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Guiding school students to pursue science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) careers is a priority for School Career Development Practitioners (SCDPs). Australian government labour market information and the empirical literature indicate a growing number of roles in STEM industries to be filled by future employees. Of these STEM careers, many are pursued through obtaining qualifications in the Australian vocational education and training (VET) sector. As there has been an identified need for more students to pursue STEM careers, and maintain their STEM career post-education, the role of the SCDP is vital in ensuring that students are well-prepared for undertaking STEM careers through the VET sector. The researcher explored how the SCDP role provides this career guidance, and the challenges faced by the SCDP. The SCDPs’ experiences working within the VET sector, and knowledge of the VET sector, contributed strongly to the quality of career guidance provided to school students. Career adaptability of the SCDPs was investigated, which is one psychosocial construct that affects the provision of career guidance. The researcher also investigated the sociocultural influences impacting the career adaptability of SCDPs. These sociocultural influences provided a current perspective to determine how SCDPs contribute to the career guidance provision of STEM careers through the VET sector. The researcher investigated the kinds of capabilities associated with career adaptability that are required to support students. This approach adopted to frame the analysis is Career Construction Theory, with an exploration into how SCDPs construct their understanding of their roles as practitioners, and guide their students’ decision making. Career construction theory has been drawn upon to investigate the micro and macro factors impacting on the resources available to SCDPs to perform their duties. In order to support school students when pursuing VET STEM careers, and in order to reduce attrition and to increase retention in STEM careers (Lexis et al., 2021), the researcher investigated the ways in which SCDPs adapt to challenges in the role. A convergent parallel mixed methods research design was used to collect qualitative and quantitative data from the research participants aiming to investigate the SCDP’s career adaptability. Of the Australian SCDP population (N≅ 5,000), SCDPs were invited (n≅ 1,000) to participate in a survey (n=177), and interview (n=9) to determine how their career adaptability influences their career guidance. Descriptive statistics were also used to analyse the data sample. The qualitative data was analysed thematically, identifying both the psychosocial and sociocultural influences on the SCDPs’ career adaptability. The findings from the present study offer theoretical and practical implications, recommending strategies to enhance SCDPs’ roles in supporting students pursuing STEM careers through a VET pathway. The findings indicate that the SCDPs’ career adaptability significantly affects their ability to provide career guidance, thereby helping to build a future balanced STEM workforce in Australia. It was identified that the SCDPs’ experiences working within the VET sector greatly affected the career guidance provided to students pursuing VET STEM careers. 
Keywords: 
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Introduction
Since the late 19th century, vocational psychologists have investigated how the relationship between people and the workforce has changed (Hirschi, 2018). The academic literature (McKinnon, 2020; Murcia et al., 2020), and government policy (Australian Government, 2023) have identified current and future skills shortages, and the requirement for more students pursuing STEM careers has been identified as a priority (Toh & Watt, 2022). Encouraging school students to undertake trade qualifications in the VET sector to progress their STEM careers, is one strategy to address the skills shortage in the trade careers (Misko et al., 2021). 
When school students are planning their careers, their SCDP provides career guidance to enable the development of career agency for the student. As SCDPs guide students to learn about career pathways and options, students construct their own meaning through interactions with SCDPs, but also peers, parents, and teachers, and potentially other sources such as the media. Career education is a part of school curriculum, with the intention of developing lifelong learners. 
The value of quality career guidance is dependent upon many factors. For students pursuing careers in STEM roles through a VET pathway, the career guidance provided influences this decision-making and it is acknowledged that this career guidance is constructed in a social context. The research participants’ (SCDPs) career adaptability was investigated to determine how the SCDPs’ own career adaptability may impact the way in which they provide career guidance to school students pursuing careers through a VET pathway. Career adaptability is used to understand the impact that SCDPs have on providing career guidance to students pursuing VET STEM careers and the importance of adapting to context-specific demands is discussed in the findings. 
Drawing from Career Construction Theory (Savickas, 2002, 2013) , the researcher conducted the present study to allow key stakeholders to take a more targeted approach to enhance the SCDP role. To support the SCDPs with guiding the diverse needs associated with students undertaking a VET STEM pathway, recognising the value of the SCDP role is one strategy to provide a future workforce that meets Australia’s demand for STEM careers. This paper identifies the challenges faced by SCDPs that specifically relate to the VET sector.
