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Abstract
The vocational experiences and skills of young adolescents could be infused into 
formal education by identifying career competencies to be taught within the aca-
demic curriculum. Such curriculum practices that embed educational and career 
pathways must also include the perspectives of students and the community, particu-
larly those from marginalised groups. Drawing on data from 111 teachers, princi-
pals, carers and students, this paper presents research undertaken to co-design career 
education lesson plans within an infused model of the curriculum for early Mid-
dle Year students from regional, rural, and remote Australia. The lesson plans and 
activities were designed to allow for meaningful self-reflection and goal-setting that 
could be seamlessly infused into the formal curriculum and help embed early-stage 
career education. The paper concludes by projecting opportunities and challenges 
for seamless curriculum integration, while pertinent to the Australian context, can 
also be read with broader relevance to other educational systems and schools.

Keywords  Career education · Regional, rural and remote students · Vocational 
identity · Middle years students · Curriculum co-design · Participatory design

Introduction

Young adolescents experience daily cognitive, physical, and social-emotional 
changes that can impact on the formation of their identity (McLean et  al., 2010; 
Tanti et al., 2011). Part of their development involves reflecting on skills, capabili-
ties, and personal characteristics that inform their vocational identity and guide their 
career choices (Lee et al., 2016; Patton & Portfeli, 2007). Despite these formative 
stages, it has been demonstrated that some young adolescents would benefit from 
a scaffolded, formal approach in the curriculum to assist them with navigating the 
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complexities of career identities and to support their career exploration (Akos et al., 
2011; Choi et al., 2015). Arrington (2000) suggests that vocational experiences and 
skills could be integrated into formal education by identifying “career competen-
cies to be taught” (p. 104). These competencies include students’ ability to reflect 
on potential careers, to exhibit proactive behaviour towards career development, and 
networking (see Kuijpers et  al., 2011). An integrated career guidance component 
within the curriculum can provide opportunities for young adolescents to “develop 
aspirations and motivation for opportunities beyond high school by encouraging stu-
dents to consider seriously all choices” (Wheelock & Dorman, 1988, p. 27). Indeed, 
the integration of formal careers education in the curriculum is an important equity 
function, as marginalised student groups have been shown to particularly benefit 
from careers awareness and support through formal education (Doren et al., 2013; 
Lindstrom et al., 2019).

There is a growing awareness that some groups continue to be under-represented 
in higher education. For instance, scholars and policymakers have sought to increase 
the participation of African American, Latin, Native American, Asian American, 
Native Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander communities in the United States (Jones et al., 
2017); and Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students, particularly those 
from low socioeconomic backgrounds in the United Kingdom (Atherton & Mazhari, 
2019). In Australia, widening participation has focussed on six equity groups that 
were formalised by the Australian Government in the late 1980s: people from low 
socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds; regional and remote people; those from 
non-English speaking backgrounds; those with a disability; Indigenous people; and 
women in non-traditional areas, such as Engineering and Information Technology 
(Fray et al., 2020; Harvey et al., 2016). Increasingly, other marginalised groups are 
drawing policy attention, such as carers, parents, first in family students, and people 
from out-of-home care backgrounds (Harvey et al., 2015; Stone & O’Shea, 2019).

Debates around the role of schools in preparing students for lifelong learning as 
well as combating inequity systematically, highlight the importance of an embed-
ded careers and vocational identity approach (Ben-Porath, 2013; Lüftenegger 
et al., 2012). Additionally, there is growing recognition of the need to embed stu-
dent voice(s) in designing curriculum and creating inclusive learning environments 
(McLeod, 2011; Mitra, 2018). By supporting the integration of student voice(s), 
educational practices not only support students’ self-efficacy, confidence, and 
engagement, but can also better align to the needs and expectations of specific stu-
dent cohorts (Mitra, 2018). Without this direct consultation and input, there remains 
a risk that policy development—however well-intentioned or well-informed—is 
paternalistic, inappropriate and/or misdirected.

This paper discusses research undertaken to co-design careers-related lesson 
plans for Year 7 and 8 regional, rural, and remote students in Australia. This paper 
argues that effective curriculum design and practices should both embed educational 
and career pathways and include the perspectives of students and their community. 
The research project draws on the perspectives and aspirations of regional commu-
nities in Australia as an illustrative example, but argues that the same principles of 
co-design could be applied to further explore the experiences of other marginalised 
groups of students. Pertinent to recent global events, the educational disparities 
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highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic underscore the urgent need to reflect on 
curriculum design practices globally, to ensure that they minimise rather than rein-
force existing power disparities.

