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have connections to varied regional and language groups.  
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Executive summary 
The project 
In 2023, the Social Research Centre (SRC) was commissioned by VERTO to conduct qualitative and 
quantitative research into barriers to apprenticeship completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. VERTO is a not-for-profit organisation assisting businesses and individuals with their 
apprenticeship, employment, and training needs.  

The SRC engaged The Nahri Institute to assist with this project to ensure all research conducted was 
culturally appropriate. The Nahri Institute cultivates a culture of best practice in Indigenous service delivery 
with in-depth experience in education service delivery to Indigenous people. 

Research rationale 
The debate surrounding the recent referendum advocating for a ‘Voice’ to parliament to be enshrined in the 
Australian Constitution substantiated public sentiment for practical and necessary action on Indigenous 
issues.  

It is well documented that significant Indigenous educational and employment disadvantage exists in 
Australia (Balatti, et al., 2004; Windley, 2017; Anderson, 2020). For the first time, the current National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap now has a further education pathways target (Target 6), which aims for 70% 
of Indigenous Australians between 25 and 34 years of age to have a tertiary qualification (Certificate III or 
above) by 2031 (Windley, 2017). Data from 2021 showed that 47% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples aged 25 to 34 years had completed non-school qualifications of Certificate III or above (Productivity 
Commission, 2023). Despite this figure demonstrating an improvement from 42% in 2016, a significant gap 
between the target and reality still exists. Apprenticeships are central to further education pathways, which 
combine a formal qualification with employment. 

Attention to further education, and in particular apprenticeships, was emphasised at the Jobs and Skills 
Summit held by the Australian Government in 2022, which resulted in a government commitment to ‘improve 
the apprenticeship system and drive-up completions’ (DEWR, 2023b). Outputs from this process resulted in 
‘an additional $54.3 million to … improve [apprenticeship] completion rates’ with a focus on ‘First Nations 
apprentices’ amongst other vulnerable groups (DEWR, 2023a). 

In the context of the upcoming changes to Australian Apprenticeship Support Services, Closing the Gap 
targets and the Indigenous policy push under the current Australian Government, Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) providers face a unique opportunity to advocate for supporting Indigenous issues in the 
apprenticeship sector.  

Methodology 
The methodology focused on gathering pre-existing qualitative and quantitative evidence to determine what 
is known about barriers and analysed possible next steps for the broad range of stakeholders in the 
apprenticeship sector. The methodology included four stages comprising informal key informant interviews 
with sector representatives and desktop research. The data sources for the research are summarised in the 
table below. 
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Table 2: Data sources for research 

 

Shaping 
research – 
qualitative data  

Undertaking informal key informant interviews with:  
• VERTO Indigenous Engagement Officers  
• ITECA1 representatives  
• TAFE2 NSW representatives 

 

Desktop 
research - 
quantitative 

Review of relevant documents including: 
• data provided by VERTO 
• publicly available apprenticeship data (e.g., NCVER3) 
• publicly available reports documenting apprenticeship data 

 

Desktop 
research – 
qualitative 

Review of relevant grey literature including: 
• reviews of the apprenticeship sector 
• government reports on the apprenticeship sector  
• papers assessing apprenticeship sector  

 

Testing - 
qualitative data  
 

Informal consultation with key stakeholders in the apprenticeship sector 
including: 
• Group Training Organisations (GTO) 
• Registered Training Organisations (RTO) 
• peak bodies 

Findings  
Findings from the available data, literature review and informal discussions were triangulated, and the 
identified barriers were aligned with potential policy and program responses to address these barriers. 
Analysis of published data confirmed that while Indigenous people commence apprenticeships and 
traineeships at a higher rate, the estimated completion rates are lower.  

Data showed that in 2022, the most common reason for discontinuing an apprenticeship / traineeship for 
Indigenous people was ‘employment-related’ (63%), followed by training-related (20%) and personal reasons 
(13%). This was mirrored in the literature with working conditions being a primary reason for discontinuation 
of qualification. Other themes evident were the structure of apprenticeships, reasons for undertaking 
apprenticeships, regional and remote area of residence, and cultural considerations.  

The following table shows these barriers and needs and links them with possible policies and programs to 
address these needs, as suggested in the literature. While possible opportunities have been grouped and 
aligned with barriers, it is important to realise that some policies and programs could address multiple needs. 
Additionally, possible policy and program responses could be implemented by various players in the 
apprenticeship system.  

The practical implementation and meaning of some possible policy and program responses are not fully 
explained in the literature. Assumptions can be made by readers, yet it is important to acknowledge the ease 
of suggesting generalised improvements without outlining specific methods, which is vital to implementation. 

Further, the current complexity of the apprenticeship system needs to be acknowledged when considering 
the implementation or alteration of policies or programs. The services, opportunities and supports available 
would be difficult to determine let alone map, which is essential to improving the system. This complexity is 
augmented by the variety of actors involved in apprenticeships including Australian Apprenticeship Support 
Network (AASN) providers, public and private RTOs, GTOs, employers and support providers, as well as 
Commonwealth, state and territory governments. 

  

 
1 Independent Tertiary Education Council Australia (ITECA) 
2 Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 
3 National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) 
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Table 3: Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs 

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

Improve workplace experience  

Ensuring employer and apprentice suitability 
Positive relationship between the supervisor and 
apprentice 
 

Matching suitable employers and apprentices better:  
• Linking services improved and incentives for intermediaries 

and employment brokers 
• Clearer specification of requirements for apprentices by 

employers 
• Profile apprentices and employers to determine skill gaps 

and personal capability assessments 
Support for apprentices throughout training experience:  
• Services to guide apprentices through career planning, pre-

assessments, recruitment, training and employment 
• Social supports, including how to manage personal 

circumstances, and develop emotional intelligence and 
capability 

Enhancing employers’ ability to engage and 
maintain Indigenous apprentices 
 

All employers to have access to contemporary human 
resources practices to manage and recruit apprentices e.g., 
assistance to smaller employers and those with poor retention 
histories 
Training and development for workplace supervisors to manage 
apprentices 

Address perception and / or reality of low wages Requiring employers to observe a fair employment standard 
Making the services of an ombudsman available to resolve 
disputes 
Ensuring apprentices feel they are getting a fair deal  

Adjust apprenticeship structure and supports 

Financial incentives to focus on retention and 
completion as well as commencement 

Reassess government financial incentives to providers and 
employers  

Reform support services funding agreements and incentives  

Additional supports for apprentices Supports throughout apprenticeship, including career planning, 
apprenticeship support and field officers, intensive case 
management  
Increase specialist Indigenous focused support services and 
increase flexibility  
Additional mentoring provided in person, consistently and for all 
areas of the apprenticeship 

Address gaps in ability to complete apprenticeship  
 

Pre-commencement assessment (skills profiling) to provide 
personalised supports to apprentice and employers 
Build foundational skills to be able to complete apprenticeship  
Target apprentices that are at risk of non-completion 

System needs to adapt to the increased number of 
Indigenous applicants 
Equal and consistent support provided to all 
apprentices 

Delivery of Indigenous services need to be included across the 
apprenticeship system and consistent across locations 
Consider different delivery models of apprenticeship, e.g., build 
foundational skills and education before apprentice enters 
workplace 

Undertaking an apprenticeship for appropriate reasons  

Better understanding by apprentices of what 
qualification involves 

Matching apprentice with a suitable qualification  
Shaping expectations of what undertaking an apprenticeship 
involves  

Lack of foundational education skills 
Some with challenging early schooling 
experiences, which impact expectations, attitude 
and future experiences 

Assessing foundational skills and aptitude for different 
apprenticeships, and addressing gaps through support services  
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Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

High proportion of Indigenous people living in regional and remote areas 

Regional and remote barriers faced e.g., poor 
access to education and services, increased travel 
and expenses 

Align the funding for undertaking and providing an 
apprenticeship with locality e.g., it is more expensive to provide 
supports in regional areas because of the travel and time 
involved  

If people move for an apprenticeship, they can face 
limited access to traditional homelands and kinship 
networks, and social and cultural isolation  

Link apprenticeships with culturally appropriate local supports 
and employment opportunities 
Programs that build camaraderie between apprentices to create 
a sense of belonging 

Indigenous values and motivations for education need to be considered in the apprenticeship system 

More integration of culture and Indigenous 
ownership and influence over training 
Consideration of different cultures, histories and 
contexts of Indigenous people 
 

Raise awareness of Indigenous languages and culture amongst 
staff and the broader institutional community 
Providers to consider Indigenous people as different groups 
with different needs and expectations  
Cultural awareness and cultural competency training for all 
providers and employers 

Apprenticeship system and employment does not 
cater for family and personal issues valued by 
Indigenous people  
Increase understanding families have of post-
secondary education 

Indigenous community involvement in the planning of education 
and training  
Engage family and community more in apprenticeship 
recruitment, including exposure to trades and advocates in 
community  

Increase numbers of Indigenous and local role 
models with tertiary attainment  
Lift confidence and aspirations of possible 
Indigenous apprentices  

Individual career development and targeted skill development 
that recognises cultural factors 
Aspiration-raising initiatives for Indigenous apprentices 

Limit isolation experienced by Indigenous 
apprentices 

More Indigenous providers and employers, and support 
organisations  
More Indigenous staff as providers, employers and support staff 

This project targeted specific areas of inquiry, but also revealed other areas where evidence gaps were 
apparent, including:  

• What policies and programs, including any listed above, have been implemented to date?  

• Of these, what has been evaluated to demonstrate improvements in retention and completion of 
apprenticeships? 

Potential gaps in the literature identified during informal discussions were the fear some people have of 
identifying as an Indigenous person due to the risk of potential racism, and the cultural load Indigenous 
providers carry which needs to be recognised and renumerated.  
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Next steps  
There has been an increase in the number of Indigenous people taking up apprenticeships over the last five 
years. However, this has not corresponded to any associated increase in the completion rate. This report 
shows that there are a wide variety of opportunities available for various stakeholders across the 
apprenticeship sector to attempt to improve the apprenticeship completion rate, despite the complexity of the 
apprenticeship system. Some policies and programs are more complicated than others to implement and 
require further investigation. The repetitive nature of the literature recommendations over the last 20 years 
leads to the assumption that few have been piloted, evaluated and, if successful, rolled out across the 
apprenticeship sector. 

Suggested next steps to inform stakeholders in the VET sector about how best to address barriers to 
apprenticeship completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are outlined below.  

Research opportunities  
Undertake primary and secondary research to address the research gaps identified through this project. This 
research should focus on:  

• Primary research assessing what Indigenous people who have completed and withdrawn from 
apprenticeships identify as the barriers and enablers to apprenticeship completion.  

• Mapping what initiatives have been implemented to assist Indigenous apprentices, and what has 
and has not been evaluated.  

• Evaluating current programs to assist Indigenous people to complete apprenticeships.  

Establish pilot programs to test existing ideas for improving completion rates 
Many suggested programs and ideas remain untested and / or publicly undocumented and promoted. With 
the philosophy of establishing an evidence base and embracing failure sweeping through policy vernacular, 
testing established ideas, and promoting findings whether successful or not needs to occur. 

Increase engagement with Indigenous organisations  
The integration of Indigenous organisations and people in the apprenticeship sector needs to be enhanced. 
All possible policy and program suggestions would be better and more easily implemented following 
increased integration of Indigenous organisations and staff.  

Increase and improve apprenticeship support services  
The need for more intensive, extensive, and consistent support services for Indigenous apprentices is clear. 
Central to this approach is an increased investment in mentoring for apprentices. Many of the barriers faced 
by Indigenous apprentices would be reduced using face-to-face, long-term, and intensive mentoring.  