[bookmark: _Statement_of_the][bookmark: _Research_Outline][bookmark: _Hlk42777939][bookmark: _Toc155779302][bookmark: _Toc188210580]Objectives
As the Fourth Industrial Revolution 4.0 era (Nankervis et al., 2021; Siregar et al., 2023) progresses, vocational psychology literature has highlighted Australia’s current and future skills shortages in STEM occupations. International demand for many STEM occupations is increasing, and Australia requires more students to pursue STEM careers to meet this demand. However, enrolments in STEM programs within both the VET and higher education sectors have been decreasing (Bennett et al., 2021). Additionally, interest in selecting mathematics and science subjects in school has declined (Blotnicky et al., 2018; Franz-Odendaal et al., 2020). New STEM roles are emerging daily (Xu et al., 2022), with future projections indicating a higher demand for positions than the current supply (Nankervis et al., 2021), particularly for the supply of apprentices (Powers, 2020; Puslednik & Brennan, 2020). 
[bookmark: _1.4.b._Topic/Purpose._Whilst]SCDPs in Australian Schools. Another element of the research problem is that within a school environment, the SCDP role is not standardised, unlike various teacher roles, that have formal, established levels (State Government of Victoria, 2019) for each role. In Australian secondary schools, there are SCDPs, teachers, and staff with STEM vocational experience (education, practical work experience, and qualifications), who facilitate the school’s STEM education curriculum. This vocational experience (working in a STEM career) is one of the toolbox resources used by SCDPs to provide authentic knowledge and experience to school students, and current and accurate career guidance regarding STEM careers. Whilst the focus of the present study is STEM careers, it does not disregard other careers. Rottinghaus et al. (2018) identified that career counsellors must continually enhance their knowledge and skills to assist clients contemplating careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics. The researcher examines the career guidance provided by SCDPs with STEM vocational experience, and how this experience influences their career guidance provided to VET STEM students. 
The relationship between the SCDP’s career adaptability and their personal undertaking of vocational qualifications is considered. For instance, there is a common misconception among school students/parents/teachers, that STEM qualifications must be pursued solely through the higher education sector (Murcia et al., 2020), rather than through the VET sector. Therefore, part of the rationale for the present study is whether the SCDPs with STEM vocational experience, specifically their personal experience of undertaking a VET qualification, and their personal practical work experience in a STEM role, influences the career guidance provided to students pursuing STEM careers in a VET institution. 
Theoretical Basis
The purpose of this convergent parallel mixed methods research design was to explore the career guidance given to students pursuing VET STEM careers. The quantitative and qualitative design was positioned within a convergent parallel design and a constructionist approach was used to interpret the qualitative data derived from this design.
[bookmark: _Toc155779308][bookmark: _Toc188210581][bookmark: _Hlk169461496][bookmark: _Toc155779307][bookmark: _Toc155779306][bookmark: _Toc155779305][bookmark: _Toc155779301]Research Question
There is one research question addressed by the present study: (RQ): How do SCDP's develop their career adaptability as practitioners through their experiences guiding students pursuing VET STEM careers?
Although the relationship between VET and STEM is identified (Korbel, 2016; Siekmann & Korbel, 2016), discussing this relationship is outside the scope of the present study. VET has faced an identity crisis, with decreasing enrolments in VET STEM programs, necessitating this present study.
Vocational Education and Training Specific Terminology. 
Vocational Education and Training (VET). 
The VET sector is responsible for delivering workplace-specific skills and knowledge-based competencies. Generally, Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) levels one to five are delivered in VET, though qualifications up to level seven can be delivered (Australian Qualifications Framework Council (Australian Qualifications Framework Council, 2024). Recently, the AQF has been modified to include another AQF7 qualification (Department of Education, 2025), equivalent to a Bachelor degree. This vocational degree was developed in response to a White Paper (Commonwealth of Australia, 2023), which determined that a ‘higher apprenticeship’ (p. 124) was required to be added to the AQF to accommodate the need for a higher qualification for those undertaking study within the VET sector.
VET qualifications can be delivered as stand-alone qualifications, used as a pathway to higher education entrances, or to complete an apprenticeship/traineeship. Some VET providers deliver Bachelor-level qualifications, either through partnerships with universities or within the VET provider Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Body (Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Body, 2007). 
Registered Training Organisation (RTOs). 
Deliver nationally recognised training in the VET sector. To deliver this training, they need to be approved by the Australian Skills Quality Authority (2023). Registered Training Organisations are the only organisations in the Australian VET system authorised to:
· deliver and assess nationally recognised training,
· issue nationally recognised qualifications and statements of attainment,
· apply for government funding to provide VET services.