Career Education in the Australian Curriculum

The past two decades in Australia have seen an improvement in school completion 
rates, however, youth unemployment remains high, especially in equity groups, 
including regional, rural, and remote communities (Cardak et  al., 2017; Cooper 
et al., 2018). While 83% of young people living in major cities were fully engaged 
in employment or study, this number drops to 74% in inner regional areas and 72% 
in outer regional and remote areas for the total number of young people engaged or 
partially engaged (defined as employed part-time or studying, or part-time) (Austral-
ian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2019). The overall cost to individuals, governments 
and society arising from youth who are neither employed nor in education/training 
(NEET) is estimated at AUD$15.9 billion every year. The social impact is equally 
compelling with loss of confidence, hope, and self-esteem potentially leading to 
mental health issues costing Australia around AUD$7.2 billion per annum (Founda-
tion for Young Australians, 2018). Concerns about NEET rates is not unique to the 
Australian context, yet Australia falls behind some jurisdictions that have legislated 
entitlement for young people to access and enjoy a strong educational foundation 
and induction into post school life (Michelsen & Stenström, 2018).

Australian students usually participate in careers-related activities in the later 
Middle Years (Years 9 and 10), when decision-making takes place around elective 
subject selection for the Senior Years. As a result, the decisions made in the later 
Middle Years can impact senior secondary schooling (Ellerbrock et al., 2018; Trusty 
et al., 2005) as well as postsecondary educational and career options. Researchers 
strongly recommend early interventions that focus on improving students’ educa-
tional and career readiness skills to offer students an informed foundation from 
which to base their decision-making (Galliott & Graham, 2015; Gore et al., 2017; 
Rivera & Schaefer, 2009; Schaefer & Rivera, 2012).

Specifically, Fleming and Grace (2014) found that student aspirations for higher 
education pathways were highest during Year 7 (ages 12–13; first year secondary 
school). At the younger Middle Years level (Years 7 and 8), career development 
interventions can have a positive impact on young adolescents’ career planning 
and exploration (O’Brien et  al., 1999; Turner & Conkel, 2010; Turner & Lapan, 
2005), career decision making (Lee et  al., 2016), and career knowledge (Baker, 
2002). Research has shown that Middle Years students reported significant increases 
in levels of agency, awareness of career opportunities and confidence in their abil-
ity to explore and plan for future careers after participating in a series of interven-
tions (see for e.g., O’Brien et  al., 1999; Turner & Lapan, 2005). These activities 
include offering information on a variety of occupations (e.g., educational and work 
requirements), completing self-assessment activities (e.g., interests, efficacy beliefs), 
engaging in group discussions (Turner & Lapan, 2005) and activities that increase 
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their awareness of career opportunities, teaching them how to explore careers, and 
conduct research on occupations (O’Brien et al., 1999).

Given the significant impact that career development interventions can have on 
students’ overall development, including their academic skills and knowledge acqui-
sition, a greater emphasis should be applied to creating and delivering such inter-
ventions to students across the Middle Years (Shaefer & Rivera, 2012). Such inter-
ventions can also build academic capacity while also responding to social-personal 
development (Gysbers & Henderson, 2006). There are several ways that these inter-
ventions could be delivered within formal education. Watts (2011) suggests four 
broad models of delivery described below.

•	 A stand-alone model, in which career education is provided as a separate subject 
within the curriculum;

•	 A subsumed model, in which it is provided as part of a more broadly-based sub-
ject; for example, a common model in Britain has been to deliver career educa-
tion within personal, social and health education;

•	 An  infused  model, in which career education is infused into different subjects 
across the curriculum as a whole; and

•	 An  extra-curricular  model, in which career education is provided as an addi-
tional element outside the boundaries of the formal curriculum.

Each model has merits, but many across disciplinary boundaries, have advocated 
for the infused model, for example within social work education (Abrams & Gib-
son, 2007; Cummings et  al., 2006; Dyeson, 2004; Lee & Waites, 2006). The call 
for infusing career development into different subjects across the curriculum as a 
whole has had a long history, starting in the 1970s (see Akos et al., 2011; Roberts, 
1983). The infusion model can be particularly effective if the larger school com-
munity is involved (e.g., through co-design) in career education programs and “if 
the necessary learning can take place within strongly classified and framed subject 
discourses” (Whitty et  al., 1994, p. 174). The infusion model also aligns well to 
project-based learning pedagogy, as infused careers curriculum can be designed 
to include inquiry activities that emphasise students to find solutions and/or apply 
ideas they have learned (Kanter & Konstantopoulos, 2010).