Motivating ongoing improvement 
Due to the complexity of the apprenticeship system each organisation needs to take responsibility for 
improving the completion rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The multifarious and 
competitive nature of each section of the system presents its own challenges to promoting improvements.  
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1. Project overview 
1.1. Background 
The debate surrounding the recent referendum advocating for a ‘Voice’ to parliament to be enshrined in the 
Australian Constitution substantiated public sentiment for practical and necessary action on Indigenous 
issues. The defeat of the proposal for increased high-level representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples through advice to government evidenced arguments for more on-the-ground community-
based approaches to improve the lives of First Nations peoples.  

It is well documented that significant Indigenous educational and employment disadvantage exists in 
Australia (Anderson, 2020; Balatti, et al., 2004; Windley, 2017). For the first time, the current National 
Agreement on Closing the Gap now has a further education pathways target (Target 6), which aims for 70% 
of Indigenous Australians between 25 and 34 years of age to have a tertiary qualification (Certificate III or 
above) by 2031 (Windley, 2017). Data from 2021 showed that 47% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples aged 25 to 34 years had completed non-school qualifications of Certificate III or above (Productivity 
Commission, 2023). Despite this figure demonstrating an improvement from 42% in 2016, a significant gap 
between the target and reality still exists. Apprenticeships are central to further education pathways, which 
combine a formal qualification with employment. 

Attention to further education, and in particular apprenticeships, was emphasised at the Jobs and Skills 
Summit held by the Australian Government in 2022. This resulted in a commitment to ‘work with states, 
territories and stakeholders to improve the apprenticeship system and drive-up completions’ (DEWR, 2023b). 
Central to this reform process is improving the ‘diversity’ of the apprenticeship sector to increase 
engagement, which includes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (DEWR, 2022). Increasing skills 
gained from apprentices are central to address the growing skills shortages, where ‘38% … are in 
occupations with a VET [vocational education and training] pathway’ (DEWR, 2022). Input from stakeholders 
was condensed into the Future Directions for Australian Apprenticeship Support Services Consultation Paper 
to inform the Government’s 2023-24 Budget (DEWR, 2023b). This budget comprised ‘an additional $54.3 
million to … improve [apprenticeship] completion rates’ with a focus on ‘First Nations apprentices’ amongst 
other vulnerable groups (DEWR, 2023a).  

Existing literature demonstrates cited factors for non-completion of apprenticeships including difficulties with 
workplaces, employers or colleagues, as well as not liking the work (Bednarz, 2014; Cully & Curtain, 2001). 
Interestingly, data from the 1995 cohort of the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth also confirmed this 
reasoning with ‘dislike of the type of work’, ‘getting along with supervisors or others at work’, ‘health and 
personal factors’ and ‘being offered a better job or feeling that the pay was too low’ identified as reasons for 
non-completion (Ainley, et al., 2010). Further investigation and compilation of the existing literature is 
required to understand if there are specific reasons why First Nations apprentices do not complete.  

To reach the further education pathways target of the National Agreement on Closing the Gap, educational 
institutions, including apprenticeship providers, have a role to play in overcoming the educational and social 
barriers Indigenous people face. Additionally, in the context of the upcoming changes to the Australian 
Apprenticeship Support Services in 2023 and the Indigenous policy push under the current Australian 
Government, VET providers face a unique opportunity to advocate for supporting Indigenous issues in the 
apprenticeship sector.  
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1.2. The project 
In 2023, the Social Research Centre (SRC) was commissioned by VERTO to conduct qualitative and 
quantitative research into barriers to apprenticeship completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. VERTO is a not-for-profit organisation assisting businesses and individuals with their 
apprenticeship, employment, and training needs. The purpose of the research project was to gain a deeper 
understanding of:  

• Commencement and completion rates for apprenticeships by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in NSW.  

• Why First Nations apprentices have lower rates of apprenticeship completion than non-Indigenous 
apprentices. 

• How these barriers to completion can be addressed. 

The SRC engaged The Nahri Institute to assist with this project to ensure all research conducted was 
culturally appropriate. The Nahri Institute cultivates a culture of best practice in Indigenous service delivery 
with in-depth experience in education service delivery to Indigenous people. 

The project took place over six months, with the final report being delivered to VERTO in November 2023. 

1.3. Project scope 
The scope of this study involved the collection and analysis of existing quantitative data and qualitative 
literature to address the research questions. A targeted and thematic review of the existing literature and 
data was triangulated with informal key informant interviews to form a picture of what barriers to 
apprenticeship completion Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people face and why.  

The research delved further into the literature and data to explore existing suggestions on how to address 
these barriers. These findings were then mapped against the barriers to form a clearer picture of the 
potential opportunities for improvements in the apprenticeship sector to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples complete their apprenticeship qualifications.  

1.3.1 Research framework  
The following table provides an overview of the project research questions and how they align with lines of 
inquiry and data collection methods.   
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Table 1: Research framework 

Research questions  Lines of inquiry  Data collection method  
What are the enrolment and 
completion rates for apprenticeships 
by Indigenous people in NSW? 

Statistics on the completion rates for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in NSW 
 
Trends in Indigenous apprenticeship participation and completion 

Desktop research:  
• National Apprentice and Trainee 

Collection (NCVER4) 
• National Student Outcomes 

Survey (NCVER) 
• Apprentice administrative data 

(VERTO) 
• Grey literature 
• Academic articles 

Why do Indigenous apprentices have 
lower rates of apprenticeship 
completion than non-Indigenous 
apprentices? 

Barriers and enablers to completion for Indigenous people 
Supports  
• What are the barriers to accessing supports for Indigenous apprentices? 
• How could supports be improved?  
• Apprenticeship context  
• What study barriers exist for Indigenous people?  
• What employment factors?  
• Life circumstances  
• What lifestyle elements impact completion of study? 
• What individual, family, and community factors? 

Desktop research:  
• Work-Related Training and Adult 

Learning, Australia (ABS5) 
• National Student Outcomes 

Survey 
• Grey literature 
• Academic articles  

How can these barriers to 
completion can be addressed? 

 
 

What would help Indigenous people complete apprenticeships? 
• How could enablers to completion be promoted?  
• How could barriers to completion be limited? 
• What would assist workplaces retain Indigenous people to facilitate apprenticeship 

completion?  
• How could these opportunities be implemented?  

Desktop research:  
• Grey literature  
• Academic articles  

 

 
4 National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) 
5 Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
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1.4. Quality assurance 
All aspects of this research were undertaken in accordance with ISO 20252:2019 Market, Opinion and Social 
Research Standard, The Research Society (formerly AMSRS) Code of Professional Behaviour, the 
Australian Privacy Principles and the Privacy (Market and Social Research) Code 2021. 

The Social Research Centre is an accredited Company Partner of The Research Society with all senior staff 
as full members and several senior staff QPMR accredited. The Social Research Centre is also a member of 
the Australian Data and Insights Association (ADIA formerly known as AMSRO) and bound by the Market 
and Social Research Privacy Principles/Code. 
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2. Methodology 
2.1. Overview of methodology 
The methodology focused on gathering pre-existing qualitative and quantitative evidence to determine what 
is known about barriers and analysed possible next steps for the broad range of stakeholders in the 
apprenticeship sector. This included four stages comprising key informant interviews with sector 
representatives and desktop research. The data sources for the research are summarised in Table 2 and 
detailed in the following section. 

Table 2: Data sources for research  

 

Shaping 
research – 
qualitative data  

Undertaking informal key informant interviews with:  
• VERTO Indigenous Engagement Officers  
• ITECA6 representatives  
• TAFE7 NSW representatives 

 

Desktop 
research - 
quantitative 

Review of relevant documents including: 
• data provided by VERTO 
• publicly available apprenticeship data (e.g., NCVER8) 
• publicly available reports documenting apprenticeship data 

 

Desktop 
research – 
qualitative 

Review of relevant grey literature including: 
• reviews of the apprenticeship sector 
• government reports on the apprenticeship sector  
• papers assessing apprenticeship sector 

 

Testing - 
qualitative data  
 

Informal consultation with key stakeholders in the apprenticeship sector 
including: 
• Group Training Organisations (GTO) 
• Registered Training Organisations (RTO) 
• peak bodies 

2.2. Key informant interviews 
The SRC undertook informal discussions with a series of key informants to better understand the project 
context, issues or sensitivities, political environment, potential industry stakeholders for consultation, and any 
other topics the key informants viewed as important for the researchers to know. 

Key informant interviews were conducted via videoconference for approximately one hour and not recorded 
nor reported. These discussions were informal in nature with no discussion guide. Informants included: 

• VERTO Indigenous Engagement Officers 

• Independent Tertiary Education Council Australia (ITECA) representatives  

• Technical and Further Education (TAFE) NSW representatives.  

2.3. Desktop research 
Desktop research comprised reviewing existing literature and secondary data. 

  

 
6 Independent Tertiary Education Council Australia (ITECA) 
7 Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 
8 National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) 
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2.3.1 Literature review  
A review of grey and research literature was undertaken into the barriers to apprenticeship completion faced 
by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The review focused on gaining an understanding of the 
historical trends in rates of apprenticeship completion, the barriers to completion and suggested methods to 
address these barriers. 

The review was conducted as a ‘rapid review’ with limited systematic review methods focused on assessing 
what core literature exists and the reoccurring themes present (Grant & Booth, 2009). This method was 
chosen to gain a general overview of the literature within the project time constraints. The search focused on 
material that was publicly available, plus any additional material identified by VERTO or through key 
informant interviews. The search was limited to up to a minimum of 20 documents and ensuring a saturation 
of knowledge on key themes was reached.  

Key search terms used included a mix of the following key words: Indigenous, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander, apprenticeships, apprentice, completion, barriers, supports. Literature focused on Australia was 
sourced rather than NSW only, as literature from the broader Australian context was deemed relevant and 
provided more depth.  

Inclusion criteria applied for general guidance and to narrow the field of possible literature included:  

• journal articles  
• grey literature  
• published between January 2001 to July 2023 inclusive 
• Australian focused.  

The primary limitation of this literature review is the broad ranging search method used. Whilst being 
beneficial for this type of brief, it may have resulted in certain articles and authors being missed. However, it 
is noted that saturation of themes was achieved before the search ended. 

2.3.2 Data review 
The data review focused on identifying existing data sources available to describe the participation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the VET system, with a focus on apprenticeship participation, 
completion rates, and barriers. 

Publicly available data on apprenticeships and trainees 

National Centre for Vocational Education Research  

The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) is the national professional body 
responsible for collecting, managing, analysing and communicating research and statistics on the Australian 
VET sector (NCVER, 2022a). Relevant data collections identified for analysis in this project were: 

• National Apprentice and Trainee Collection (NCVER, 2023a), which provides data on all 
persons employed under a training contract and includes both apprentices and trainees. Data are 
collected from state training authorities on training activity in apprenticeships and traineeships in 
Australia, including information on training rates and duration of training. Data on NSW apprentice 
and trainee commencements, completions, cancellations / withdrawals, and the number in-training 
were analysed over the period 2018 to 2022. 

• National Student Outcomes Survey (NCVER, n.d.), which is an annual survey of students who 
completed their vocational education and training in Australia during the previous calendar year. 
The survey collects information on VET students’ reasons for training, their employment outcomes, 
satisfaction with training, and further study outcomes. Of particular interest was the main reason for 
not continuing with the training for those who did not complete their apprenticeship or traineeship. 
This was analysed for Indigenous and non-Indigenous non-completers at the national level. 
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Australian Bureau of Statistics  

Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) used for analysis were: 

• Survey of Work-Related Training and Adult Learning (WRTAL) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2022). This survey was a topic on the Multipurpose Household Survey conducted throughout 
Australia from July 2020 to June 2021. The WRTAL survey collected information about the level of 
participation in formal study and non-formal learning. Information available from the survey includes 
participation rates in non-formal learning, the reasons for participation, the time spent, personal 
costs incurred and data on the barriers that prevent some people from undertaking formal study 
and/or non-formal learning. 