More than 4 million students study in a VET institution each year in Australia. Vocational education and training is the main way Australians upskill or reskill (Australian Skills Quality Authority, 2023). Of the 4,000 registered training organisations in Australia, there are 30 Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutions and they have approximately one million VET enrolments (Australian Skills Quality Authority, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc188210587]Introduction to Career Construction Theory
In this paper, the term ‘social constructionist approach’ draws attention to the psychosocial influences associated with employment of SCDPs. The narratives associated with the experience of professionals working with students pursuing VET STEM careers are more important to stimulate dialogue around the way that policy could be developed to enhance opportunities for students. 
Career construction theory (Savickas, 2002, 2013) posits that individuals who adapt to their environment with the aim of pursuing specific goals are more likely to pursue careers they are passionate about (Savickas, 2013). Career construction theory (Savickas, 2002, 2013) provides a framework for understanding how careers are both socially and individually constructed representations of reality. Taking a constructivist approach, Savickas views development of individuals’ careers as a result of environmental adaptation. However, in this study, these adaptations are regarded as context-specific adaptations, conceptualised by the SCDP’s role requirements. 
[bookmark: _Toc188210588]Introduction to Career Adaptability
Career adaptability has been used in the present study to indicate how SCDPs provide career guidance to students. Career adaptability encompasses readiness and resources for coping with changing jobs and work conditions (Savickas, 1997). As SCDPs prepare students for their career post-compulsory school, building their career adaptability are a vital skill required to navigate unanticipated change and stress, and the SCDPs’ personal career adaptability directly affects how students cope with these changes (Gong et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Why_was_Career]Career adaptability is central to the Career Construction Theory, graphically presented in Figure 1. Career adaptability is a measure which represents how people adapt their social environment to their intended person-environment integration (Rossier et al., 2017). The notion of a person designing their life was not always part of the career development theory literature. The first vocational psychologist Frank Parsons (1967) conceptualised careers when a person was matched with a role, based on their physical attributes. Through adapting to social life, people also must adapt their expectations regarding how they work, play, and develop relationships (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). In the present study, career adaptability was selected as it encompasses an individual’s readiness to comprehend vocational tasks. Additionally, it includes their ability to source career information and resources, which prepares them to be prepared and deal with occupational transitions and unexpected changes in their career journey (Johnston, 2018; Super & Knasel, 1981).
[bookmark: _1.2._Statement_of][bookmark: _Vignette][bookmark: _1.3._Positionality][bookmark: _1.6._Positionality][bookmark: _Toc188210592]Literature Review
To address the research question, the literature review analyses research concerning the role of SCDPs guiding students within the VET sector. 
[bookmark: _Toc155779312]Career guidance in schools is broader than just the provision of career information. Goals of career guidance include imparting the principles of lifelong learning to students (Keele et al., 2020) and to support students to develop their own career narratives (Brott, 2015). The interaction that the SCDP has with a student may impact on the provision of career guidance, which is a central tenet of vocational psychology.
[bookmark: _Toc188210596]The Changing World of Work
The literature is plentiful regarding how the changing labour market information influences students’ choice of pursuing VET STEM careers (Borland & Charlton, 2020; Vaitekaitis, 2020). The provision of labour market information is reliant on the qualities of the SCDP, in terms of their career adaptability, and how this influences their orientation to providing current and accurate career guidance. The changing world of work includes trends apparent when undertaking post-compulsory school education. VET qualifications are highly valuable for students pursuing STEM careers, due to the practical skill development, as the hands-on skills learnt are transferable to realistic careers (Xia et al., 2024). Through providing real-world skills, students are industry-ready once they have completed their training (Le et al., 2023), specifically for those students where their VET qualification includes a workplace-based learning component (Li et al., 2022). 
VET Trainer Qualifications. 
For a teacher/trainer to work in the VET sector, either within a school or within a VET institution, there are additional requirements than for those teachers working in the secondary education sector alone. When delivering accredited training, the VET trainer must have obtained a qualification at least one AQF level above that level within which they are delivering training. Attainment of a TAE40122 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (or alternative) is required, irrespective of any higher education/teaching degrees. 
TAE40122 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment. 
The TAE40122 has been developed by industry. As with all accredited VET qualifications, the training package developers stipulate what content must be delivered, to ensure that every registered training organisation in Australasia who delivers this qualification is delivering the same content. There is a standardisation in the qualification delivery, irrespective of where it is completed. Completion of the TAE40122 is currently 12 units of competency, which has a volume of training (the average completion time) of six months to two years. A review of the literature was scant in identifying whether this qualification is appropriate for teachers or trainers.