More recently, the call to embed educational and career readiness across second-
ary education curricula is gaining traction. The Organisation for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD) called for the alignment of curricula to meet the 
environmental, economic and social challenges in modern society (OECD, 2018). In 
the United States (US), federal policies have encouraged states to implement career 
readiness immersed curriculum across the school sector, with the intention to pre-
pare students for colleges and 21st-century careers. The most recent iteration of the 
US standards-based reform movement has produced college-and career-readiness 
(CCR) standards intended to prepare students to build capacity for successful post-
secondary opportunities (Pak et al., 2020).

In Australia, the need for a unifying career development framework was identified 
by the Youth Action Plan Taskforce in its report, Footprints to the Future (Eldridge, 
2001), which found that the career and transition services were inconsistent in 
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quality and availability nationally. As a result, the Australian Blueprint for Career 
Development was developed in 2003, using the Canadian Blueprint for Life/Work 
Designs as its starting point (Ministerial Council for Education, Early Childhood 
Development and Youth Affairs [MCEECDYA], 2010). The Blueprint has been in 
place nationally since 2008 and provides a framework for designing, implementing 
and evaluating career development programs that identifies the skills, attitudes and 
knowledge that individuals need to make sound choices and to effectively manage 
their careers (MCEECDYA, 2010). While the framework is aligned to the Australian 
Curriculum, it is a standalone framework rather than an integrated component. Four 
years after its implementation, a review of the Blueprint found that “the placement 
of career development competencies within a curriculum framework provides the 
greatest potential to impact the competency development of all students” (Atelier 
Learning Solutions, 2012, p. 48). Additionally, teachers have been identified as best 
placed to deliver careers activities (Welde et al., 2015), supporting the long-standing 
view of embedding careers education in the curriculum. Given the marked socio-
economic divide in the type and quality of career information available to students 
(Dockery et  al., 2021) researchers have advocated for a whole school approach to 
“embed career education and development in curriculum/co-curriculum, beginning 
with exploratory activities in primary school and linking these to further explora-
tion, reflection and adaptive goal setting in later years” (Keele et al., 2020, p. 57) 
and developing a “curriculum that explicitly teaches students the ‘hidden’ discourses 
to navigate the world of work” (Austin et al., 2021, p. 6).

Curriculum reforms in Victoria

Any national reforms in federal systems, such as Australia, in which power is split 
between federal (national) and state (sub-national) governments create challenges. 
In Australia, whilst there are strong arguments for national consistency on the 
grounds of equity, effectiveness and efficiency (Keating, 2009), reform is compli-
cated because the state and territory governments retain constitutional responsibility 
for schooling. A summary of curriculum reforms at Federal and state-level of Victo-
ria is summarised in Fig. 1.

The Australian Curriculum is presented as a progression of learning from Foun-
dation to Year 10. It is organised within a ‘three-dimensional’ structure, encompass-
ing: eight traditional disciplinary key learning areas, seven general capabilities (also 
referred to as essential skills for the twenty-first century), and three cross-curricu-
lum priorities (CCPs). Figure 2 provides a summary of the Australian Curriculum 
structure. In Years 7–10, the Australian Curriculum is purportedly designed to equip 
students for senior secondary schooling, including vocational pathways (Australian 
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Agency [ACARA], 2020) but there are no 
clear standards nor guidance on how this is incorporated.

Although the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Agency 
(ACARA) has assumed unprecedented policy development roles, mediating state 
and federal relations through novel processes of negotiation (Savage, 2016), respon-
sibility for the implementation of the Australian Curriculum remains with each of 
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Fig. 1   Overview of Australian and Victorian curriculum reforms. By M. Mahat. Copyright 2020 by 
M.Mahat
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the six states and two territories of Australia. Within this state-based system, com-
pliance responsibilities vary among independent and religious schools, which adds 
another layer of complexity to the implementation of a national approach across 
both public and independent sectors. In the state of Victoria, the latest iteration of 
the Victorian Curriculum incorporates the Australian Curriculum but is formatted 
as a continuum of learning along four key principles (VCAA, 2015): (1) the learn-
ing areas or disciplines that are the cornerstone of the curriculum; (2) the general 
capabilities that require explicit attention in the development of teaching and learn-
ing programs; (3) the curriculum as a developmental learning continuum rather 
than a series of distinct learning blocks; and (4) the content of the curriculum (the 
‘what’) that is mandated through the learning areas and the capabilities. The provi-
sion of the curriculum (the ‘how’), remains a responsibility for local schools and 
their communities.