• Estimated resident and projected population, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Australians, series B, single year of age, Australia, states and territories – 2006 to 2031 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021). The NSW estimated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
population for persons aged 15 to 64 years was used to calculate the number of events (e.g., 
commencements) per 1,000 persons.  

• Quarterly Population Estimates (ERP), by State/Territory, Sex and Age (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2023). The NSW estimated resident population for persons aged 15 to 64 years was 
used to calculate the number of events (e.g., commencements) per 1,000 persons.  

VERTO administrative data 
VERTO provided two extracts of data on Indigenous apprentices from their administrative data systems: 

• All apprentices over the period 1 January 2018 to 23 June 2023 (referred to as ‘ALL’). This file 
included the demographic characteristics of Indigenous apprentices recorded in the system over 
the five-and-a-half-year period. 

• Active apprentices as of 23 June 2023 (referred to as ‘ACTIVE’). This file included demographic 
characteristics of Indigenous apprentices active at the time the data were extracted. 

Due to privacy and commercial interests, the analysis of VERTO data has been provided to VERTO in a 
separate appendix to this report.  

2.4. Testing of findings  
Findings from the literature and data review were tested with key stakeholders in the apprenticeship sector to 
gain an understanding of the relevance of previous recommended approaches, and the success of any 
approaches that have been implemented. It is noted that this process was both informal and limited, and 
therefore does not classify as a rigorous standard of testing.  

Discussions were had via video conference and lasted approximately an hour. Key stakeholders spoken to 
comprised staff from:  

• TAFE NSW  

• VERTO  

• Yilabara Solutions – An Aboriginal owned and controlled organisation that delivers a range of 
employment and training services and supports businesses to meet their corporate social 
responsibility objectives. 

  



 

 Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
8 Prepared by the Social Research Centre 

UNOFFICIAL 

2.5. Research limitations  
Throughout the research, several limitations in the methodology were identified. These include:  

• The research completed for this project is narrow, as it does not include formal primary research to 
test and expand upon the desktop findings.  

• As VERTO is funding this research, it cannot be considered fully independent.  

• A limited research scope, as we did not assess which policies and programs have been introduced 
and evaluated to enhance Indigenous apprenticeship completion.  

2.5.1 Data issues and limitations 
It is important to note the following caveats and limitations when considering the data analysed for this 
report. Issues are presented by data collection or measure as appropriate. 

• In the National Apprentice and Trainee Collection, data are available for apprentices and 
trainees. It was not possible to analyse data for apprentices only. 

• In the National Student Outcomes Survey, the ‘main reason discontinued apprenticeship / 
traineeship’ was available for analysis at the national level by Indigenous status, but not at the state 
(NSW) level. 

• In analysing barriers to formal study from the WRTAL, we could analyse ‘wanted to enrol in a 
qualification below bachelor level but couldn’t’, but not specifically identify apprenticeship 
qualifications. Results were available at the state and national level only and we were unable to 
assess whether the barriers experienced differed by Indigenous status. 

• The calculation of completion rates is complicated by issues such as time lags (potentially up to 
two years) and inconsistencies in data-recording practices across the jurisdictions. Approximately 
5% of the contracts in NCVER’s database are ‘expired’, which means their outcome is unknown. 
This occurs if evidence of completion (of on- and off-the job training requirements) is not provided 
to the appropriate state training authority (Bednarz, 2014).  

• The analysis of VERTO data is descriptive only. The data are not representative of all Indigenous 
apprentices in NSW and the analysis describes the characteristics of the VERTO Indigenous 
apprentices in June 2023. As the administrative data are dynamic, the data used in this analysis 
may differ from an extract of data taken ‘today’. Further, apprentices cannot be tracked by VERTO 
if they leave the organisation and complete their apprenticeship elsewhere. The estimated 
proportion of apprentices who withdraw may therefore be slightly higher than if apprentices could 
be linked to their final endpoint (wherever that may be). 
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3. Desktop research 
3.1. Introduction  
Completion of apprenticeships by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Australia has long been 
explored as a topic of research. This is because higher levels of education are acknowledged to lead to 
higher levels of employment (Ackehurst, et al., 2017). One of the targets of the National Agreement on 
Closing the Gap is to ‘halve the gap in employment outcomes between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians … by 2018’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2020). However, the 2020 Closing the Gap report 
states that ‘the national Indigenous employment rate has remained stable against the target to halve the gap 
by 2018’ and states that in 2018 the employment rate was ‘around 49% compared to around 75% for non-
Indigenous Australians’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2020). Further the target to ‘increase the proportion of 
[Indigenous] people aged 25-34 years who have completed a tertiary qualification to 70%’ by 2031 was at 
47% in 2021 (Productivity Commission, n.d.).  

The Australian Government has recently undergone a consultation process to ‘examine the effectiveness of 
Commonwealth support services and non-financial supports’ with the aim of improving ‘these services and 
strengthen[ing] the [apprenticeship] system’ (DEWR, 2023c). The final publication, Future Directions for 
Australian Apprenticeship Support Services Consultation Paper was released early in 2023 (DEWR, 2023c). 
The Paper states that ‘recent updates to the Australian Apprenticeships Incentive System better align the 
program of incentives to skills in demand, but the service delivery model that underpins apprenticeship 
support has remained largely unchanged since 2015’ (DEWR, 2023c).  

Declining apprenticeship completion rates was one of the primary reasons for the consultation process. The 
Australian Apprenticeship Services and Supports Discussion Paper released to inform the consultation 
states that ‘85,470 Australian Apprentices completed and 110,925 cancelled in the 12-month period ending 
in March 2022’ (DEWR, 2022). Further, ‘from the 2017 Australian Apprenticeship cohort, 55.7% successfully 
completed’ demonstrating the low rate of completions (DEWR, 2022).  

Central to this reform process is improving the ‘diversity’ of the apprenticeship sector to increase 
engagement, which includes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (DEWR, 2022). Previous literature 
reports on the lower rates of completion of apprenticeships by Indigenous people when compared to the 
non-Indigenous population. For example, Windley showed using NCVER data that in 2012 ‘the completion 
rates for Indigenous apprentices and trainees [44.7%] are lower than for non-Indigenous’ (55.6%) (Windley, 
2017). Analysis of up-to-date NCVER data on completion and commencement rates is provided in Sections 
3.2.2 and 3.2.3 of this report. 

This literature review documents previous findings regarding the completion of apprenticeships by Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples and barriers to completion. Much of the past literature found is over ten 
years old, and it is unclear from recent publications if recommendations to increase completion rates have 
been implemented. Additionally, a considerable portion of previous research relates to the overall VET sector 
rather than understanding the particulars of apprentices and, more specifically, apprenticeships undertaken 
by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The supporting data presented in this review focuses on the 
participation of apprentices in NSW to provide a local context to the results while the literature search 
focuses on the broader Australian context because there was a lack of NSW-specific information. 

3.2. Indigenous apprenticeship participation 
To describe Indigenous participation in the apprentice and trainee sector, data from NCVER and the ABS 
were analysed under four broad headings: commencements, completions, cancellations / withdrawal and 
barriers9. Figure 1 provides an overview of NSW apprentices and trainees ‘in training’ at the end of 

 
9 See Appendix 1 for desktop review definitions.  
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December 2022 by Indigenous status. Indigenous apprentices tended to be slightly younger (38% aged 15 to 
19 years compared with 31%); based in regional or remote areas (55% compared with 35%); undertaking 
Certificate III level qualifications (83% versus 74%); and have a group training scheme or government 
employer (15% versus 8%).  

Figure 1: Snapshot of apprentices and trainees ‘in training’, New South Wales, by Indigenous status, 
as at 31 December 2022  

  

  

  

  
Source: Apprentices and trainees 2022 – December quarter, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023a). 
Notes: In-training figures reflects the number of active contracts at a given point in time (at the end of the quarter), and therefore in-
training figures cannot be accumulated over time. See Appendix 1 for desktop review definitions. 
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3.2.1 Overview of the literature  
Previous literature shows that completion rates of VET study by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
has shown limited improvement over time. Windley’s analysis of NCVER data in 2017 demonstrated that 
‘there has been little improvement in program completion and in the employment outcomes of Indigenous 
VET graduates over the last decade’ (Windley, 2017).  

The narrative about completion rates for Indigenous apprentices varies and is influenced by the complexity 
of the VET system and researchers’ focus making it difficult to compare analyses. Having said this, one of 
the most recent sources, the 2023 Australian Government Apprenticeship Support Services consultation 
paper, states that apprenticeship completion rates are declining, especially for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples (DEWR, 2023c). There have been times when the Indigenous completion rate has 
increased, i.e., ‘apprenticeship completions rose by 38% from the end of 2002 to the end of 2012’ (Bednarz, 
2014). Regardless of this increase, Indigenous apprentices and trainee completion rates have ‘remain[ed] 
lower than non-Indigenous rates’ (Windley, 2017). In comparison to this analysis, A Fair Deal report 
commissioned by NSW Board of Vocational Education and Training report states that ‘the number of 
apprentices completing their apprenticeship has remained fairly constant in the last ten years’ (Dickie, et al., 
2011).  

Literature suggests that where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples undertake their apprenticeship 
geographically has an impact. Windley (2017) stated that ‘Indigenous apprentice and trainee completion 
rates vary according to location and certain student and training characteristics. Geographically, VET 
‘completion rates for the Indigenous population are considerably lower for very remote areas compared with 
other areas, and certificate I qualifications compared with other qualifications’ (Windley, 2017).  

When looking in more depth at apprenticeship completion rates between trade and non-trade occupations 
Windley (2017) assessed that ‘as with the non-Indigenous population, Indigenous people undertaking trade 
training have a lower completion rate than those undertaking non-trade training’. Despite this, ‘Indigenous 
people have a higher rate of participation in both trade and non-trade apprenticeships and traineeships 
compared with non-Indigenous people’ (Windley, 2017). When apprentices chose to exit their apprenticeship 
offers insight. Bednarz (2014) found that ‘apprentices generally leave their apprenticeship contract early on: 
60% of those who leave do so within the first year’. 

As with the secondary data, the literature on commencement rates needs to be considered when assessing 
completion rates. In comparison to completion rates, enrolment in apprenticeships for Indigenous people has 
been increasing. Windley (2017) reported that there has been ‘steady, positive improvement in Indigenous 
students enrolling in higher level qualifications (Certificate III and above) and good employment outcomes for 
those completing an apprenticeship’. Whereas Dickie et al. (2011) noted ‘almost a 40% increase’ in 
apprenticeship enrolments ‘over a decade’ coupled with a ‘steady decline in the proportion of apprentices 
who finish training and receive a qualification (as a percentage of commencement)’. Despite enrolments 
increasing, completion rates continue to decline.  

Analysis of more recent data on Indigenous apprenticeship completions in the literature is limited. Key areas 
identified for further investigation by Ackehurst et al. (2017) using NCVER data included ‘why increasing 
training completion remains a challenge’ and ‘how the VET sector can adapt to better meet the needs of 
Indigenous communities, acknowledging and responding to their educational aspirations and local 
employment opportunities’. Further exploration of progress in these areas is needed to determine if any 
change has occurred.  
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3.2.2 Commencements 
A comparison of apprentice and trainee commencements in apprenticeships in NSW (Figure 2) shows that 
(when accounting for population) commencements were higher for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people compared to the NSW total. In 2022, there were 4,815 contracts commenced by Indigenous people 
aged 15-64 years in NSW, which is equivalent to 27 per 1000 people. Overall, in NSW there were 63,550 
commencements or 12 per 1,000 people. There was little difference in the trade status of apprentice 
commencements by Indigenous status. In 2022, 39% of Indigenous commencements were in trade 
occupations, compared with 41% in NSW overall. 

