school retention, below average percentage of population with a bachelor degree (6% in Bega Valley), below-average weekly income and geographical isolation(all of which impact on the health, wellbeing and educational potential of residents. 
Educational programs that inspire students to remain at school, and provide meaningful work experience, can mitigate regional disadvantage (Gale, 2009; Vinson 2007). The inclusion of business and higher education providers in educational strategies can increase community access to professional experience and role models, broaden regional course offerings, increase local access to educational technologies and augment the supply of academic resources (Australian Government, 2010 p.18; DEEWR 2008).
3. Research methodology
The alignment between regional and national concerns and the experiences of education and employer stakeholders in our study prompted a deeper investigation into the nature of educational pathways in the Eurobodalla and Bega Valley shires. Two community partnerships, Eden Community Training Partnerships (ECTP) in the Bega Valley and the Eurobodalla Education Employment Reference Group (EEERG) based in Moruya, established the project ‘Tourism and Human Services pathways in South Coast NSW’ with a range of interested stakeholders. The University of Canberra was has been able to support the pathways project through two initiatives: the ‘Entry pathways to enhance regional participation in higher education’ program, funded by the Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations; and a Regional and Rural Research and Development Grant ‘Examining regional learning pathways: lessons from the Eden Community Training Partnership (ECTP)’. 

Two critical research questions have emerged:
i. What do ‘pathways between education/training and work’ mean for people living in regional communities? 

ii. What barriers and opportunities do community stakeholders perceive? 

Following an initial analysis that identified inherent contradictions between the regulatory requirements imposed by state and federal education agencies and the education and training needs of the regional communities, a mixed methodological approach was adopted. Principles of community-based participatory research (Seifer and Greene-Moton 2007) underpin the identification of the education and training assets of the communities: schools, their students, tertiary education providers, employers, local government and community groups. Skelton’s (2005) critical approach to educational quality and design provides a framework for gathering the voice of community stakeholders and examining their perspectives on, and roles in, the development of educational pathways. A design analysis based on the work of Brown (1992) and Collins, Joseph & Bielaczyc (2004) has identified the key interactions between community and external systems—AQF Training Packages, NSW Board of Studies Framework courses, state education departments and employer management —and the educational experiences of those living and studying in the communities. 

Conceptual framework

The community assets on which this study has been established emerge from the two community partnerships: ECTP (Bega Valley) and EEERG (Eurobodalla). Both partnerships have been grappling with high levels of regional unemployment despite identified skills gaps in local industries. A joint forum facilitated by South Coast Workplace Learning (SCWL), a partnership broker, generated a collective goal to create alternative educational pathways (between school and university) to address local skills shortages. In addition to attracting new employees to two key industry areas(Tourism and Human Services(local enterprises sought to improve the customer service skills of people working in tourism and to raise the skills and qualification levels of those working in aged care. The University of Canberra and SCWL agreed to facilitate the study in collaboration with local stakeholder groups: Bega Valley and Eurobodalla Shire Councils, employers and business owners, schools, TAFE and private RTOs, Far South Coast RDA, Service Skills Australia, parents, students and community members. 
The conceptual framework for the study has been designed to acknowledge and value the perspectives of these stakeholders, to identify barriers and/or inconsistencies in educational progression and to develop a shared understanding of opportunities for further development. As community members represent a number of organisations and roles, the group agreed to undertake a range of data collection activities: (i) two forums with ECTP members and stakeholders, one with a focus on Tourism; (ii) three EEERG Aged Care workshops with a wide range of government, industry and education stakeholders; (iii) focus groups with school students, led by Eurobodalla Youth Council; (iv) curriculum mapping of vocational qualifications in Tourism and Human Services to assess the potential for student progression between school-based and other vocational courses; (v) mapping of course delivery availability in each region and (vi) follow up interviews with key internal and external stakeholders to substantiate regional barriers to educational progression and to clarify industry and community-led proposals to address these barriers. 
4. Findings and discussion
‘If my (child) enrols in a school VET course, that will help them get a job ... won’t it?’ – Parent