The Victorian Careers Curriculum Framework (VCCF), separate from the Vic-
torian Curriculum, provides a scaffolded model for a career education that helps 
prepare young people to transition successfully into further education, training, or 
employment. The VCCF is based on the 11 competencies identified in the Austral-
ian Blueprint for Career Development (mentioned earlier), with the learning out-
comes focussed on the three Stages of Career Development: Self-Development, 
Career Exploration and Career Management. Learning outcomes are developed for 
students in specific year levels (Years 7 to 12) as well as students enrolled via insti-
tutions providing Vocational Education and Training (VET) and Adult and Commu-
nity Education (ACE). The focus of these learning outcomes is to provide opportu-
nities for young people to build their career skills, knowledge and capabilities. The 
framework learning outcomes are also structured around the six steps to a young 

Fig. 2   The three-dimensional structure of the Australian Curriculum
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person’s acquisition of skills and knowledge for lifelong career self-management. 
Students are encouraged to complete all six steps—Discover, Explore, Focus, Plan, 
Decide, and Apply—with a focus on a different step each year (DEECD, 2012). As 
an example, the learning outcomes for Year 7 students are summarised in Fig. 3.

There is some attempt to integrate the VCCF into the Victorian Curriculum, and 
hence align it to the Australian Curriculum. This integration is done at the level of 
linking the Australian (and Victorian) Curriculum’s ‘general capabilities’ and the 
VCCF’s ‘learning outcomes’. The objective of this alignment is so that students are 
on their way to achieving the essential skills required for the twenty-first century 
(DEECD, 2012). Schools are encouraged to build on and contextualise the align-
ment between the Australian Curriculum and the VCCF to meet the needs of their 
unique learner cohort and school priorities (DEECD, 2012).

There are a number of emerging career education reforms in both Victoria and 
nationally, with increasing recognition that not enough is being done to support stu-
dents to identify, explore, and pursue careers. Nationally, Future Ready is a student-
focussed strategy, emphasising on improving career education in schools by building 
teacher and school leader capability; supporting parents and carers to have career 
conversations; and encouraging collaboration between industry and schools (Depart-
ment of Education & Training, 2019). Despite this national strategy, a recent review 
by the Department of Education, Skills and Employment (2020) argues that more 
needs to be done to prepare young people “for purposeful engagement with the 
labour market” (p. 12) and that general “capabilities should be specifically discussed 
as part of a pathways conversation between teachers and students from Year 9” (p. 
40).

In Victoria, the Firth review of the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learn-
ing (VCAL) found that a vocational specialist pathway should be integrated in the 

Fig. 3   Victorian careers curriculum framework, learning outcomes for year 7. Copyright 2012 by 
DEECD Adapted from Aligning the Australian curriculum with the Victorian careers curriculum frame-
work by Department of Education and Early Childhood Development [DEECD]
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VCE, rather than a stand-alone qualification (Department of Education & Training, 
2020). The review further recommended that this can be achieved through improv-
ing the capability of teachers and reducing operational and administrative burdens 
on schools (Department of Education & Training, 2020). Furthermore, the Victorian 
Department of Education and Training has enlisted VCAA to create careers educa-
tion resources that are linked to the Victorian Curriculum that will be distributed 
to teachers across the state. Other resources in development include Career Self-
Exploration Workshops, Career Planning Service, and the Careers e-Portfolio (Par-
liament of Victoria, 2019). It is important to note here that these resources will be 
freely accessible to all Victorian schools, however there is no mandate to utilise 
and incorporate them within the curriculum. Other initiatives include the expan-
sion of Managed Individual Pathways (MIPs) into the new Career Education Fund-
ing (CEF) which will provide for course and career counselling and completion of 
career action plans; activities which again, sit outside of the formal curriculum (Par-
liament of Victoria, 2019).

In amongst these reforms, the government has acknowledged that there is an 
urgent need to address the career development needs of students in regional areas, 
and students experiencing disadvantage. Specifically, the government has high-
lighted the importance of understanding students’ interests, strengths and aspira-
tions, students’ ability to explore how jobs and careers are changing, what work 
looks and feels like, and the range of opportunities available to them, and students’ 
ability to identify the subjects and qualifications that suit them best and which reflect 
industry needs (Parliament of Victoria, 2019).

Methods

A case study approach involving multiple cases (i.e., schools) was used (Yin, 2017), 
combining two qualitative data collection methods: participatory design workshops 
and semi-structured interviews. Participatory design workshops were used as an 
approach to increase the quality of findings, address ethical concerns of participants, 
improve implementation (Elberse et  al., 2011), as well rectify long-term power 
imbalances and safeguard against future unethical or detrimental research methods 
(Hamington, 2019). Participatory design workshops were approximately one hour in 
length, conducted at the school site, and included a range of activities that allowed 
for school staff (i.e., teachers, career counsellors, and principals), students, and car-
ers to share their ideas and experiences that would later inform the design of learn-
ing activities (see Table 2 for an overview of participants). Each participant group 
(i.e., student, school staff, and carer) had their own workshop, as activities varied 
depending on the group. For example, students were asked to reflect on what careers 
they knew of and what educational qualifications or attributes they believed were 
necessary for each. Alternatively, teachers were asked to brainstorm what types of 
learning activities would be useful to support students’ career development. Activi-
ties that were included in the workshops spanned from role-playing, voting exer-
cises, mind maps, and storyboarding (Dollinger et al., 2020, for a full overview of 
the workshops). At each of the workshops, at least two members of the research 
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team were present to collect the artefacts (e.g., worksheets) as well as take observa-
tional notes.