The number of commencements between 2018 and 2022 increased by 42% for Indigenous people, in line 
with the NSW total (40%). The ratio of Indigenous commencements to the state total was just over double 
over the five-year period, with the Indigenous commencement rate 2.2 times the state total in 2022. 

Figure 2: Apprentice and trainee commencements per 1,000 and in-training per 1,000, 15-64 years, 
New South Wales, by Indigenous status, 2018 to 2022  

 
Sources: Apprentices and trainees 2022 – December quarter, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023a); Quarterly Population Estimates 
(ERP), by State/Territory, Sex and Age (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2023); Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians, 2006 to 2031 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021) 

3.2.3 Completions  

Contracts completed 
In 2022, there were 1,850 contracts10 completed by Indigenous people aged 15-64 years in NSW, or 10 per 
1,000 people (Figure 3). In comparison, there were 30,420 contracts completed in NSW overall, or 5.8 per 
1,000. Completions per 1,000 were lowest in 2020 and 2021, coinciding with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, activity increased again in 2022; the number of completions between 2021 and 2022 increased by 
23% for Indigenous people, and 32% overall in NSW.  

The ratio of completions between Indigenous people and the state total was just less than double over the 
five-year period. In 2022, the Indigenous rate of completion was 1.8 times the state total, suggesting that 
while apprenticeships are taken up at a higher level than the state total, fewer Indigenous apprentices and 
trainees are completing their qualification. This lower ratio is reflected in a lower completion rate for 
Indigenous apprentices and trainees (discussed below). 

  

 
10 See Appendix 1 for desktop review definitions.  
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Figure 3: Apprentice and trainee completions per 1,000, 15-64 years, New South Wales, by 
Indigenous status, 2018 to 2022  

 
Sources: Apprentices and trainees 2022 – December quarter, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023a); Quarterly Population Estimates 
(ERP), by State/Territory, Sex and Age (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2023); Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians, 2006 to 2031 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021) 

Completion rate 
NCVER calculates completion rates for apprentices and trainees, by tracking the outcomes of individuals 
and contracts of training over time (NCVER, 2022b). The ‘observed actual’ completion rate is calculated by 
tracking the outcomes of contracts of training over time, while the ‘individual’ completion rate accounts for 
individuals recommencing or ceasing one contract and starting another. 

Indigenous apprentices and trainees in NSW who commenced in 2017 had lower individual and observed 
actual completion rates than the non-Indigenous and total populations (Figure 4). The individual completion 
rate for Indigenous apprentices and trainees was seven percentage points lower than the non-Indigenous 
completion rate (48% versus 55%). A similar trend was observed at the national level. 

Figure 4: Individual completion rate and observed actual completion rate for those commencing in 
2017, New South Wales, by Indigenous status 

 
Sources: Completion and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2021: data slicer (NCVER, 2022b) 
Notes: Apprentice and trainee observed actual completion rates are calculated by tracking the outcomes of contracts of training over 
time. Individual completion rates take into account individuals recommencing or ceasing one contract and starting another in the 
same or superseded qualification, with a different employer. 2017 is the latest year for which observed actual rates are available for all 
occupations. 

While apprenticeship participation is higher for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, the lower 
completion rate is suggestive of a higher dropout rate. The reasons for this are not clear from the data but 
may be related to barriers experienced by Indigenous apprentices, as discussed in Section 3.3. 
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Cancellations / withdrawals 
The rate of contract cancellations and withdrawals for Indigenous apprentices and trainees in NSW was 
higher than the state total between 2018 and 2022 (Figure 5). In 2022, there were 2,975 cancellations by 
Indigenous apprentices and trainees aged 15-64 years (16 per 1,000 people) and 37,415 at the state level 
(7.1 per 1,000 people).  

The ratio of Indigenous cancellations / withdrawals to the state total was more than double, between 2.3 to 
2.5 times higher over the most recent five-year period. The number of cancellations / withdrawals between 
2018 and 2022 increased by 31% for Indigenous apprentices and trainees and 27% in NSW overall. 

Figure 5: Apprentice and trainee cancellations / withdrawals per 1,000, 15-64 years, New South 
Wales, by Indigenous status, 2018 to 2022  

 
Sources: Apprentices and trainees 2022 – December quarter, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023a); Quarterly Population Estimates 
(ERP), by State/Territory, Sex and Age (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2023); Estimates and Projections, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians, 2006 to 2031 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021) 

When considering cancellations / withdrawals by field of education, there were some small differences in the 
distribution of cancellations by Indigenous status in NSW (Figure 6).  

Figure 6: Apprentice and trainee cancellations / withdrawals by field of education, New South Wales, 
by Indigenous status, 2022  

 
Source: Apprentices and trainees 2022 – December quarter, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023a) 

When compared with the state total, a higher proportion of the Indigenous cancellations / withdrawals were 
in ‘Education’ qualifications (9% compared with 6%) and a lower proportion were in ‘Management and 
commerce’ (23% compared with 39%). However, these trends reflect the pattern of commencements, where 
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a higher and lower proportion of Indigenous commencements were in the ‘Education’ and ‘Management and 
commerce’ qualifications respectively (Figure 7).  

While there was some variation in the fields of education Indigenous people chose to undertake 
apprenticeships or traineeships in, the similar distribution of withdrawals / cancellations suggests there is 
limited difference in which fields Indigenous apprentices and trainees withdraw from when compared to the 
state total. 

Figure 7: Apprentice and trainee commencements by field of education, New South Wales, by 
Indigenous status, 2022  

 
Source: Apprentices and trainees 2022 – December quarter, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023a) 

3.3. Barriers to apprenticeship participation and completion 

3.3.1 Overview of the literature 
To understand why completion rates for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander apprentices have been 
constrained, the literature review explored evidence of barriers to completion documented since 2001. When 
studying Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander training, Guenther et al. (2017) concluded that ‘for training 
providers, understanding and explaining program failure is probably more important for improvement 
processes than is developing a critique based on success’.  

Through the literature review, several key barriers to completion for First Nations peoples were identified and 
are detailed below. These were categorised into five areas: working conditions, structure of apprenticeships, 
reasons for undertaking apprenticeships, regional and remote, and culture considerations.  

Working conditions  
The working conditions experienced by apprentices, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, were cited as the 
main factor contributing to non-completion over the years. Literature available on Indigenous specific barriers 
relating to working conditions was limited. An NCVER report in 2001 titled ‘Reasons for new apprentices’ 
non-completion’, identified that ‘just over half of all new apprentices reported that they stopped their training 
for job-related reasons’ (Cully & Curtain, 2001). Ten years later, in 2011, a qualitative and quantitative 
research study with apprentices and employees demonstrated that ‘beyond initial aptitude, it is primarily the 
experience of the apprenticeship on the job that makes the difference to retention and completion’ (Dickie, et 
al., 2011). Further in 2014, Bednarz in an NCVER report also covering all apprentices stated that 
‘employment-related reasons are the most commonly cited reasons for not completing an apprenticeship… 
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by contrast, issues with the off-the-job training are the least frequently cited reasons for not completing an 
apprenticeship’.  

Many aspects contribute to an apprentice’s experience of working conditions. One of these factors is the 
relationship between employees and employers. The 2001 NCVER report found that ‘in seven out of eight 
cases (86%) the contract of training was severed at the same time as the employment relationship – that is, 
non-completion largely arises because apprentices and trainees stop working for that employer’ (Cully & 
Curtain, 2001). The report stated that ‘around two in five [apprentices] did not think their workplace was a 
good place to work, and a similar proportion was not happy with their boss’ (Cully & Curtain, 2001). 
Personality issues between employers and colleagues, ‘management style and practice’, as well as bullying 
were also highlighted as reasons for leaving apprenticeships (Cully & Curtain, 2001; Dickie, et al., 2011).  

Another aspect of the working environment was how much apprentices are paid. The NCVER report in 2001 
showed that ‘approaching half felt they were being used as cheap labour’ (Cully & Curtain, 2001). Whereas a 
more recent NCVER report on in 2014 showed that ‘low wages are not the most common reason for non-
completion, but they are nonetheless one of the top few factors’ (Bednarz, 2014).  

Pay feeds into a third workplace aspect, fairness, which Dickie et al. (2011) in their A Fair Deal report 
surmises as a central workplace issue related to the apprenticeship experience. What apprentices were paid 
‘emerged more strongly as an issue when other aspects of the apprenticeship were perceived as unfair or 
unreasonable’. Dickie et al. explains that ‘apprentices will put up with a lot, including low wages, if what they 
get in return is fair … if they don’t get a fair deal, then any aspect of the apprenticeship – like pay, repetitive 
work or a lack of workmates – can become a source of dissatisfaction and restlessness and impact on their 
commitment and likelihood of completion’ (2011).  

Employer practices, such as HR protocols and implementation by a formal HR department, also arose as a 
factor influencing workplace experience for apprentices and their retention. This is demonstrated by 2014 
NCVER analysis in that ‘employers with the highest completion rates are generally larger, experienced 
employers with well-organised systems for managing and recruiting apprentices’. Those with contemporary 
business practices were more able to recruit appropriate apprentices and provide supports to assist them 
(Dickie, et al., 2011).  

Structure of apprenticeships  
Previous research demonstrates how apprenticeships are structured and designed impacts participants’ 
experiences. Elements of apprenticeships that create barriers to completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples include misdirected incentives, lack of relevant regional and remote training, and 
mainstream training not catering for Indigenous people.  

Incentives provided by government for undertaking an apprenticeship are designed to influence and 
encourage peoples’ interaction with apprenticeships. Incentives have largely focused on the uptake of 
apprenticeships rather than the completion, or successful education (Dickie, et al., 2011; Balatti, et al., 
2004). In the A Fair Deal report, primary research demonstrated that employers with better retention of 
apprentices do not place as much importance on government incentives, while ‘employers with the lowest 
retention rates and completion focus more on money’ (Dickie, et al., 2011). This could suggest that 
government incentives need to be readjusted, particularly, as data explored in Section 3.2.2 demonstrates 
an increase in apprenticeship enrolment rather than completion, where incentives are currently focused.  

As established, a large proportion of Indigenous people live in regional and remote areas where the structure 
of VET courses and training do not match these environments, as they are designed for mainstream 
approaches in urban areas leading to mainstream industries. Literature suggests that ‘training’ for 
Indigenous people needs to link to the real opportunities available locally (McRae-Williams, et al., 2016). 
However, it is noted that Guenther and McRae-Williams’ (2016) Indigenous-specific research shows 
evidence that training linked to ‘real jobs’ in remote areas does not necessarily result in successful 
employment. They argue that ‘training and employment ought to fit with what trainees value, think and 
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believe are important; and fit with how they see themselves belonging to their community and country’ rather 
than just the jobs available (Guenther & McRae-Williams, 2016) .  

Further to this, Balatti et al. (2004) argue that mainstream services have not adapted to provide for the 
increase in Indigenous students in the VET system. Examples where services have lagged are in ‘the 
relationship between the Indigenous training units and the rest of the institute’, ‘development of appropriate 
expertise of all staff’, ‘resources and intra-institutional collaboration required by staff’ and ‘the organisational 
support available to students with respect to education, career and work planning, attendance, creating a 
sense of belonging, and literacy and numeracy skill’. The ‘conflicting demands of the government policies 
and regulations under which teachers and managers are required to operate’ is also raised as an area of 
concern for effectively fostering Indigenous students (Balatti, et al., 2004).  

Reasons for undertaking an apprenticeship  
The National Agreement on Closing the Gap includes four out of 17 targets specifically for education, 
demonstrating the importance of this policy area to improve Indigenous outcomes (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2020). People undertake further qualifications for a variety of reasons and influences, which impact 
their learning experience.  

