Introduction
Secondary School Employer Partnerships (SSEPs) are formal relationships between secondary schools and local employers designed to strengthen knowledge exchange between industry and educators, inform curriculum design, and enable teachers to contextualise student learning in ways that are relevant to local labour market needs.
SSEP began as a regional economic development initiative to address skills shortages and youth unemployment in the Waikato region.  In response to identified regional skills gaps and the need for stronger connections between secondary education and industry, Smart Waikato undertook an international literature review to identify effective models for school-employer partnership development.
Building on this evidence, the SSEP programme was developed to partner secondary schools with local employers through formal, three‑year partnerships. Employers work collaboratively with teachers to contextualise learning for Year 9 and 10 students, particularly within STEM subjects, by providing real‑world examples and experiences both in and beyond the classroom. The programme aims to strengthen students’ understanding of career pathways while aligning education more closely with regional workforce needs.

Objectives
SSEP aims to align regional workforce skills needs with secondary education through contextualised curricula by strengthening connections between schools, employers and tertiary education, supporting informed career decision‑making, raising student aspirations, improving engagement and attendance, and enhancing transitions into further education, training, or employment.


Theoretical Basis
The programme is underpinned by Savickas’ Career Construction Theory (Savicka, 2013), which emphasises the importance of learning in authentic contexts, sustained relationships, and early exposure to career possibilities. It also aligns with Krumboltz’s Social learning theory through experiences and exposure to role models, allowing them to dream “I could do that”.  By embedding real‑world workplace experiences within secondary education settings, SSEP supports students to make meaningfully informed learning and career decisions while strengthening education to employment alignment.

Methodology
In 2016, following an international literature review, a regional pilot of the Secondary School Employer Partnerships (SSEP) programme was implemented with five secondary schools. The pilot connected schools with local employers to co‑design authentic workplace learning experiences aligned to curriculum and student career development. The programme was delivered through structured partnerships, engagement activities involving teachers and employers, and workplace‑connected learning opportunities designed to strengthen students’ understanding of career pathways. Programme implementation and outcomes were evaluated using multiple sources of evidence, including feedback from teachers, employers, and students, with identified best practice informing subsequent programme development.

Results
Findings from the 2016 SSEP pilot identified positive impacts across three key stakeholder groups. Students reported improved understanding of the relevance of their learning and future career pathways. Teachers indicated they felt supported in their professional development around real-life context and made changes to the ways they planned curriculum. Employers reported stronger connections with their local communities, and value in contributing to positive outcomes for young people.

Building on these findings, an economic cost-benefit analysis undertaken by Waikato Regional Council in 2025 identified positive returns on investment for SSEP, estimating a short‑term return of $4.60 for every $1 invested and a projected long‑term return of $17 per $1 invested.

Conclusions
While the 2016 pilot provides the primary formal evidence base, the adoption of SSEP both regionally and nationally over the subsequent decade, demonstrates the practical feasibility of sustaining school-employer partnerships. Findings from the pilot align with practical implementation indicating that effective facilitation, a robust resource framework of processes and procedures, and continual sharing of best practice ensures the enduring success of SSEP.  It is a scalable and sustainable approach to strengthening career pathways in our secondary schools while supporting workforce and labour market alignment.
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