Consistent, Current, Authentic and Accurate Career Guidance. 
Maintaining vocational competency and currency is required for every VET trainer, which involves the completion of professional development activities, and maintaining current work experience in that industry. This is identified as a strength of the VET sector, where the school and higher education sectors do not require vocational competency and currency. A VET trainer must provide evidence of qualifications, experience, vocational competency and currency, and other requirements (such as registration with professional bodies) for every unit of competency (subject) that they train and assess.
[bookmark: _Toc155779321][bookmark: _Toc188210606]View of Vocational Education and Training
The VET sector provides training in many disciplines, offering qualifications from Certificate I to Advanced Diploma levels (Australian Qualifications Framework Council, 2024). Studying in the VET sector is often used as a pathway to further studies in higher education, primarily into university. However, VET struggles to achieve parity of status with the university sector (Choy et al., 2021). The Australian VET sector has been referred to being the “poor cousin” to the higher education sector (Harris, 2015), 2015). Parents encourage their children to attend university instead of the VET sector (Ackehurst et al., 2022), and teachers view the VET sector as a ‘back door’ option by teachers for students who do not achieve high grades (Walker, 2019, p. 9), identified as an alternative view of VET in the present study. Similar observations have been made in other countries where TVET (UNESCO-UNEVOC, 2018) has a lower standing than higher education. 
A thorough review of the literature to improve the perception of VET, including international perspectives, forms part of the present study to determine whether these strategies can be implemented in Australia. Li, Tien et al. (2022) researched how students’ career adaptability is affected by social support. They highlighted that VET is a significant part of Chinese higher education, as “the fundamental goal of vocational education is to train applied talents with professional knowledge and practical skills, especially actual workability, which is also a manifestation of the difference between vocational education and general university education,” (Li, Tien et al., 2022, p. 3). This quotation illustrates that the view of VET varies among populations struggles for parity between sectors, not dominance. Li, Tien et al. (2022) identified that few studies have focused on VET students’ career adaptability, indicating a need for further research to support their successful transition to the workforce.
Students pursuing a VET pathway post-compulsory schooling may complete a nationally recognised qualification whilst still at school, either within the school environment or at a VET institution. This includes work experience as part of obtaining their VET qualification. Additionally, school students may also have part-time jobs, and may partake in formal work experience programs through their schools.
In 2023, a VCE-VM (Victorian Certificate of Education- Vocational Major) pathway was developed. The impetus was for Victorian school students to complete the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE), the certification of a student completing thirteen years of school, with a non-academic pathway, the Vocational Major. This pathway is for a student which includes completing a VET qualification whilst still completing their schooling. There is limited literature on how perceptions of VET have changed in schools, since this alternative to the VCE has been implemented. Fogelgarn et al. (2024) found that whilst the VCE-VM pathway was introduced to elevate the status of VET teachers in secondary schools, the ongoing shortage of suitably-qualified and industry-experienced VET teachers continues to perpetuate the low status of VET in schools.
[bookmark: _Chapter_Three:_Research]Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc188210614]Research Design
Within the mixed methodology design, the selection of instruments forms part of the methodology, to ensure that both quantitative and qualitative data are collected in a manner that is coherent, complementary, and aligned with the research objectives. In this present study, three instruments were chosen. Firstly, an exploratory survey (Anderson & Lightfoot, 2022) was used to collect a comprehensive set of data, combining both qualitative and quantitative insights. Secondly, the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale (Savickas & Porfeli, 2011) was chosen to elicit quantitative data. To ensure robust data collection, psychometric measures were considered, and the scale has been validated with populations in 13 different countries (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Thirdly, interviews were conducted to allow the researcher to explore the SCDP role, and make meaning of the research participants’ data as they developed their career narratives through questioning.  
Qualitative Data Analysis 
To analyse the data collected from the interviews, the researcher focussed on the participants’ narrative to understand their perspectives on the parameters of the SCDP role. A reflexive thematic analysis was chosen for this present study because the active role of the researcher in knowledge production is a distinctive feature of this type of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Braun et al., 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc188210624]Quantitative Mixed Methods Research Design
A tenet of convergent parallel mixed methods research design, is the determination of whether convergence and divergence have occurred to address the research question, and to interpret or explain this. Once both the quantitative and qualitative data were analysed, it was found that there were both convergence and divergence in the participants’ (SCDPs’) personal career adaptability, and this finding is important to understand how their role can address the STEM career shortage. On analysing the interview transcripts, there were some similarities found in the themes, between the data provided by different participants, though a broader thematic classification was required to address the SCDPs’ career adaptability.