The focus of the semi-structured interviews was to explore principals’ percep-
tions of how to support early-stage student awareness and development towards 
higher education pathways and careers. To encourage participants to elaborate on 
questions and experiences, the interviews were undertaken online and designed in 
a semi-structured way and conducted conversationally, so participants could freely 
explore any themes they felt were relevant or of interest to them (Marshall & Ross-
man, 1989; Seidman, 2006).

Participants

All 14 schools which participated in the study were classified as ‘outer-regional’, 
or ‘very remote’ by the Australian Statistical Geography Standards (ASGS). The 
selection process also sought to include schools from low socioeconomic communi-
ties by adopting the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) to 
determine which schools were below the national mean value of 1000. Participating 
schools had at least ten students per year level, to ensure sufficient participation for 
the student workshops. The school characteristics are summarised in Table 1.

The data collection for the study occurred on the eve of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. As a result of travel restrictions to other states of Australia, only four schools 
(Schools 1 to 4) from outer-regional Victoria, Australia (Victorian Department of 

Table 1   Participating school characteristics

ASGS refers to the Australian Statistical Geography Standards and ICSEA refers to the Index of Com-
munity Socio-Educational Advantage

School State Size of School ICSEA ASGS Distance to nearest 
regional centre 
(km)

School 1 Victoria 252 (P-12) 959 Outer regional 74
School 2 Victoria 179 (P-12) 982 Outer regional 114
School 3 Victoria 170 (P-12) 975 Outer regional 48
School 4 Victoria 122 (7–12) 905 Outer regional 94
School 5 Victoria 252 (P-12) 959 Outer regional 75
School 6 Victoria 179 (P-12) 982 Outer regional 114
School 7 Victoria 170 (P-12) 975 Outer regional 48
School 8 Victoria 122 (7–12) 905 Outer regional 94
School 9 Victoria 544 (7–12) 938 Outer regional 14
School 10 Queensland 200 (7–12) 960 Very remote 687
School 11 Queensland 157 (7–12) 958 Outer regional 210
School 12 Queensland 42 (P-10) 903 Very remote 439
School 13 Queensland 232 (7–12) 915 Very remote 617
School 14 Queensland 79 (P-10) 927 Very remote 603
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Education and Training ethics reference: 2019_004214; La Trobe University Human 
Ethics Committee HEC19370), were involved in the participatory design work-
shops. Participants consisted of Year 7 and Year 8 students, their carers (e.g. par-
ents, guardians), and school staff (e.g. teachers, principals). A total of 101 partici-
pants (see Table 2) participated in a series of participatory design workshops aimed 
to ascertain participants’ understanding(s) and recommendations for pathways and 
career curriculum. In all of these activities, the intended goal was not only to col-
lect data from participants but to help participants reflect on their own experiences 
(Dollinger et al., 2020).

The second component of the study involved semi-structured interviews with ten 
school principals in Queensland (Queensland Department of Education ethics refer-
ence: 550/27/2278) and Victoria (Schools 5 to 14). Originally the research team was 
planning to visit these schools to conduct co-design workshops, but new arrange-
ments were made due to restrictions resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
study produced data such as observation notes, participants’ commentaries, artefacts 
such as mind maps or drawings, and interview data which were audio recorded and 
transcribed. Bazeley’s (2009) three-step approach of describe, compare and relate, 
was used to analyse the data. All data were coded by at least two members of the 
research team to ensure reliability. The findings shown below represent the key com-
mon themes which arose from the multi-site case study approach.

Findings

Findings of the study yielded several significant and relevant results, including 
varying perceptions of barriers to postsecondary education by participant groups, 
information gaps on what life at university was like, and suggestions for more com-
munity-driven and locally-specific careers events and interventions (Dollinger et al., 
2020).

This paper will focus explicitly on findings that later informed the development 
of lesson plans. These findings are organised by themes and include 1) simple, easy-
to-teach, engaging activities; 2) a positive narrative about regional employment 
options; and 3) differentiating between postsecondary options. While the themes 
were derived from data triangulated from the co-design workshops and interviews, 

Table 2   Workshop participant 
overview

School Year 7 and 8 
students (n)

Carers (n) Educators (n) Total (n)

School 1 31 0 6 37
School 2 16 4 4 24
School 3 11 1 17 29
School 4 8 0 3 11
Total 66 5 30 101
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the quotes provided here have been explicated from interviews with principals 
(P1–P10).

