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Abstract

Introduction
New Zealand's education system effectively serves approximately 30% of students heading to university, while leaving the pathways unclear for the remaining 70%. This is not a people failure; it is a system delivery failure. Of approximately 60,000 school leavers each year, between 55% and 60% have no structured transition pathway, leaving them navigating a fragmented landscape of disconnected schemes without the guidance, credentials, or work-readiness to succeed. The concept of Tupuānuku, growing from the ground up and flourishing where one is rooted, frames this paper's central argument: that a well-designed system must enable every young New Zealander to grow into meaningful work from within their own community, culture, and context.

Objectives
Given the proposed secondary qualifications reforms, this paper is timely and aims to present options for the systemic redesign of school-to-work transitions in New Zealand, drawing on international best practice and domestic research. Specifically, it seeks to identify the structural barriers preventing equitable access to vocational pathways, examine what high-performing international systems do differently, and propose a principled framework for reform that centres equity, industry partnership, and genuine pathway plurality.

Theoretical Basis
The paper is grounded in a multiple pathways paradigm, which challenges the persistent academic-vocational binary and positions all career routes as equally legitimate. It draws on capability theory and career construction theory to argue that effective transitions require structured exploration, not premature tracking. The equity framework applied throughout is one of design-first inclusion, where outcomes for Māori, Pasifika, neurodiverse, and regionally disadvantaged learners are built into system architecture rather than treated as supplementary concerns. International evidence from Scotland's post-GFC apprenticeship reforms, Australia's Vocational Education and Training in Schools programme, and the dual-education models of Germany and Switzerland provides the comparative foundation for this analysis.

Methodology
This paper draws on a mixed-methods research approach combining policy analysis, a literature review of international school-to-work transition systems, and qualitative data from interviews with secondary school principals, career development professionals, and education system specialists across New Zealand. Data was analysed thematically, with findings validated against longitudinal outcome data from existing programmes including Gateway and trades academies. Ministry of Education evaluation data was used to assess current programme reach and outcome equity.

Results
Key findings indicate that current programmes such as Gateway and trades academies demonstrate strong employment outcomes, including a 9% higher likelihood of sustained employment for participants, but reach too few students and remain marginalised within secondary schools. Dual enrolment legislation exists but is structurally undermined by funding models that penalise schools for part-time students. Internationally, successful systems share seven common features: parity of esteem for vocational pathways, early exploration opportunities from age 13 to 14, compulsory work-integrated learning, qualification articulation from school to post-school training, national coordination, industry leadership in content design, and funding that enables rather than discourages partnership. The paper proposes principles for a New Zealand system, alongside design options suited to different regional contexts.

Conclusions
New Zealand must not repeat the experience of NCEA, where a sound qualification framework was introduced without the ecosystem of partnerships, funding reform, and professional development needed to make it function equitably. Redesigning school-to-work transitions requires confronting difficult questions about how schools are funded, how teachers are prepared, and what genuine industry partnership looks like. Every young New Zealander deserves a clear pathway to meaningful work. This paper offers a practical, evidence-based framework to begin building one.
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