[bookmark: _3.29._Ethical_Considerations][bookmark: _Toc188210630]Results
To address the overarching research question for this present study: How do SCDP's develop their career adaptability as practitioners through their experiences guiding students pursuing VET STEM careers?, the findings revealed that SCDPs required adaptability and resilience in their roles and this enabled them to manage the challenges associated with social stigma and working in an inadequately resourced work culture. 
[bookmark: _Toc188210631]Qualitative Findings
[bookmark: _4.22._Addressing_the]Through analysing the semi-structured interview and customised survey, qualitative findings emerged. The thematic analysis was conducted, to determine what the SCDPs identified as important aspects of their roles. The SCDPs identified that the developing their career adaptability was challenged through barriers from both proximal and distal influences.
Social and Cultural Aspects. To address the research question, SCDPs identified that there were many aspects that were imperative to fulfilling their roles. Predominantly, the social and cultural aspects of the role were identified within the data: 
STEM careers, are careers in so many different areas… like, a vocational study area…with VET subjects, is that over 80% of students that complete a VET course will actually walk into a job because there's such a shortage in that area.
Access to STEM careers, from a socio-economic viewpoint, is considered:
The…school that I work at, we're in a low demographic, low socioeconomic area. We have a high percentage of students that are refugee, asylum seeker background. A lot of them are on visas where they actually cannot get higher education study loans, so that changes everything again, especially with Year 12s, to what they are going to be able to do next year, what they want to do and what they can do, especially financially wise is, quite a big difference….I can usually find something in that VET sector that's going to fulfill them, even if it is just interim, until they get citizenship and then perhaps, they can go on to university
The most prominent social influence for the SCDPs was their background. An unexpected finding emerged. This unexpected finding involved the elements that participants identified which affected their own career adaptability. The qualitative data revealed that participants valued their backgrounds. For example, those with school education backgrounds viewed teaching children as essential for the SCDP role. Conversely, those from industry backgrounds, such as Registered Training Organisations, deemed their industry experience invaluable for the SCDP role. The breadth and depth of labour market knowledge were identified as critical to the SCDP role.
The NVIvo coding resulted in emergent themes within the data. The six prominent themes identified were:
1. Barriers for SCDPs 
2. Barriers for students 
3. Course selection 
4. STEM issues
5. VET issues
6. Qualifications  
To address the research question, the themes were further refined the themes by assigning suitable characteristics to provide meaning. I identified relationships between the themes to determine links to the four career adaptability constructs (concern, control, curiosity, and confidence). This third coding aimed to discover any relationships between the six main themes, and the four career adaptability (Savickas, 1997) constructs. The qualitative themes and subthemes that were identified from the data do not form part of this paper, and theme 5 ‘VET Issues’ will be addressed here. 
[bookmark: _Toc188210636]VET Issues
In order to provide career guidance that has been targeted towards the VET sector, the following issues were identified.
Background of SCDP. The most divisive issue identified by participants was how the SCDPs’ backgrounds influenced their role. Participants with work experience in a school- whether as teachers or other school staff – considered school experience essential for the SCDP role. Conversely, participants with industry experience insisted that work experience outside the classroom was necessary. Participants with VET experience were confident in their ability to guide school students wanting to pursue further education in the VET sector, or in the higher education sector. Those with personal VET experience effectively linked their lived experiences and labour market knowledge when providing career guidance. They identified that VET delivers strong transition skills from education and training to the workplace (Mikkonen et al., 2017).
Work Experience. Participants were quite forthright in stating that SCDPs with work experience solely within a school environment often lack comprehensive labour market information, as they do not possess the lived experience of those whose work experience includes industry settings. Participants with industry experience outside a school environment identified their career education and development qualifications a validating environment, as their work experience could be directly related to providing accurate and current career guidance. 
Following completion of their career education and development qualification, participants noted that peer students with only school-based work experience had an insular understanding of occupations and career pathways. Conversely, those with school experience valued this background for its relevance to their SCDP role. Participant HAR (2021) recommended that SCDPs are also teachers, as they personally can:
Get up and present information and get up in front of the room and I…just think teachers who are used to that, know how to do that, and hold a classroom...also, understanding what it's like, a bit more in the classroom and that learning side of things I think is important. (HAR, 2021) 
Whilst being able to present or facilitate learning in a school classroom is a valuable skill that HAR identified, those participants who are trainers in the VET sector also possess these facilitation skills. 