Previous levels of education and experience of study influence peoples’ expectations and practice of future 
education. Expectations and aspirations of Indigenous people are influenced by a number of ‘challenges’, 
including ‘early schooling experiences, academic ability, the value families place on post-secondary 
education, low numbers of role models with tertiary attainment, and access to traditional homelands and 
kinship networks’ (Ackehurst, et al., 2017). The lack of foundational education skills is a barrier for 
Indigenous people, as ‘VET teachers commented that apprentices lacked fundamental skills such as Year 9 
level mathematics and English’ (Bednarz, 2014). This barrier is enhanced by the challenges of living in 
remote and very remote communities ‘where English is their second language, [they] face significant 
additional challenges and have much poorer educational outcomes’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2019).  

Further, expectations of training can make a large impact if a candidate is well matched with their 
qualification, which will influence their success and completion. A survey undertaken by NCVER suggested 
that ‘those of an Indigenous background were less clear about what to expect’ when taking up an 
apprenticeship than non-Indigenous people, as ‘a majority had a relatively poor (34%) or reasonable (28%) 
idea’ (Cully & Curtain, 2001). This study importantly notes that due to the low number of Indigenous survey 
respondents, they ‘cannot be confident that this difference exists in the population at large’ (Cully & Curtain, 
2001). Additionally, being well matched with their choice in qualification, encourages completion. Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous ‘apprentices with a passion for the trade tend to have higher completion rates than 
those who ‘fell into an apprenticeship’ or ‘were ambivalent about their decision to begin one’ (Bednarz, 
2014).  

Regional and remote  
The most recent Australian Census in 2021 showed that while the proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples living in non-remote locations increased, there are still 58.1% living in inner regional, outer 
regional, remote, and very remote areas (ABS, 2021). Similar to other services, access to education and 
training is limited outside of urban centres, particularly in remote areas demonstrating how Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples are disadvantaged when accessing education and training (Guenther, et al., 
2017; Biddle, 2010b; Biddle, 2010a; Dockery, 2009). 

Geographical issues due to living outside major cities, extend to travel time and expenses, access to 
resources and technology, climatic hardships as well as many other barriers (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2019). Further, if Indigenous people do move to urban areas to access 
education or employment opportunities, improved outcomes do not necessarily result, as other challenges 
then evolve. These include, yet are not limited to, cultural isolation, moving off country, and loss of social 
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networks, which often contribute to job networks (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; Commonwealth of Australia, 2019; 
Biddle, 2010b).   

Culture considerations 
The importance of culture is apparent in all the above barriers to completion of apprenticeships for 
Indigenous people. This demonstrates the importance of not acknowledging it not as barrier but as a vital 
part of the solution to facilitating completion of apprenticeships for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples.  

The concept of success, employment and contributing to society are conceptualised differently in Indigenous 
culture to Western society. Education systems structured for Western societies, like apprenticeships, are 
designed to achieve what is defined as success in this society not other cultures, so the outcomes and 
perception of success will be different (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; Gelade & Stehlik, 2004; McRae-Williams, et 
al., 2016). This is undoubtedly likely to impact Indigenous people’s motivation to complete and be successful 
in their apprenticeship. Ackehurst et al. (2017) argues for the education system to consider these differing 
‘values and aspirations’ of varying Indigenous communities. Indigenous values ‘beyond supporting the 
meeting of basic needs, education and employment were secondary to family priorities in the lives of 
[Indigenous] young people’ (Parkes, et al., 2014). In other words, ‘aspiring towards [education and 
employment] was motivated by the dream of being with family, caring for others and being cared for’ (Parkes, 
et al., 2014).  

The diversity of Indigenous groups with different histories and aspects of culture living in different contexts 
needs to be regarded in how training is delivered to this heterogenous group. Ackehurst et al. (2017) 
summarises this by stating ‘the cultural diversity and complexity characterising Indigenous communities in 
Australia and a vast range of community-specific education and employment needs need to be taken into 
account’. Ballatti et al. (2004) found that ‘training organisations that consider their Indigenous clientele as 
comprising a number of client groups with different needs and expectations offer better learning 
opportunities’.   

Further, family and personal issues and demands that arise for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
differ from the predominantly Western cultures in Australian society. For example, Indigenous people may 
need to attend and travel far for ‘sorry business’ at short notice, which may clash with education or 
employment commitments. Ackehurst et al. (2017) states that ‘family and personal barriers … remain 
persistent interruptions to study and prevent completion’ in a system ‘which is unprepared to consider the 
priority of extended family’ (Parkes, et al., 2014). This reasoning suggests that the apprenticeship system is 
not set up or flexible enough to accommodate the values and needs of Indigenous people.  

3.3.2 Barriers to study and reasons for discontinuing apprenticeships 
Currently, there is limited data available to routinely measure and assess barriers to apprenticeship 
participation and completion. Whilst the Productivity Commission’s Report on Government Services lists 
‘barriers to participation in VET by selected equity group’ as part of their indicator framework, with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people one of identified groups, data are not yet available for reporting against this 
measure (Productivity Commission, 2023).  

Data for barriers to accessing VET courses are collected in the ABS Survey of Work-Related Training and 
Learning (WRTAL) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022). In 2020-21 a module collecting barriers to formal 
study was introduced. Participants were asked whether there were any occasions in the past 12 months 
where they had wanted to do a qualification at bachelor degree level or above, or below bachelor level, but 
had not been able to, and if so, what were the reasons they were not able to. 

Nationally, in 2020-21, 3.4% wanted to enrol in a qualification below bachelor level but could not. In NSW, 
the result was similar, with 3.1% unable to (Figure 8). The main barriers to participation include too much 
work / no time and financial reasons (Figure 9). Data were not available by Indigenous status.   
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Figure 8: Barriers to formal study: Proportion of 15 – 74-year-olds wanting to enrol in a qualification 
below bachelor level but could not, New South Wales and Australia, 2020-21 

 
Source: Work-Related Training and Adult Learning, Australia 2020-21, Table 14 – Barriers to formal study (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2022) 

Figure 9: Persons aged 15-74 years who wanted to participate in (more) formal study in the last 12 
months but could not, New South Wales and Australia, 2020-21 

 
Source: Work-Related Training and Adult Learning, Australia 2020-21, Table 15 – All barriers to formal study (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2022) 
‘Personal reasons’ may include no childcare, ill-health, caring for family, lack of transport; ‘Courses not available’ includes courses being 
cancelled due to COVID-19 or unable to find suitable courses; ‘Other’ includes lack of employer support (not allowed time off work, 
employer budget restrictions), did not have pre-requisites, already studying or lack of computer skills. 

The National Student Outcomes Survey is an annual survey of students who completed their vocational 
education and training in Australia during the previous calendar year (NCVER, n.d.). Outcomes are reported 
separately for apprentices and trainees, including reasons for non-completion. In 2022, data were reported 
for apprentices and trainees aged 15 years or over who completed or cancelled / withdrew from an 
apprenticeship or traineeship in 2021 (NCVER, 2023b). 

In 2022, the most common reason for discontinuing an apprenticeship / traineeship for Indigenous people 
was ‘employment-related’, followed by training-related and personal reasons (Figure 10). Responses for 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous apprentices and trainees were similar, except ‘training-related’, which was 
reported by a higher proportion of Indigenous non-completers. The margin of error on these estimates is 
generally greater than 10% and differences in results between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people 
should be interpreted with caution. Data for non-completers were not reported at the state level. 
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Figure 10: Main reason discontinued apprenticeship / traineeship, non-completers by Indigenous 
status, Australia, 2022  

 
Source: Apprentice and trainee outcomes 2022, NCVER DataBuilder (NCVER, 2023c) 
Note: An asterisk (*) indicates the estimate has a margin of error ≥ 10% and therefore should be used with caution.  
Employment-related reasons included ‘got offered a better job’, ‘the pay was too low’, ‘poor working conditions’, ‘..not happy with the 
job prospects…’, ‘I didn’t like the type of work’, ‘I didn’t get on with my boss or other people at work’, ‘I lost my job / was made 
redundant’, ‘I transferred to another apprenticeship / traineeship’, ‘left job / changed career’, ‘Apprenticeship / traineeship 
cancelled/discontinued’, ‘not able to use the skills…’, ‘business closed’. Training-related reasons include ‘[not] happy with the on-the-
job training’, ‘[not] happy with the off-the-job training’, ‘…study too difficult’, ‘studying elsewhere’. Personal reasons included ‘problems 
with travelling/transport’, ‘illness / health reasons’, ‘family reasons’, ‘lack of time’, ‘moved’.  

3.4. Addressing barriers to apprenticeship completion  
To address the barriers discussed in Section 3.3, several approaches were suggested. Some of these have 
been tested or implemented, while others have not. The scope of this project did not extend to determining 
which have been implemented and / or tested, yet it is noted that identifying this would be difficult due to the 
disparate nature of the apprenticeship system.  

As is apparent from the barriers established in the literature, addressing them needs to take a broad 
approach to support ‘Indigenous students socially, financially and academically’ yet be specific in how 
changes can be made (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; Behrendt, et al., 2012). Methods for addressing barriers 
apparent in the literature have been categorised into six themes: system adaptions, workplace adaptions, 
training adaptions, additional supports, cultural integration, and Indigenous organisations and staff. These 
are discussed in detail below.  

System adaptions  
There are opportunities for improvements in the apprenticeship system to assist Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples complete apprenticeships.  

One of these is the distribution of incentives to providers, employers and apprentices (both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous). A Deloitte Access Economics report (2012) evaluated the Australian Apprenticeship 
Incentive Scheme, demonstrating that incentives can impact upon commencement, retention and completion 
depending on their target. These targets are currently heavily commencement focused but could be 
refocussed to apply a greater weighting to retention and completion.  

Another systematic change suggested was to consider alternative methods of providing apprenticeships. In 
Bednarz’s literature review regarding apprenticeship non-completions for all, she discussed the benefits of 
undertaking an apprenticeship engaged at a larger employer verses a smaller one. The prevalence of 
smaller employers prompted her to suggest the engagement of other apprenticeship models to provide the 
additional support to apprentices that they would otherwise get if working for a larger employer. One model 
she focused on was Nechvoglod, Karmel and Sauders’ (2009) suggestion of ‘two years of off-the-job training 
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followed by two years of on-the-job training’ (Bednarz, 2014). This may also be a method of addressing the 
isolation faced by an Indigenous apprentice if they are the only Indigenous person or apprentice in their 
workplace by providing them with a group of classmates, as ‘isolation can be a barrier to retention’ (DEWR, 
2023c).  

Workplace adaptions  
In line with barriers for apprentices evident in workplaces, several options for improvement were suggested 
in the research.  

In response to the importance of a positive relationship between apprentices and their workplace, literature 
proposes that more attention be applied to matching parties. This could include more focus on the 
apprenticeship selection process, training and accrediting employers to build their capacity to successfully 
engage apprentices, ‘pre-engagement personal capability assessments for new apprentices’, ‘clearer 
specification of requirements by employers’, ‘better linkages / incentives for intermediaries and employment 
brokers’ and providing recruitment assistance to smaller businesses (Bednarz, 2014; DEWR, 2023c; Cully & 
Curtain, 2001). Other suggestions include providing recruitment assistance to smaller businesses and 
assistance for ‘first-time employers of apprentices, or those with a history of low apprentice completions’ 
(Bednarz, 2014; DEWR, 2023b). Bednarz (2014) thought that enhancing the assessment of ‘apprentice 
suitability’ could ‘reduce wastage in the system’. Methods may include ‘more rigorous recruitment strategies’, 
‘agreed minimum standards of literacy and numeracy’, and building awareness of what an apprenticeship 
involves to manage expectations (Bednarz, 2014). 

Further to assist employers to successfully engage apprentices, Bednarz (2014) advises assessing 
‘employer suitability’, as ‘one of the findings to emerge quite strongly … is the importance of the employer 
having the capacity to provide training’. This could involve ‘screen[ing] employers before they are permitted 
to take on apprentices’ or ‘accrediting’ employers, as also suggested by a number of other reports (Bednarz, 
2014; Cully & Curtain, 2001; McDowell, et al., 2011).  

