ABSTRACT
A Well-Designed Vocational Education System for Secondary Education - Discussions of an evolving transition.
(Pathways and Transitions Network Aotearoa – Dr K. Dobric)
Undergoing a transition
New Zealand’s senior secondary education system is undergoing a transition toward a subject-based qualification structure. This symposium discusses the opportunities in this transition to create a coherent secondary system for all students to the end of year 13. It explores the integration of vocational education within the new framework, including the role of skills standards and micro-credentials in supplementing the new core curricula of school subjects and industry subjects.
Vocational learning has not been done consistently system-wide in the past
To date school subject provision has given priority to degree pathways, and these 30-35% of students have been considered ‘successful’ in education statistics. Vocational education has been fragmented in the curriculum, functioning as ‘add-ons’ of differing quality, resulting in public stigma and these pathways being viewed as less desirable. This has negatively affected secondary student transitions, with one third of school leavers consistently across years, being NEETs (Not in Education, Employment or Training) in their first year out of school. 
‘Parity of Esteem’ underpins the proposed inclusion of industry subjects in years 12 and 13.
Under the new system, industry subjects are being integrated into the curriculum. This move aligns vocational learning with the broader academic structure, ensuring that vocational pathways have clearly defined curricula.
· Consistency of Learning: By establishing a core curriculum for vocational subjects, the system ensures that all students, regardless of their location, gain a baseline of essential knowledge.
· Structured Knowledge: A subject like Hospitality would feature a curriculum covering universal fundamentals such as food safety, preparation techniques, and service standards. This provides a predictable foundation for both students and tertiary providers.
Skills standards and micro-credentials would add value and flexibility
While a national curriculum provides a broad foundation, it may not encompass every specialised skill required by local industries. The system potentially could address this by utilising skill standards and micro-credentials as complementary components.
· Addressing Curricular Gaps: A curriculum focuses on what is deemed essential for all learners in a subject. However, specific skills, such as barista training within a hospitality context, may not be mandatory for every school.
· Flexible Specialisation: Schools could choose to offer specific skill standards or micro-credentials to add value to an industry subject or as a sixth subject alongside the five curriculum (school and industry) subjects. This allows the qualification to remain agile and responsive to local economic needs without overloading the national curriculum.
· Record of Learning: These additional credentials would serve as "add-ons" to the school qualification, enriching a student’s profile, allowing them to demonstrate specific technical proficiencies.
New Industry Skills Boards to support development 
There are eight new (2026) Industry Skills Boards who collectively lead all non-degree training. These ISBs have been tasked with collaborating with Ministry of Education in the design of the new industry subjects. They may also take the opportunity to support the development of skills standards and micro-credentials to add value and flexibility.
The symposium will cover four integral areas of design in this evolving structure.
1. The proposed design of the industry subjects and micro-credentials, including foundation skills/pathway tertiary qualifications in schools to support this evolution. 
2. The ISBs’ role in supporting their development, including through their new database signalling regional and local training and employment needs. 
3. The necessary evolution of the NZQA Record of Achievement (ROA) to support student transitions and employer understanding.
4. A case study that highlights the need for a coherent pathway subject in year 11, and data relating to current use of ‘old’ vocational learning (unit standards-based) that will no longer be offered. 
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Introduction: 
New Zealand’s senior secondary education system is undergoing a transition toward a subject-based qualification structure. This symposium discusses the opportunities in this transition to create a coherent secondary system for all students to the end of year 13. It explores the integration of vocational education within the new framework, including the role of skills standards and micro-credentials in supplementing the new core curricula of school subjects and industry subjects.
Objectives: 
To share a range of ideas from a network of practitioners, and encourage reflection and further innovative thinking from symposium participants.
Theoretical basis:
Secondary education and qualifications systems, academic-vocational parity of esteem, patterns of school achievement and school leaver transitions, industry and tertiary pathways. 
Methodology: 
This symposium is based on current policy as at April 2026, initial conversations with ISBs and principals, and reflection and discussion from the network to date.
Results and conclusions: 
This is an on-going discussion about Navigating the Future
Content: 
Discussions about development of the new industry subjects in secondary education, which will be implemented for year 12 in 2029 and year 13 in 2030, and innovative ideas to expand the system to encompass skills standards and micro-credentials in secondary schools.
Target audience: 
Careers advisers, secondary school leaders, policy makers, industry, tertiary educators.
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