The TAE40122 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (TAE) is the minimum level of qualification required for training in the VET sector, whereas an education degree focusing on school education is not sufficient to be a trainer in this sector. The TAE qualification includes core and elective ‘delivery’ units of competency, requiring trainers to deliver a minimum of fifteen presentations to obtain their qualification.
As part of their VCE subject load [sic] they've sort of wanted to go down the science path. But wanting to do that at a higher education level, they wanted that little bit more practical experience during their VCE. So, they did the VET subjects. (HAR, 2021)
Participants with personal VET experience believed they had a deeper understanding of the VET sector, and used their anecdotal knowledge to provide accurate support to students pursuing VET STEM careers. Conversely, participants with a background in school education, valued their experience working in a school environment that offers VET subjects, and appreciated working with students studying these VET subjects. 
When, many, many years before I worked for [VET Institute], at that time was our or vocational pathways partner or auspice? They were our RTO. We engaged them to auspice. The RTO where I worked, who issued the certificate, and when I tried to implement that program into the school, the Deputy Principal felt that it wasn't academic enough. I'm going, “what”? See, this is that you've touched on, because there's a lot of, maybe, I've heard, it's not that I can confirm, but I've heard that a lot of university, Academics, thinking that VET is not academic enough, or rigorous enough, but in actual fact, well, I hope that stigma will reduce actually over time, be, misspelt. But, I think, in part of my role with [VET Institute] was to actually go into schools and talk. And yes, convincing their, I guess senior leadership to say VET languages is actually as rigorous. (SKA, 2021)
CCC (2021) identified that in their school, their colleague (another SCDP) is an expert in recommending suitable university programs for students, though they are unfamiliar with the offerings in the VET sector, and discard all VET options within their career guidance. CCC identified that their colleague is uninterested in broadening their career information and education to include this sector.
VET Issues Within the Interviews. The notion of “VET” was misunderstood. In the semi-structured interview, research participant YES (2021) provided the following statements as a response to the first question: ‘Provide an example of a situation where you have advised a student about a VET STEM career?’
I had a student who wanted to go into veterinary medicine, but they didn't have the marks to get in. And then, we suggested one of the TAFE degrees in veterinary nursing as a starting point and she was thinking about it, and I think after she graduated, she took a gap year, she did get into some science program or another uni, but she took a gap year to do the TAFE course that we recommended. (YES, 2021)
As YES had mentioned veterinary science, I was unsure whether they understood what the vocational education and training sector was. This statement indicated that there may have been confusion between veterinary science and vocational education and training. 
In summary, the SCDPs noted that their work background significantly influenced their roles. A major finding was the widespread lack of understanding of VET pathways and the perception of VET as inferior to a higher education pathway. This misunderstanding impacts the career guidance students receive and highlights the need for better awareness and valuation of VET options.
[bookmark: _Toc188210638]Quantitative Data Analysis and Findings
The second quantitative data analysis from the CAAS (Savickas & Porfeli, 2011) and exploratory survey, which primarily collected quantitative data. Initial data analysis occurred as the data were being collected. The survey questions and interview questions were designed to address the research question. 
[bookmark: _Toc188210644]Overall Findings
In order to address the overarching research question for this present study: RQ: How do SCDP's develop their career adaptability as practitioners through their experiences guiding students pursuing VET STEM careers?, the CAAS was used to identify what psychosocial influences were present for the SCDP role, and how this affects their career adaptability. 
After the concurrent data collection process, the concurrent data analysis was performed. To determine whether there were differences and similarities between the qualitative and quantitative data, the qualitative data from the survey was compared with the six themes identified from the reflexive thematic analysis. The six themes identified in the reflexive thematic analysis are presented with the additional quantitative findings.
[bookmark: _Toc188210648]VET Issues
The data analyses provided diverse types of data, and the view of the VET sector was one example of how the two analyses provided nonconvergent results. For question 20, 43.6 % believe that VET experience outside a school role is necessary for the role, and 48.6% of the participants identified that they have work experience in the VET sector. In the interviews, 77.8% of the respondents identified that they had experience working in the VET sector. The interview participants with a VET background indicated that it is necessary for the SCDP role, and they also had an accurate understanding of the VET sector, than those SCDPs without VET experience.
When asked whether the SCDPs promote the VET sector when guiding students, 85.7% of the survey respondents indicated “definitely yes,” 8.6% indicated “probably yes,” and 5.7% indicated “might or might not.”