Other workplace adaptions suggested in the literature included improving the working experience for 
apprentices by ‘requiring employers to observe a fair employment standard’ and ‘making the services of an 
ombudsman available to resolve disputes’ (Cully & Curtain, 2001). Additionally, providing training and 
development programs for workplace supervisors ‘to help supervisors to understand the challenges 
apprentices may face and assist in finding practical solutions’ were raised as possible solutions (Bednarz, 
2014; DEWR, 2023b) 

Training adaptions  
Methods to increase completions by improving apprentices’ experience of the training portion of their 
qualification were advocated in the literature. Balatti et al. (2004) reasons that there are two aspects to 
improving the Indigenous VET experience. Firstly, the need for the ‘VET provider to adapt to the needs of the 
various kinds of Indigenous clientele in terms of content, teaching, support, collaboration and other 
environmental factors such as learning spaces’ (Balatti, et al., 2004). Secondly, facilitating ‘Indigenous 
learners to adapt’ to the requirements of VET (Balatti, et al., 2004).  

Guenther et al. (2017) identified several initiatives that ‘contribute to retention’ for Indigenous learners in 
VET. These were: ‘trainer factors such as trainer qualities and the characteristics of delivery that helped 
learners stay on track’, ‘training coordination and support, which helps learners to remain in the training 
course’, ‘communication, administrative support with paperwork, organising transport and sitting and 
listening to the needs of students’. Beyond the direct training experience, Guenther et al. (2017), found that 
the social aspect of training was important, including ‘relationships with other students, including being a 
member of a team, having a sense of solidarity, and being part of a tight community of learners’.  
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Additional supports  
Support services are currently provided to those undertaking apprenticeships, yet they need to be increased 
and enhanced. Ackehurst et al. (2017) summarised that ‘research indicates that reforming funding 
arrangements to improve support services across the entire tertiary education system could also 
considerably assist in the more successful engagement of Indigenous students’ (Appo, 2013; Behrendt, et 
al., 2012). Additionally, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous apprentices experience a variance in support 
services depending on where they are employed and trained. For example, larger businesses can provide in 
house supports while smaller business may not be able to facilitate services even if outsourced (Bednarz, 
2014). Apprentices need to have access to an equal amount of support.  

The literature advocates for additional services, which are more ‘flexible’ and better identification of those 
needing support both before and during their training, as well as services to assist employers with 
apprentices (Dickie, et al., 2011). Feedback through the Australian Government’s Apprenticeship Services 
Support consultation process highlighted that the support provided by ‘First Nations community organisations 
… and specialist in the apprenticeship system … was acknowledged as critical to supporting First Nations 
apprentices over the life of the apprenticeship, particularly where apprentices may face additional 
disadvantage or be at-risk of disengaging from their employers’ (DEWR, 2023c). Additionally, apprenticeship 
service delivery providers need to be able to provide ‘more proactive support for apprentices at risk of not 
completing, including through working with the apprentice and employer to identify and address emerging 
issues’ (DEWR, 2023c). In comparison, a broad and integrated level of support is advocated for in the 
literature through initial and ongoing ‘social, financial and academic’ methods across ‘whole institutions 
rather than across discrete support units’ (Ackehurst, et al., 2017).  

A current support service, mentoring, could be enhanced to assist Indigenous apprentices, as it has been 
shown to ‘reduce cancellation rates for Indigenous apprentices’ (Biddle, et al., 2014). Enrichment of this 
service, including ‘more face-to-face contact’, is being promoted in the in the Australian Government’s 
Apprenticeship Services Support consultation process (DEWR, 2023c). Literature suggests that larger 
businesses are more likely to provide mentoring services to apprentices than smaller businesses (Bednarz, 
2014).  

Other support service examples include sustainable ‘career planning’, ‘connections to employment’ and 
‘apprenticeship support officer’ and ‘apprenticeship field officer’ programs (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; Appo, 
2013; Behrendt, et al., 2012; Bednarz, 2014). Apprenticeship Support Officers were instituted in 2011 in 
Victoria for apprentices in their first year aged 15-24 years and apprenticeship field officers ‘are responsible 
for giving regulatory advice and support to apprentices and trainees and their employers, such as 
investigating disputes and providing counselling’ (Bednarz, 2014; DEECD, 2013). The success of these 
initiatives is not discussed.  

Another pillar of support services is to build foundational skills, such as language, literacy, numeracy and 
digital skills, of Indigenous apprentices to assist them in undertaking their qualification. Feedback to the 
Australian Governments Apprenticeship Support Services consultation process demonstrated that more 
needs to be done to address foundational gaps experienced by Indigenous learners (DEWR, 2023c). This 
could be done through a ‘pre-commencement assessment of the apprentice’s skill levels, skills gaps and 
aptitude for a variety of occupations, focusing on language, literacy, numeracy and digital needs’ which ‘will 
enable service delivery providers to deliver personalised services, identify what additional supports are 
required and assist employers, RTOs and apprenticeship service delivery providers to collaborate to better 
support apprentices’ (DEWR, 2023c). 
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Cultural integration  
The awareness, recognition, and consideration of Indigenous culture by all providers in the apprenticeship 
system needs to be increased. This need is repetitively enforced and evidenced in the literature.  

A common suggestion for addressing this gap is ‘cultural competency training’ for all delivery services and 
employers (DEWR, 2022). Through the Australian Government’s Apprenticeship Services Support 
consultation process ‘some GTOs reported success in offering specialised services including training, 
mentoring and cultural awareness support for First Nations apprentices and their employers’ (DEWR 2023). 
This would contribute to building an understanding of Indigenous culture and cultural safety for all involved. 
Further, the Paper advocated for delivery of these services by ‘place-based, culturally appropriate service 
delivery providers’ due to the difference within Indigenous cultures of mobs, it is important that providers 
understand the nuances of the specific culture with which they are engaging (DEWR, 2023c).  

Building local ownership and involvement in provision of programs is recommended across services 
targeting Indigenous people. Engagement, input and control help form programs with more relevant and 
cultural meaning to Indigenous people involved, as programs then become ‘localised’ and consider ‘cultural 
identity and community aspirations’ which are motivators for Indigenous people (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; 
Dockery, 2009; Guenther, et al., 2017). Dockery’s (2009) research suggests that ‘in non-remote areas, 
cultural attachment is complementary with both educational attainment and participation in vocational 
training’.  

As discussed in Section 3.3.1, consideration of Indigenous ‘values and motivations … particularly in remote 
areas, where the education and employment needs may not always align with mainstream expectations’ is 
necessary in the apprenticeship sector (Ackehurst, et al., 2017; Gelade & Stehlik, 2004; McRae-Williams, et 
al., 2016). Ackehurst et al. (2017) describes  

‘successful engagement’, as being ‘built on community ownership, genuine partnerships 
with communities, respect for cultural knowledge and local capabilities, integration of 

cultural knowledge into training, and alignment of education and training with aspirations 
and, in the case of remote areas, local employment opportunities.  

Developing place-specific and cultural-specific training can be costly and time consuming, as well as 
complex when trying to marry it with mainstream qualifications accepted by industry nationally. However, 
practical steps to consider culture in schools are recommended by Helme and Lamb (2011) and suggested 
they be applied to further education by Ackeurst et al. (2017). These comprise recommending VET providers 
and trainers to:  

raising awareness of Indigenous languages and culture amongst staff and the broader 
institutional community; Indigenous community involvement in the planning of education 

and training; individual career development and targeted skill development that 
recognises cultural factors; and student-focused strategies such as mentoring, welfare 

support and intensive case management (Helme & Lamb, 2011). 

Another practical step could be in engaging family and community more in the recruitment of potential 
apprentices. Guenther et al. (2017) identified ‘family and community support’ as a factor contributing to 
retention in VET for Indigenous people.  

Indigenous organisations and staff  
Growing Indigenous providers of apprenticeships, including Australian Apprenticeship Support Network 
(AASN) providers, RTOs, GTOs and employers, to engage and support Indigenous participants. These 
groups would naturally be more culturally sensitive, aware and adaptive to the needs to Indigenous 
apprentices.   
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Feedback to the Australian Government’s Apprenticeship Support Services consultation process feedback   

centred on the need to deepen engagement with First Nations communities to help grow 
the number of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations and other First Nations 

corporations and businesses within communities, including RTOs, to increase the number 
of First Nations apprentices and improve completion rates (DEWR, 2023c).  

Alternatively, if not a wholly owned and operated Indigenous enterprise, providers could employ more 
Indigenous people. For example, ‘RTOs can better inform their training and assessment practices … through 
the direct employment of First Nations support staff and educators’ (DEWR, 2023c) Further, more 
Indigenous ‘trainers and supervisors are needed … as stakeholders noted the lack of First Nations trainers in 
VET’ (DEWR, 2023c). 

Importantly, having more Indigenous people in the apprenticeship sector would not only provide cultural 
improvements but reduce isolation and provide role models for Indigenous apprentices. The Australian 
Government’s National Regional, Rural and Remote Tertiary Education Strategy, Final Report in 2019 
suggested that ‘aspiration-raising initiatives targeted at students and families … covering both VET and 
higher education’ to ‘build local alumni networks’ (Napthine, et al., 2019).  
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4. Research findings 
This section of the report triangulates the literature, data, and informal feedback from key informants to detail 
barriers and the methods of addressing these barriers to Indigenous apprenticeship completion. Informal 
testing with industry stakeholders was primarily used to sense check the desktop review findings and add 
depth and real-world understanding.  

4.1. Findings  
The barriers found in the data and the literature were aligned and confirmed through informal consultations 
with industry stakeholders. In the data analysed, the primary reason for discontinuing an apprenticeship / 
traineeship for Indigenous people in 2022 was ‘employment-related’ (63%), and to a lesser extent training-
related (20%) or personal reasons (13%) (refer to Section 3.3.2). This was mirrored in the literature with 
working conditions being a primary reason for discontinuation of qualification for all apprentices. Other 
themes evident were structure of apprenticeships, reasons for undertaking apprenticeships, regional and 
remote, and culture considerations. How these desktop barriers relate is illustrated in Figure 11. It is 
important to note that many of the barriers related to both Indigenous and non-Indigenous apprentices. 

Figure 11: Common barriers identified in the data and literature 

 

The tables below (Table 3, Table 4, Table 5, Table 6, and Table 7) summarise and link identified barriers to 
completion, which are shown as needs, and possible policies and programs suggested in the literature to 
address these needs. The barriers and needs are grouped into five categories:  

• workplace experience 

• structure of apprenticeships 

• undertaking apprenticeship for the appropriate reasons  

• high proportion of Indigenous people living in regional and remote areas, and  

• consideration of Indigenous values and motivations for education.  

While possible opportunities have been grouped and aligned with barriers, it is important to realise that some 
policies and programs could address multiple needs. Additionally, possible policy and program responses 
could be implemented by various players in the apprenticeship system.  

The practical implementation and meaning of some possible policy and program responses are not fully 
explained in the literature. Assumptions can be made by readers, yet it is important to acknowledge the ease 
of suggesting generalised improvements without outlining specific methods (e.g., how to make Indigenous 
support services more flexible in the field).  

  

•working conditions
• reasons for undertaking an apprenticeship 
•cultural considerations

Employment-related 

•structure of apprenticeships
• reasons for undertaking an apprenticeship
•cultural considerations 

Training-related 

• regional and remote 
•cultural considerationsPersonal reasons 
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Further, the current complexity of the apprenticeship system needs to be acknowledged when considering 
the implementation or alteration of policies or programs. The services, opportunities and supports available 
would be difficult to determine let alone map, which is essential to improving the system. This complexity is 
augmented by the variety of actors involved in apprenticeships including: AASN providers, public and private 
RTOs, GTOs, employers, and support providers, as well as Commonwealth, state and territory governments.  