The range of data collected through the project has revealed a number of inconsistencies between the reality and the rhetoric around educational pathways. In the following section, stakeholder perspectives are presented by industry sector and stakeholder group. 
Educational pathways in the Tourism sector
‘Access to education opportunities is considered a key social issue in the shire’ – Local Government representative

Unemployment is common in regional towns undergoing economic decline and can impact on both community health and social cohesion. In communities such as Eden, where processing manufacturing and related fields of employment are no longer available, there is increasing pressure to develop new industry to ensure the town remains viable. While forestry and fishing provide an important economic base for the town, tourism activities such as whale watching and fishing charters are regarded as important prospects for local products that can generate income.
From the education provider and student perspective, Tourism pathways appear straightforward. Training in Tourism, Hospitality or Events is currently available in each shire, and students who begin a Certificate II in Tourism can progress directly with credit into linked higher levels of qualification. The curriculum contains four core units which are common across Certificate II to Diploma qualifications. At Certificate III level, many electives are shared across Tourism streams (e.g. Retail Travel Sales, Tour Wholesaling and Visitor Information Services). Those who complete a Diploma in Tourism are eligible for up to a full year’s credit at university. 
However, tourism and business owners/operators claim that skills and knowledge gained through Tourism qualifications do not correspond with their requirements. They argue that many school leavers lack confidence and require significant training in essential skills such as inter-personal communication, team-work and dealing with clients. The Shire Council, partnership broker and national Industry Skills Council (Service Skills Australia) have therefore offered to help establish and sustain suitable curriculum for entry level training.
Educational pathways in the Human Services sector

‘We have an opportunity to improve the delivery of educational services in a regionally isolated community ...’ – NGO
The Eurobodalla Education Employment Reference Group (EEERG), led by Eurobodalla Council, has initiated cooperative partnerships between educational institutions and the Human Services sector. With support from the partnership broker, a sub-group committee containing members from both Shire Council areas has been established to develop education, training and pathway opportunities in the region. As Aged Care is a growth industry, with significant skills shortages, the committee’s work has concentrated on this sector. 
Aged care industry representatives report that while a new demographic of students is emerging, with more males and more young people, it remains difficult to fill job vacancies with suitable employees. A Council-led survey of school students found that young people have little understanding of the variety of opportunities in the aged care sector and, without accurate information, express apprehension about working with older people. Negative attitudes contribute to poor enrolments in aged care courses. 
Aged care facilities thus recognise the imperative to work with the community both to recruit the ‘right’ people and then to train and mentor them. A number of supportive initiatives exist: TAFE and private RTOs offer Aged Care courses in each shire; careers teachers and enterprise visits promote pathways and opportunities to young people; and university-led school visits raise aspiration among students. The industry group has appealed for three new initiatives: (i) clearer educational pathways in the Human Service field, especially for youth (ii) better coordination of delivery between TAFE and RTOs to maintain delivery in thin markets and (iii) collaboration and increased focus on RPL between universities and RTOs.
For students and education providers, Human Services courses provide a broad range of education and training options, but with limited unit overlap. One high school offers a NSW Board of Studies (BoS) Human Services Framework course to ten students in each of Years 11 and 12; students can attain both vocational competencies and two units of credit towards their University entrance score. If students study the full 360 hour course they may be eligible for a nationally recognised Certificate III qualification in Aged Care, Allied Health Assistance or Health Services Assistance ‘depending upon the selection and achievement of units of competency’ (Board of Studies 2012). However, where the timetable cannot allow for the full course, and the smaller 240 hour program is delivered, students only gain a Statement of Attainment towards the Certificate II or III qualification, which does not provide articulation with credit into courses offered by local RTOs. 
Curriculum alignment across Human Services qualifications was investigated through a mapping of the six core units specified in the HSC Framework (Human Services) course against core and elective units in other Human Services qualifications at Certificate III level. As Aged care training is not available in all locations, the mapping includes linked qualifications, including the Certificate III in Community Services Work. Table 1 illustrates the varying degrees of curriculum equivalence (and therefore the strengths of educational pathways) between these qualifications. As one RTO coordinator notes, students completing the Framework course at school will ‘most probably have to start again’ in VET.
Table 1. Comparison between selected qualifications in Human Services (Cert III)