Simple, easy‑to‑teach, engaging activities

The first finding arose from workshops and interviews with teachers and principals 
about the difficulty of including more content in what was already considered to be a 
very ‘crowded’ curriculum. While the majority of participants indicated sentiments 
that careers curriculum needed to have a more prominent role in Year 7 and Year 8, 
they also discussed the existing pressures to teach a wide range of topics. One sug-
gestion from many participants was that lesson plans should be simple, take very lit-
tle preparation time, and be focussed on student reflection and engagement. As one 
principal recommended, “The learning activities would be good if it was short and 
sharp, something that could be delivered every Monday or Tuesday… it has to be 
really specific and something that’s very rapid fire” (P4).

Participants also recommended that lesson plans be centred around the students’ 
own development and allow them to reflect on their capabilities and goals. As one 
participant noted, “For our students [what would work] is to consider the things that 
they value, the things that they enjoy, thinking about themselves as learners and 
ways in which they learn best.” (P3).

Suggestions and ideas from participants also included embedding activities in the 
lessons plans that were “hands on, tactile type activities…” (P5). When possible, it 
was also suggested that lesson plans allow for students to consider or reflect what 
was happening around them in their own lives and perhaps even participate in local 
career visits. For example, one participant suggested, “Don’t just say this is what a 
goat’s dairy looks like, take them to a goat’s dairy and say this is how it operates” 
(P10).

Positive narrative about regional employment options

The second theme of participant-led suggestions was around the importance that 
lesson plans communicated a positive narrative about regional life and/or regional 
employment options. There was a concern, especially among carers (e.g., parents, 
guardians), that careers education often assumed that students would need to move 
to urban areas to participate in ‘jobs of the future’. In one of the carers’ co-design 
workshops, carers discussed the importance of debunking the myth that regional 
areas offered no employment opportunities. They pointed out that students could 
study online or at a local Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institution or 
university to stay closer to home and that many jobs were becoming location inde-
pendent. They also voiced their perceptions that teachers in urban areas or large 
postsecondary schools may not care about students as much, and that regional study 
and work options might allow for students to have more care and support within a 
community. Participants also felt that the city-centric narrative around careers and 
postsecondary options were discouraging regional, rural, and remote students who 
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preferred to stay in their local communities. As one participant noted, “Believe it 
or not, many of our kids don’t like [city] life. We’ve got four students who went to 
university [a couple years ago] and they came back… it’s not just where they wanted 
to be” (P7).

As a solution, participants felt that lesson plans should positively highlight the 
job opportunities for students in their local areas. Some suggestions from partici-
pants included conservation work, police or legal jobs and graphic design or free-
lance jobs. As one participant suggested, “What have we got in our own backyard? 
…You know, we have a factory up the road here and there’s some terrific career 
pathways that could be engaged in out there…” (P8).

Differentiating between postsecondary options

Finally, the third theme to arise linked to a need for lesson plans to help students dif-
ferentiate between various postsecondary options. In the workshops with students, 
the majority of students were unsure and confused of the options that were available 
to them after Year 12, and the differences between VET and university. This is par-
ticularly important because students currently need to choose their Victorian Cer-
tificate of Education (VCE) or Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) 
pathways in Year 9, so having a basic understanding of the differences and how they 
may/may not support career goals can help students make an informed decision. 
One such principal summarised this sentiment as:

A lot of the Year 9s are choosing subjects because their mates are choosing 
them. So, that’s why I’m thinking that the earlier we get in, the seeds that 
we’re sowing, by the time they get to Year 9, hopefully they’re able then, to 
make those informed decisions rather than at spur of the moment, my mate’s 
doing this. (P4)

Participants agreed that lessons plans should also help ‘plant the seed’ about 
postsecondary options. Given that costs were a commonly cited barrier among car-
ers and students, many teachers and principals felt that the far more affordable VET 
pathways should be promoted more widely to students. One principal spoke of their 
own story of trying to promote TAFE options:

One of the things I’ve worked on is to create a positive perception of TAFE 
because it is such a fantastic alternative for kids. We’ve really seen our 
TAFE numbers rise just with some different messaging and TAFE itself has 
rebranded itself more broadly as well. (P3)

Development of learning activities

Through the workshops and interviews, participants shared with the research 
team their ideas and experiences on how the subsequent lesson plans could be 
designed. The research further drew upon strands and sub-strands of the Australian 
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Curriculum that could be enhanced by career-related learning activities. In addi-
tion, the Victorian Careers Curriculum Framework was consulted to ensure accord-
ance with the lesson plans. The lesson plans and their learning activities were then 
designed by the research team to reflect principles of the Victorian Teaching and 
Learning Model (VTLM) (State Government of Victoria, 2019a) and the Practice 
Principles for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (PPLT) (State Government of 
Victoria, 2019b), which are key pedagogical concepts familiar to Victorian teachers. 
To craft the lesson procedure, the Teaching and Learning Cycle (TLC) model (State 
Government of Victoria, 2019c) was utilised as it is a common approach used in 
teachers’ lesson planning.