Table 3: Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs 

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

Improve workplace experience  

Ensuring employer and 
apprentice suitability 
Positive relationship between the 
supervisor and apprentice 
 

Matching suitable employers and apprentices better:  
- Linking services improved and incentives for intermediaries and 

employment brokers 
- Clearer specification of requirements for apprentices by employers 
- Profile apprentices and employers to determine skill gaps and personal 

capability assessments 
Support for apprentices throughout experience:  

- Services to guide apprentices through career planning, pre-
assessments, recruitment, training and employment 

- Social supports, including how to manage personal circumstances, and 
develop emotional intelligence and capability 

Enhancing employers’ ability to 
engage and maintain Indigenous 
apprentices 
 

All employers to have access to contemporary human resources practices 
to manage and recruit apprentices e.g., assistance to smaller employers 
and those with poor retention histories 
Training and development for workplace supervisors to manage 
apprentices 

Address perception and / or 
reality of low wages 

Requiring employers to observe a fair employment standard 
Making the services of an ombudsman available to resolve disputes 
Ensuring apprentices feel they are getting a fair deal  

The practicality and effectiveness of some suggested policy and program responses could be limited, 
including introducing minimum standards of literacy and numeracy, and perfectly matching apprentices with 
employers. For example, both concepts do not consider the low availability of employers in some areas that 
are willing to take on apprentices, the need to include potential apprentices with practical skills who have low 
levels of literacy and numeracy, and people may have higher expectations if using a matching service, which 
could lead to failure if expectations are not met. These considerations warrant further interrogation.  

Table 4: Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs 

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

Adjust apprenticeship structure and supports 

Financial incentives to focus on retention and 
completion as well as commencement 

Reassess government financial incentives to providers and 
employers  

Reform support services funding agreements and incentives  

Additional supports for apprentices Supports throughout apprenticeship, including career 
planning, apprenticeship support and field officers, intensive 
case management  
Increase specialist Indigenous focused support services and 
make more flexible  
Additional mentoring provided in person, consistently and for 
all areas of the apprenticeship 
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Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

Adjust apprenticeship structure and supports 

Address gaps in ability to complete 
apprenticeship  
 

Pre-commencement assessment (skills profiling) to provide 
personalised supports to apprentice and employers 
Build foundational skills to be able to complete apprenticeship  
Target apprentices that are at risk of non-completion 

System needs to adapt to the increased 
number of Indigenous applicants 
Equal and consistent support provided to all 
apprentices 

Delivery of Indigenous services need to be included across 
the apprenticeship system and consistent across locations 
Consider different delivery models of apprenticeship, e.g., 
build foundational skills and education before apprentice 
enters workplace 

Feedback from informal key informant interviews stressed the need for specialist Indigenous support 
services to be available across the lifecycle of an apprenticeship yet also enable Indigenous apprentices to 
choose if they would like to access these or mainstream services. Additionally, the system needs to value 
and embrace the variety of skills different apprentices bring to their training (e.g., mature aged apprentices 
with other professional experience and skills, and youth with practical skills).  

Table 5: Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs 

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  
Undertaking an apprenticeship for appropriate reasons  

Better understanding by apprentices of what 
qualification involves 

Matching apprentice with a suitable qualification  
Shaping expectations of what undertaking an 
apprenticeship involves  

Lack of foundational education skills 
Some with challenging early schooling 
experiences, which impact expectations, attitude, 
and future experiences 

Assessing foundational skills and aptitude for different 
apprenticeships, and addressing gaps through support 
services  

The gaps in foundational skills extend to other life and learning skills, such as digital literacy, social and 
emotional skills, problem solving and ‘common sense’. Further, Indigenous apprentices can face a lack of 
foundational supports, for example, guidance when dealing with feeling overwhelmed or managing difficult 
colleagues or support to get to work if their car breaks down. Key informants demonstrated through many 
examples how gaps in foundational skills and supports contributed to Indigenous apprentices not completing 
their qualifications.   

Table 6: Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs 

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

High proportion of Indigenous people living in regional and remote areas 

Regional and remote barriers faced e.g., poor 
access to education and services, increased 
travel, and expenses 

Align the funding for undertaking and providing an 
apprenticeship with locality e.g., it is more expensive to 
provide supports in regional areas because of the travel 
and time involved  

If people move for an apprenticeship, they can 
face limited access to traditional homelands and 
kinship networks, and social and cultural isolation  

Link apprenticeships with local supports and employment 
opportunities 
Programs that build camaraderie between apprentices to 
create a sense of belonging 

Assumptions of access are made by stakeholders in the industry, such as access to internet or ability to pay 
upfront for services, were noted through informal discussions. The lack of understanding of regional and 
remote barriers by service providers and funders is common in all sectors, despite research continually 
noting these barriers, and impacts heavily on the experiences and difficulties in delivering services and 
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accessing them. For example, the cost and time required for providing a consistent face-to-face service 
across the Western Districts of NSW is different to providing services in regional coastal areas of NSW.  

Table 7: Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs 

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses  

Indigenous values and motivations for education need to be considered in the apprenticeship system 

More integration of culture and Indigenous 
ownership and influence over training 
Consideration of different cultures, histories, and 
contexts of Indigenous people 
 

Raise awareness of Indigenous languages and culture 
amongst staff and the broader institutional community 
Providers to consider Indigenous people as different groups 
with different needs and expectations  
Cultural awareness and cultural competency training for all 
providers and employers 

Apprenticeship system and employment does not 
cater for family and personal issues valued by 
Indigenous people  
Increase understanding families have of post-
secondary education 

Indigenous community involvement in the planning of 
education and training  
Engage family and community more in apprenticeship 
recruitment, including exposure to trades and advocates in 
community  

Increase numbers of Indigenous and local role 
models with tertiary attainment  
Lift confidence and aspirations of possible 
Indigenous apprentices  

Individual career development and targeted skill 
development that recognises cultural factors 
Aspiration-raising initiatives for Indigenous apprentices 

Limit isolation experienced by Indigenous 
apprentices 
 

More Indigenous providers and employers, and support 
organisations  
More Indigenous staff as providers, employers, and support 
staff 

Again, several of the above suggestions are easy to write yet incredibly difficult to implement in practice in a 
non-tokenistic manner. For example, integration of culture and influence over training. Incorporating 
Indigenous pedagogy was suggested during interviews as a possible method, which is very practically 
based, yet the difficultly of this was acknowledged because it varies for tribes, presenting practical issues. 
Incorporating the variety of cultures from across NSW into the apprenticeship system is difficult and 
expensive yet this does not lessen its value.  

A stark gap in the literature identified during discussions, was the fear of identifying as Indigenous due to the 
associated potential racism, and the cultural load Indigenous providers carry, which needs to be recognised 
and renumerated.  

Research gaps and limitations  
The above tables show gaps in the literature regarding methods to sufficiently address the needs stated. For 
example, this is the case with addressing exactly how to have Indigenous values and motivations for 
education considered in the Western apprenticeship system. Dockery (2009) questions if ‘the current VET 
system is compatible with the values and aspirations of Indigenous communities’. Further, as discussed, 
some of the above suggested policies and programs are difficult to implement and how it might be done 
remains unanswered. For example, how the apprenticeship system can provide supports, training and 
services specific to the vast array of communities and their employment opportunities (Ackehurst, et al., 
2017).  

This project targeted specific areas of inquiry leaving research gaps, which are outlined in the 
methodological limitations in Section 2.5. These gaps need to be addressed to inform government and 
industry about how to proceed to increase Indigenous completion rates. It is acknowledged that as this 
literature and data review did not follow a systematic approach and instead aimed for saturation of subject 
matter, some resources may have been missed. To gain a full picture of what action is needed to improve 
Indigenous completion rates, the following need to be assessed: 
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• From the list of suggested policies and programs in the above tables, determine what has been 
implemented to date. The repetitive nature of reformative suggestions for action in literature over the 
last 20 years could suggest that few opportunities have been implemented or implemented 
effectively. It is acknowledged that determining if an idea or program has been implemented in the 
apprenticeship sector is difficult due to the vast and varied stakeholders in the apprenticeship sector, 
as well as the competitive and thus confidential approach some stakeholders employ.  

• Analysis of whether existing programs enhance retention and completion of apprenticeships by 
Indigenous people through evaluations and communication of findings. Some literature noted the 
lack of this type of research (Biddle, et al., 2014).  

4.2. Next steps  
Australia faces a unique and historical time for First Nations peoples following the rejection of the 2023 
referendum on introducing an Indigenous ‘Voice’ to parliament enshrined in the constitution. The message of 
opportunity and hope to improve Indigenous people’s lives is needed. Education is a universally agreed 
method that is tried and tested to open opportunities for choice, control, and improvement in a person’s life: 
‘educational failure imposes high costs on society … and penalises a child for life’ (OECD, 2012). Education 
at both school and in further education are key areas for improvement in the Australian Government’s 
Closing the Gap targets (Productivity Commission, 2023). Additionally, the Australian Government has 
recently undertaken the Apprenticeship Support Service consultation process. All of which offer a unique 
opportunity for improvement in the sector and holding the government to account for their plans and actions. 

There has been an increase in Indigenous people taking up apprenticeships over the last five years. 
However, this has not translated into an increase in Indigenous people with apprenticeships entering the 
workforce. This report shows that there are a wide variety of opportunities available for various stakeholders 
across the apprenticeship sector to attempt to improve the apprenticeship completion rate, despite the 
complexity of the apprenticeship sector. Some policies and programs are more complicated than others to 
implement and require further investigation. The repetitive nature of the literature recommendations over the 
last 20 years leads to the assumption that few have been piloted, evaluated and, if successful, rolled out 
across the apprenticeship sector. 

Suggested next steps to inform stakeholders in the VET sector about how best to address barriers to 
apprenticeship completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are outlined below.  

Research opportunities  
Undertake primary and secondary research to address the research gaps identified through this project. This 
research should focus on:  

• Primary research assessing what Indigenous people that have completed and withdrawn recently 
from apprenticeships identify as the barriers and enablers to apprenticeship completion.  

• Mapping what initiatives have been implemented to assist Indigenous apprentices, and what has 
and has not been evaluated.  

• Evaluating current programs to assist Indigenous people to complete apprenticeships.  

Establish pilot programs to test existing ideas for improving completion rates 
Many suggested programs and ideas remain untested and / or publicly undocumented and promoted. With 
the philosophy of establishing an evidence base and embracing failure sweeping through policy vernacular, 
testing established ideas and promoting findings whether successful or not needs to occur. Pilot programs 
are a useful way to test program ideas on a smaller scale before rolling them out across the sector. Of the 
programs suggested in the findings section of this report in Table 3, Table 4, Table 5, Table 6 and Table 7, 
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there are many that could be trialled through a pilot program. For example, cultural training for employers 
and skills profiling for apprentices.  

Increase engagement with Indigenous organisations  
The integration of Indigenous organisations and people in the apprenticeship sector needs to be enhanced. 
All possible policy and program suggestions would be better and more easily implemented following 
increased integration of Indigenous organisations and staff. There are many methods for increasing 
engagement and employment of Indigenous staff undertaken in a variety of sectors, which could be 
explored.  

Increase and improve apprenticeship support services  
The need for more intensive, extensive, and consistent support services for Indigenous apprentices is clear. 
The expense of this in the policy environment is acknowledged yet the future financial benefit for the public 
purse needs to be analysed to determine the long-term benefit verses cost. To establish trust between 
providers, employers and apprentices takes time, patience and understanding, which requires investment in 
changing culture for all involved. A consistent and equitable model of support service delivery, which has 
some flexibility, to support different stages of the apprenticeship experience is suggested as an initial 
approach. Central to this approach is an increased investment in mentoring for apprentices. Many of the 
barriers faced by Indigenous apprentices would be reduced using face-to-face, long-term, and intensive 
mentoring.  