From the survey, question 25: There are barriers to promoting the VET sector in my school, the responses included the following themes: Low regard for VET pathways in schools, and VET does not meet the highly academic school ethos; lack of options available for students, especially when they are geographically- and financially-challenged; administrative barriers, such as the cost to the school, the restrictions of the timetable, and insufficient VET subjects offered at their school; parental expectations; teachers are not TAE qualified, and are reluctant to do further studies, and the school is not a Registered Training Organisation.
The responses received indicate many reasons for schools not supporting students wishing to pursue a VET pathway, though the consensus was that VET is viewed as less prestigious than completion of a higher education qualification. There are both psychosocial reasons identified, for example, “the lack of knowledge and awareness amongst other staff members, parents and the students “ (anonymous participant, 2021), and sociocultural reasons, such as the prestigious reputation of the school.
Another VET issue is the assumption that VET only refers to subjects selected in school, mistakenly, in lieu of the entire VET sector where a qualification is completed. The survey participants indicated that there are structural issues with completing VET subjects, such as timetable clashes and teachers not being qualified to teach VET subjects. Unfortunately, a lack of having current and accurate information is again an issue, as many of the survey respondent comments were based on either ignorance or incorrect information. For the survey respondents who indicated that VET is seen to be less prestigious to higher education, this seems to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. By mistakenly believing that VET is a unique choice, not a pathway element, all stakeholders are at risk of believing inaccurate information, and transmitting it too.
The view of VET was mixed, and contained many misconceptions. For example, the research participants’ view of the VET sector was an identifiable theme. Participants mistakenly believed that the acronym VET referred to when students selecting VET subjects in school. The types of school subjects were identified to be the non-academic subjects where the results were used in the calculation of a final ranking score. 
With regards to the recommended qualifications for the SCDP position, the data from the survey was collated. The participants identified whether possessing a teaching/education qualification was a requirement, 21.4% of participants identified this as an essential requirement, 45.7% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 32.9% identified this as not applicable. The interview participants identified that a teaching/education qualification is a requirement is 33.3% of the respondents.
With regards to possessing an undergraduate non-education degree, such as a STEM degree, 10% identified this as an essential requirement, 28.6% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 61.4% identified this as not applicable. Possessing a VET trade qualification, 1.4% identified this as an essential requirement, 32.9% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 65.7% identified this as not applicable. Possessing another VET qualification, 1.4% identified this as an essential requirement, 35.7% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 62.9% identified this as not applicable.
To maintain their vocational competency and currency, the participants indicated that completing supervised work experience with a SCDP, whilst completing the career development qualification, like the practicum that student teachers are required to complete, 31.4% identified this as an essential requirement, 44.3% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 62.9% identified this as not applicable. Though, completing work experience in a non-teaching role, 1.4% identified this as an essential requirement, 34.3% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 34.3% identified this as not applicable. Completing VET experience outside a school environment (such as in an RTO), 25.7% identified this as an essential requirement, 52.9% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 21.4% identified this as not applicable. Of the interview participants who responded, 44.4% identified that working with children is essential, and 33.3% identified that work experience outside a school is required.
Specific school experience was identified. Having worked with children, 71.4% identified this as an essential requirement, 22.9% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 5.7% identified this as not applicable. Possessing teaching experience, 1.4% identified this as an essential requirement, 48.6% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 35.7% identified this as not applicable.
Possessing current and accurate professional development experience, 87.1% identified this as an essential requirement, 11.4% identified this as a desirable requirement, and 1.4% identified this as not applicable.
[bookmark: _Toc188210651]Addressing the Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc155779350]The research question was addressed by analysing the data collected from the three instruments. Throughout the present study, modifications to the research design revealed unplanned influences. For example, inconsistencies in understanding VET impacted the research design. The social and cultural themes that emerged provided deeper insight into the role of the SCDP, and the inherent requirements for ensuring effective career guidance for students pursuing VET STEM careers. Fortunately, the data collected was sufficient for conducting the present study, and the findings section offers a detailed review of how the data analysis addresses the research question.
[bookmark: _Toc155779348]The initial analysis offered multiple examples of the types of career guidance provided to students. While the psychosocial elements underpinning the career guidance were investigated, there was little data indicating that career guidance provided to students pursuing VET STEM careers was specifically VET-focused or directed at STEM careers. Participants had dualistic views: those with VET work experience were fluent in discussing VET options post-schooling. A significant finding was that participants defined VET as alternative subject selection choice in schools, contrasting with more academic subjects. To understand how SCDPs’ career adaptability was influenced by sociocultural elements, interview data indicated that having agency over their careers and by being a voice within the school were essential. However, SCDPs identified that the school environment was not conductive to undertaking their role. They noted that career education needs to start earlier in schools and should be more integration with other school subjects.