In addition to the framework requirements above, many factors were taken into 
account during the design of the lesson plans and learning activities. Considerations 
were taken to include students’ ability to explore how jobs and careers are changing, 
what work looks and feels like, and the range of opportunities available to them, 
and to identify the subjects and qualifications that suit them best and which reflect 
industry needs (Parliament of Victoria, 2019).Their applicability to regional careers 
was an essential component which needed to be balanced with projections of future 
regional job growth and new sectors emerging in these communities. For instance, 
activities included examining the changing technological nature of farming as well 
as exploring heritage management and aged care. It was essential that the careers 
and pathways presented to the students expanded on their knowledge (e.g. farm-
ing), but also exposed them to avenues that may be foreign to them (e.g. robotics/ 
‘agbots’). It was important that students become acquainted with vocabulary that 
will be important to know in the years ahead, such as Australian Tertiary Admission 
Rank (ATAR), qualification, bachelor’s degree and TAFE, thus reciprocal reading 
strategies were included to facilitate comprehension of these key terms. Participants 
in the workshops and interviews were particularly concerned with students having 
an opportunity to reflect on their own skills and interests in light of any careers-
related learning. Therefore, lesson plans embrace a ‘whole-of-person’ approach, and 
give students opportunities to think about the applicability of certain careers to their 
community and their own goals.

In practical terms, the lesson plans were formatted to provide teachers with the 
necessary information at a glance (Fig. 4). The relevant part of the Australian Cur-
riculum and Victorian Careers Curriculum Framework are clearly noted as well as 
any logistical requirements such as IT access and photocopying. A Scootle code pro-
vides the digital code for a compendium of digital resources in the national reposi-
tory that is aligned to the Australian Curriculum (Education Services Australia, 
2020). As recommended by the regional, rural, and remote participants, most activi-
ties could be implemented without internet access, which is often an issue in these 
communities (Hay & Eagle, 2021). Additionally, while the learning activities align 
to an infused model (linking to the curriculum topics) they were also designed to 
be stand-alone if needed. This design consideration was also suggested through our 
interviews with principals, who noted that many teachers are already burdened and 
time-poor (also see McCallum & Price, 2010), and activities that could be easily 
integrated when free time unexpectedly arose, would be ideal. Each lesson aims 
to address simultaneously the specific disciplinary knowledge of Learning Areas 
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while also exploring careers-related content by widening students’ understanding of 
what jobs are available (both in cities and in regional and rural locations) and what 
school/education is typically needed for these jobs.

Discussion

The empirical contribution of this paper is the three main themes identified in the 
perspectives of regional communities to inform curriculum design and practices. 
The first theme, the need for simple, easy to teach career activities links to ongo-
ing research that discussed how to balance what some scholars have described as 
a crowded curriculum (Keele et  al., 2020). Wyn (2007), speaking on health and 
wellbeing, however, argues that non-core curriculum topics are marginalised not 
because of available time, but because of they are not valued within policy frame-
works. Therefore, by taking an infused curriculum approach, whereby topics such 
as careers and wellbeing are aligned and embedded to existing topics, the important 

Fig. 4   A sample lesson plan (Dollinger et al., forthcoming )
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lessons may be given more equal emphasis, with the ability for students to find solu-
tions and apply key ideas (Kanter & Konstantopoulos, 2010).

The second theme, the need for positive narratives about regional employment 
opportunities, speaks to growing research that there needs to be more targeted 
regional-focussed policy engagement (Herbert, 2020). This is also consistent with 
the view that students should have the ability to explore how jobs and careers are 
changing, what work looks and feels like, and the range of opportunities available 
to them (Parliament of Victoria, 2019). Participants expressed concerns about the 
lack of visibility of their communities and ways of life—about their fears for the 
futures of their communities if school leavers had to move away for further voca-
tional or higher education and fears for the wellbeing, care and support available for 
those school leavers who move to metropolitan areas. This concern would not be 
easily articulated to policy makers without the participation of these communities 
in this study. It also suggests a tension between the national priorities identified and 
expressed in national curricula, and the flexibility required to adapt these priorities 
to local wants, needs and resources.