Apprenticeship stakeholder opportunities 
There are a multitude of opportunities that exist for key stakeholders in the apprenticeship sector to improve 
completion rates for Indigenous apprentices. Table 8 outlines possible initiatives that could be implemented 
by government, AASN providers, RTOs, employers, and GTOs. Funding and incentives may need to come 
from government in some cases for actions to be implemented by others. Again, it is noted that some of 
these opportunities may have already been implemented yet this is out of scope of this report to determine if 
this is the case.  

Table 8: Apprenticeship stakeholder opportunities 

Initiatives Stakeholders 

Across apprenticeship lifecycle  Government 
AASN 

providers RTOs GTOs Employers 

Enhance incentives for intermediaries and employment 
brokers to continue to encourage effective linking of 
apprentice with suitable qualification and employer, as 
well as retention and completion of the apprenticeships 

     

Require employers to observe a fair employment standard 
and make the services of an ombudsman available to 
resolve employer and apprentices disputes  

     

Raising awareness of Indigenous languages and culture 
amongst staff and the broader institutional community, 
including consideration of Indigenous people as different 
groups with different needs and expectations  
Cultural awareness and cultural competency training for 
all providers and employers 

     

Indigenous community involvement in the planning of 
education and training      

More Indigenous providers and employers, and support 
organisations, and more Indigenous staff working for 
providers, employers, and support services 

     



 

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
Prepared by the Social Research Centre 31 

UNOFFICIAL 

Initiatives Stakeholders 

Recruitment  Government 
AASN 

providers RTOs GTOs Employers 

Provide profiling services for apprentice and employer, 
including pre-engagement personal capability 
assessments for new apprentices and matching 
apprentice with suitable qualification in line with 
foundational skills, interest, and aptitude 

     

Services to guide apprentices through pre-assessments 
and recruitment, including shaping expectations of 
undertaking an apprenticeship  

     

Provide contemporary human resources practices to all 
employers to manage and recruit apprentices e.g., 
assistance to smaller employers and those with poor 
retention histories 

     

Build foundational skills       
Engage family and community more in recruitment      

During apprenticeship  Government 
AASN 

providers RTOs GTOs Employers 

Training and development for workplace supervisors      
Increase supports throughout apprenticeship for those at 
risk of non-completion, including specialist Indigenous 
support services, career planning, connections to 
employment, apprenticeship support officer, 
apprenticeship field officer, intensive case management  

     

Delivery of Indigenous services integrated across the 
apprenticeship system rather than acting as an addition      

Aspiration-raising initiatives for Indigenous apprentices, 
including mentoring       

Targeted educational and life skill development that 
recognises cultural factors      

Motivating ongoing improvement 
Due to the complexity of the apprenticeship system each organisation needs to take responsibility for 
improving the completion rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. This is easily suggested yet 
harder to encourage and motivate, as large sections the sector are not traditionally socially motivated and 
rather business orientated, which of course has other advantages. Therefore, the question becomes how to 
motivate and incentivise sectors in the industry, including RTOs, GTOs, and employers to improve retention 
of Indigenous people. The multifarious and competitive nature of each of these sectors presents its own 
challenges to promoting improvements.  
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Appendix 1: Desktop review definitions 
Term Definition 

Apprenticeship11 An apprenticeship is a structured training arrangement of usually three and a 
half or four years duration. The training combines practical experience at work 
with complementary off-the-job training with a Registered Training Organisation. 

Cancellations and 
withdrawals12 

The number of apprenticeship / traineeship training contracts that have been 
terminated prior to successful completion in a given period. 

Commencement13 The number of apprenticeship/traineeship training contracts that started in a 
given period. 

Completions14 The number of apprenticeship/traineeship training contracts where all of the 
prescribed requirements have been met in a given period. 

Contract of training15 A contract of training (or training contract) is a legal agreement between an 
employer and individual defining the rights of each party, including a guarantee 
of on and off-the-job training. 

In training16 The number of apprenticeship/traineeship training contracts where the 
apprentice/trainee is actively training under the terms of their contract, and who 
have not completed, cancelled or withdrawn from their training, or had their 
training contract expired without meeting all of the prescribed requirements of 
their program at a given point in time. 

Non-trade17 Occupations that are not classified as technicians and trade workers. 
Occupations are classified using the Australian and New Zealand Standard 
Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO), First edition, Revision 2.  

Trade18 Occupations that are classified as technicians and trade workers. Occupations 
are classified using the Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of 
Occupations (ANZSCO), First edition, Revision 2.  

Traineeship19 A traineeship is a training agreement between the trainee and their respective 
employer whereby the employer agrees to train the trainee in a specific industry, 
and the trainee agrees to work and learn. Traineeships are available for people 
of all ages and usually last between nine and 48 months, depending on the 
vocation and certificate level undertaken. 

Remoteness Area20 Remoteness Areas divide Australia into five classes of remoteness which are 
characterised by a measure of relative geographic access to services. The 
Australian Statistical Geography Standard Remoteness Structure defines five 
classes of relative geographic remotes across Australia: major cities, inner 
regional, outer regional, remote and very remote.  

 

  

 
11 Apprenticeship Support Australia | What Is An Apprenticeship 
12 Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf (ncver.edu.au) 
13 Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf (ncver.edu.au) 
14 Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf (ncver.edu.au) 
15 Terms and definitions: National VET Provider and VET in Schools Collections (ncver.edu.au) 
16 Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf (ncver.edu.au) 
17 Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf (ncver.edu.au) 
18 Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf (ncver.edu.au) 
19 Apprenticeship Support Australia | What Is An Apprenticeship 
20 Remoteness Areas | Australian Bureau of Statistics (abs.gov.au) 

https://www.apprenticeshipsupport.com.au/Apprentices/What-is-an-apprenticeship#:%7E:text=An%20Australian%20Apprenticeship%2C%20commonly%20known,gain%20a%20nationally%20recognised%20qualification.
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0043/9675772/Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0043/9675772/Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0043/9675772/Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0048/9678882/Terms-and-definitions-National-VET-Provider-and-VET-in-Schools-Collections.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0043/9675772/Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0043/9675772/Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf
https://www.ncver.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0043/9675772/Terms-and-definitions-June-quarter-2022.pdf
https://www.apprenticeshipsupport.com.au/Apprentices/What-is-an-apprenticeship#:%7E:text=An%20Australian%20Apprenticeship%2C%20commonly%20known,gain%20a%20nationally%20recognised%20qualification.
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/standards/australian-statistical-geography-standard-asgs-edition-3/jul2021-jun2026/remoteness-structure/remoteness-areas
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Appendix 2: VERTO Indigenous apprentices  
VERTO administrative data 
VERTO provided two extracts of data on Indigenous apprentices from their administrative data systems: 

• All apprentices over the period 1 January 2018 to 23 June 2023 (referred to as ‘ALL’). This file 
included the demographic characteristics of Indigenous apprentices recorded in the system over 
the five-and-a-half-year period. 

• Active apprentices as of 23 June 2023 (referred to as ‘ACTIVE’). This file included demographic 
characteristics of Indigenous apprentices active at the time the data were extracted. 

The data from both files were merged using the ‘TYIMS Client ID’ and ‘ANZSCO Occupation’ fields as a data 
checking exercise to confirm the ‘active’ apprentices in both files were the same. Figure 12 details the 
breakdown of apprentices across both files, with the final sample size of 5,215 apprentices used for analysis. 
A descriptive analysis of the data was undertaken to describe the demographic characteristics of VERTO 
Indigenous apprentices. 

Figure 12: Data linkage of VERTO Indigenous apprenticeship data extracts 

 

Due privacy and commercial interests, the analysis of VERTO data has been provided to VERTO in a 
separate appendix to this report.  

Findings 
Data for 5,215 unique apprentices were analysed using VERTO’s administrative data, covering the period 1 
January 2018 to 23 June 2023. Of these apprentices, 38% were identified as ‘active’ apprentices, 18% had 
successfully completed their apprenticeship and 29% had ended their apprenticeship by mutual cancellation 
(Figure 13). The status of 112 apprentices could not be determined from the extract provided. 

Figure 13: VERTO Indigenous apprentice status at 23 June 2023, n = 5,215 

 
Source: VERTO administrative data, extracted 23 June 2023 
Note: Total does not sum to 5,215; excludes 112 apprentices with missing status. 

Overall, 46% of the Indigenous apprentices in the administrative data were female and 54% male. No 
apprentices were recorded with a non-binary gender. A higher proportion of the apprentices who completed 
successfully were female (54%) (Figure 14). 

3,248 (ALL only) + 1,932 (Both) + 35 (ACTIVE only)

n = 5,215 Indigenous apprentice records

ALL 
n= 5,450 (5,180 unique)

ACTIVE
n = 1,968 (1,967 unique)

Merge on TYIMS Client ID & 
ANZSCO Occupation

Original data sets



 

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
Prepared by the Social Research Centre 37 

UNOFFICIAL 

Figure 14: VERTO Indigenous apprentices by gender and status, 23 June 2023 (n = 5,215) 

 
Source: VERTO administrative data, extracted 23 June 2023 
Note: Total does not sum to 5,215; excludes 112 apprentices with missing status. SRC recognises that gender is not binary, however 
there were no apprentices with non-binary genders identified in this extract. 

At apprenticeship commencement, the age range of VERTO Indigenous apprentices was 14 to 68 years 
(median 19 years). Age at the ‘end date’ for apprentices who ended their apprenticeship and age at the date 
of extraction for current apprentices is shown in Figure 15. Of those who completed successfully, 44% were 
aged 20-24 years, while of those who withdrew under probation, almost half were aged 15-24 years. 

Figure 15: VERTO Indigenous apprentices by age and status, 23 June 2023 (n = 5,215) 

  
Source: VERTO administrative data, extracted 23 June 2023 
Note: Total does not sum to 5,215; excludes 112 apprentices with missing status.  
* Age at date of extraction (23 June 2023); age is calculated at the ‘end date’ for all other apprentices. 

In total, 9% of Indigenous apprentices were recorded as ‘attending secondary school’. Apprentices’ highest 
completed school level was recorded, and those who completed successfully were more likely to have 
completed year 12 (Figure 16). Almost half (46%) of the apprentices who completed successfully had 
completed year 12, compared with approximately one-third off all other apprentices. This could indicate that 
a higher level of secondary school education is associated with successful completion of an apprenticeship. 
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Figure 16: VERTO Indigenous apprentices by highest level of schooling and status, 23 June 2023 (n = 
5,215) 

 
Source: VERTO administrative data, extracted 23 June 2023 
Note: Total does not sum to 5,215; excludes 112 apprentices with missing status.  

Overall, 49% of VERTO’s Indigenous apprentices were classified as metropolitan. As only 63 apprentices 
were located remotely, regional and remote were combined. Those apprentices who withdrew under 
probation were more likely to be metropolitan based, but there were no other major variations by region or 
apprentice status (Figure 17). 

Figure 17: VERTO Indigenous apprentices by region and status, 23 June 2023 (n = 5,215) 

 
Source: VERTO administrative data, extracted 23 June 2023 
Note: Total does not sum to 5,215; excludes 112 apprentices with missing status.  

The ANZSCO occupation recorded for apprentices was categorised into the ANZSCO major groups. Two-
thirds of VERTO’s Indigenous apprentices were classified as either technicians and trades workers (42%) or 
community and personal service workers (24%) (Figure 18). Of the active apprentices, half were technicians 
and trade workers (50%), but of those who had completed successfully, only 30% were technicians and 
trade workers. 
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Figure 18: VERTO Indigenous apprentices by ANZSCO major field of study, 23 June 2023 (n = 5.215) 

 
Source: VERTO administrative data, extracted 23 June 2023 
Note: Total does not sum to 5,215; excludes four apprentices with missing ANZSCO field.  
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