[bookmark: _Chapter_Eight:_Discussion][bookmark: _Toc188210657]Conclusion
Bringing It Together: The Study in Context
The literature review in the present study contains an entire section ‘View of Vocational Education and Training’. Within the literature, VET is a style of learning which focuses on practical knowledge, and the transition from education to the workplace (On Target Work Skills, 2023; State Government of Victoria, 2023). VET is a segment of the Australian education sector. VET is governed differently than higher education, and the strong industry representation in the development of training packages, was not commonly identified by the research participants. 
Career education in schools is not the only area where the misunderstanding about what is the VET sector, and further work is required to change this perspective. For example, it was found that the SCDPs who have a working background in industry, or in a registered training organisation, their understanding of VET was more accurate than those from a school background. 
To address the research question, How do SCDP's develop their career adaptability as practitioners through their experiences guiding students pursuing VET STEM careers? terminology, language and context were found to be influential in identifying how practitioners perform in their role. Whilst VET STEM careers have been investigated, explicit links between how VET and STEM are addressed within the school career education curriculum were not addressed within the present study, as it is outside of the scope. In the example of a school student who has elected to complete VET subjects within school, this student is being taught content from an accredited training package. Industry develops training packages; therefore industry is guiding the curriculum that the student is being taught, within their school VET subject. If the student has not elected to study a VET subject within school, the student may learn about industry requirements through the school career education curriculum, which may be delivered by a teacher or a SCDP. The person undertaking the role of delivering career education within a school influences how the content is presented. Industry is represented in the school career education curriculum when a student is pursuing a STEM career through a VET pathway. Career education is influenced for the school student, as they are undertaking a VET qualification. 
When addressing the research question, gathering data from the school career development practitioner was used to determine how career education in schools is given. The semi-structured interview was constructed to allow the participants the capacity to draw attention to the inherent requirements of the SCDP position, and provide additional data that was not collected from the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale or survey. Qualitative exploratory questions provided a basis for analysing the CAAS , through a social constructivist lens. The researcher’s experience in the VET sector influenced; their insights into the gaps in knowledge (such as the ‘View of the VET sector’), within this research population, in this educational sector, that can be further quantified by the chosen research design. As the sole researcher collecting data and performing the analyses, insights were shaped by my social constructivist worldview. This perspective adds value to the present study, as my unique perspective is from the viewpoint of a practitioner, where an appreciation for their context is acknowledged. 
[bookmark: _Toc155779362][bookmark: _Toc188210667]Conclusion 
In the present study, the career guidance provided by SCDPs to students pursuing VET STEM careers was investigated. Data from past and current career development practitioners working in Australian schools was collected, and their career adaptability investigated. The SCDPs were surveyed, nine SCDPs were interviewed, and an instrument was used to gather data about the SCDPs’ career adaptability. The Career Construction Theory guided the present study, as it is a career development theory that is competently applied to both the career construction of adolescents, and to those SCDPs guiding them.
The design of this present study was identified as both inductive and deductive, hence a mixed methods research methodology was used. The research questions provided a way to explore some of the psychological and sociocultural influences on SCDPs to effectively guide students, and the key finding was that this role requires adaptability, and that the role is one that lacks clear boundaries and guidelines for practitioners because of the broad range of ways it is conceptualised in Australian schools.
The career adaptability of the SCDPs was identified, which is only one aspect affecting how the SCDP is providing current and accurate career guidance. Positionality is identified as providing unique insight into the experience of the participants in this present study. Interpretive results were based on having insider knowledge associated with participants experiences. It was found that the research participants with work experience in a VET institution presented a current and accurate view of the VET sector. Additionally, the interview participants with VET work experience clearly articulated how their work experience increased their career adaptability. Additionally, those research participants interviewed who had work experience in industry identified that industry knowledge is a requirement for a SCDP to perform their role. Career Construction Theory (Savickas, 2002, 2013) proposes that when people adapt to their environment with the goal of personally pursuing a particular goal, they are more capable of pursuing a career they are passionate about (Savickas, 2013). In this present study, the SCDPs’ career adaptability was examined to determine the career guidance provided to students pursuing VET STEM careers. This present study has investigated the SCDP role in a deeper manner and implications from the research are many. Further research is required to continue this investigation and to increase the awareness of the SCDP role, and to address those challenges faced by SCDPs providing career guidance to students pursuing STEM careers through a VET pathway.


Figure 1
The Career Construction Model of Adaptation (adapted from Neureiter & Traut-Mattausch, 2017, p. 58)
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