Finally, the third theme, the need for better differentiation between postsecond-
ary options, suggests a relatively simple information deficit among students, which 
may be addressed through the clear provision of information and engaging activities. 
This finding is consistent with the view students’ need to have the ability to identify 
the subjects and qualifications that suit them best and which reflect industry needs 
(Parliament of Victoria, 2019). It also speaks to the importance of utilising partici-
patory design, or co-design, towards careers education, as uncovering participants’ 
gaps or preferred solutions can be addressed through straightforward consultation 
(Elberse et al., 2011; Hamington, 2019).

While the current Australian Curriculum offers select career guidance, it often 
assumes that careers advice is homogenous across student cohorts and contexts 
(such as metropolitan vs. regional). The lesson plans were therefore developed to 
try and mitigate these differences by including informative activities including the 
changing nature of regional employment in traditional regional industries (e.g., 
automation in the agricultural sector), introduce students to growth and emerging 
industries as well as expose students to a number of career paths they may not have 
considered simply because they had no knowledge of these careers existing. Moreo-
ver, the lesson plans were also designed to allow for meaningful self-reflection and 
goal setting. These activities are infused into the existing Australian and Victorian 
Curriculum and the Victorian Careers Curriculum Framework to showcase user sug-
gested topics and activities that can help embed early-stage career education.

An embedded model, in which career development interventions are embbeded 
into different subjects across the curriculum as a whole, while simple in principle 
(Watts, 2011), has some interesting challenges. There can be difficulties in infus-
ing careers themes or ‘horizontal discourse’ into subjects or ‘vertical discourse’ 
and based on different ‘recognition rules’ (Whitty et  al., 1994) of what teach-
ers and students regard as legitimate discourse within particular lessons. Imple-
mentation of such an infused model can also often be patchy, disconnected and 
invisible to the student (OECD, 2004). An infusion model requires a high level 
of co-ordination and support to be effective. Provisions need to be made, on one 
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hand, to help students make personal sense of their career and educational devel-
opment, and on the other hand, to help teachers in managing a potentially higher 
workload.

By extending the notion of working with the school community from the objects 
of research to ‘co-producers’ (Abebe, 2009) of career-infused curriculum, the find-
ings of the study and resulting lesson plans have shown that an infused model is 
possible and a worthwhile cause. The infused model allows students to “synthesise 
learning from a range of different subjects and apply this to life beyond school” 
(Whitty et  al., 1994, p. 174). Assessment and accreditation can legitimise career 
education as a worthwhile and rigorous activity, motivating students, increasing its 
credibility in the eyes of teaching staff, and making it easier to secure curriculum 
time and other resources (Watts, 2011). Finding forms of broad and flexible assess-
ment which are congruent with the aims of career education and which support the 
learning process: assessment for learning as well as assessment of learning (Watts, 
2011) can help identify and value the knowledge and competencies students have 
acquired, and to explore new opportunities to which they might be transferable.

Conclusion and implications

It is not sufficient to assume students can navigate the complexities of career learn-
ing without scaffolded curriculum interventions that can support career exploration 
experiences, provide foundations for identity formation, and build self-assessment 
or self-reflection skills necessary for vocational success. The role of schools is to 
ensure students have equal access to careers education and support (Ben-Porath, 
2013; Lüftenegger et al., 2012), and in particular, early access during Middle Years 
that can help guide students before they make key decisions that may impact their 
future (e.g., attending high school, choosing postsecondary degree type) (Gore 
et  al., 2015, 2017). However, additional to this responsibility is the added neces-
sity to ensure that the curriculum reflects the communities in which it serves, in this 
instance, regional, rural, and remote communities. In fact, the need for differenti-
ated curriculum and interventions, that are tailored to specific cohorts may play a 
critical role in driving buy-in and engagement, and ultimately, success of such initia-
tives (Guenther, 2013). Previous research has already highlighted the relatively poor 
employment outcomes for school-leavers from regional, rural, and remote communi-
ties, (ABS, 2019; Curtain, 2001) pointing to a need to create more nuanced, context-
specific solutions (Dollinger et al., 2020).

Although this case study focusses on regional communities in Australia, the 
findings regarding community concerns about the lack of visibility and commu-
nity strength and wellbeing, may well apply to many marginalised groups around 
the world. Without direct consultation and input, there remains a risk that policy 
development remains paternalistic, inappropriate and misdirected. The importance 
of ensuring that voices of marginalised students’ groups and communities are con-
sidered during the development of curriculum policies and activities remains critical 
to ensure that existing power disparities are reduced.
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