	HSC Framework Human Services (240 & 360 hrs)
	Cert III in Aged Care
	Cert III in Allied Health Assistance
	Cert III in Health Service Assistance
	Cert III in Community Services Work

	Core unit 1
	Core unit 1
	
	Elective*
	

	Core unit 2
	Core unit 2
	Core unit 2
	Core unit 2
	Core unit 2

	Core unit 3
	Elective*
	
	
	Elective* (Cert IV)

	Core unit 4
	Elective*
	Core unit 4
	Core unit 4
	Elective* (Cert II)

	Core 5 (2 choices)
	Core 5 (1)
	Core 5 (1)
	Core 5 (1)
	Elective* (Cert II)

	Core unit 6
	Elective*
	Core unit 6
	Core unit 6
	Core unit 6


While Framework courses provide meaningful alternatives for students at school, it cannot be assumed that the courses will provide opportunities for progression with credit to other AQF qualifications. RTOs must collaborate to select common course electives to optimise credit and pathways into linked higher level qualifications. 
Discussion 
‘Perhaps what we have learnt through the ... exercise ... is that many programs do not deliver practical pathways’ – Community member
The study has identified a number of new perspectives, many of which were unexpected. Unforseen findings include: (i) Framework courses endorsed by NSW BoS provide rich alternatives to academic subject choices for students who remain in education to age 17, but do not provide clear articulation into post-school study or work; (ii) schools, parents and students cannot presume that linked school-based and post-school courses will provide direct pathways, even when the same RTO delivers both courses; (iii) there is no mechanism for local industry to specify inclusion of ‘essential’ competencies in government-funded vocational courses; (iv) while credit arrangements between vocational diplomas and higher education degree programs are widespread and well-understood, regional students can only access these pathway options if Diploma courses are run locally.
As a result of the community engagement undertaken in this study, a number of initiatives are being developed to enhance educational programs and pathways for people living in the two shires. Through an EEERG subcommittee, Aged Care sector employers, community members and education providers are integrating their roles and responsibilities to create realistic education and employment pathways for school leavers and existing workers in Health Services. The Tourism employer group, Industry Skills Council, Shire Council and community are co-designing a nationally recognised short course to raise the standard of customer service, communication, presentation and personal skills for both new and existing employees along the south coast. These types of community-led project are particularly significant in regional shires, where graduates are often under-represented at the higher AQF levels and both education and employment prospects may be limited. 
5. Conclusion

 ‘(We are now in a position) to further progress the delivery of coordinated ... tertiary education and training programs across the far south coast ... (to) lead considered strategic planning and influence tertiary providers to collaborate in delivering programs that meet local industry and community needs’. (Community leader)

Student transition between school-based vocational programs and further education and work can be capricious, with little connection between theoretical pathways offered and actual pathways available. Participatory design of pathways between education and work can bridge the gap between theory and practice and produce better outcomes for students, industry and the community. 

This research provides perspectives on what educational pathways mean to different stakeholders, how pathways operate in theory and in practice, how pathways can unwittingly introduce barriers to student progression and how shared community initiatives can change education opportunities and introduce new opportunities for training and work in a regional environment. The conceptual framework adopted for this study values the range of perspectives of stakeholders and their capacity to generate community-led projects for further development. The two regional communities involved in the study have devised education and employment strategies that combine local knowledge with the expertise of external education providers and government agencies. Collaboratively, these groups are constructing pathways and programs that were previously unavailable in these regions(thus creating skilled and culturally aware employees for the priority industries in each shire.  
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