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Apprenticeships: a missing 
pathway for international 
students? 
 

The Australian Government’s Migration Strategy, released in December 2023, made a 
number of recommendations on how our migrant workforce can be supported to use their 
skills and experience to respond to Australia’s productivity needs. One undertaking was to 
conduct an examination of what barriers prevent international students – those on a 
subclass 500 visa - from completing an apprenticeship or a traineeship. 1 

 

What are apprenticeships and traineeships? 

Apprenticeships and traineeships are structured training arrangements that allow 
employees to work and learn on the job, while studying a complementary Nationally 
Recognised Training qualification from Certificate II to Advanced Diploma level1. 
 
The term ‘Australian Apprenticeship’ is frequently used for Commonwealth 
incentives and supports, and includes both apprenticeships and traineeships.  

There were 365 420 apprentices and trainees in-training as at 30 September 20232. 
None of these were international students. 

This chapter uses ‘apprenticeship’ or ‘Australian Apprenticeship’ to mean both 
apprenticeships and traineeships, unless otherwise specified.  

 
The Australian Apprenticeship Priority List used by the Government to determine incentive 
payments for apprenticeships links to 118 occupations which have been assessed as being 
in skill shortage, using Jobs and Skills Australia’s Skills Priority List as a reference3 The 
importance of stimulating employment in these occupations was reflected in the 2024-25 
Federal Budget which rebalanced support to apprentices and employers working in priority 
occupations4.  

However, despite the demand for skilled workers, international students are ineligible for an 
Australian Apprenticeship pathway, meaning certain related regulated or licensed 
occupations are not accessible to them, as they cannot complete the required qualifications 
under a solely institutional pathway. Further while some qualifications often linked to 
apprenticeships are available under an institutional pathway, they may be less attractive to 
employers who prefer the practical experience earned under an apprenticeship. 

 
1 For the purpose of this paper, the terms Australian Apprenticeship and apprenticeship will refer to 
both apprenticeships and traineeships 
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Significant and coordinated revisions across apprenticeship eligibility, study requirements 
and visa settings would be required to enable access to apprenticeship pathways by 
international students.  

Constraints start at the foundations of Australia’s 
apprenticeship system - eligibility 
Owing to their Constitutional responsibility for training, each state and territory government is 
responsible for the legislative and policy framework governing apprenticeships in their 
jurisdiction.  

All states and territories limit apprenticeship eligibility, generally to Australian citizens or 
permanent residents. While some jurisdictions also allow New Zealand citizens or people on 
humanitarian visas to also commence apprenticeships, none allow those on a Student visa 
(subclass 500) to participate. 

The Australian Government funds Apprentice Connect Australia providers to administer the 
signing up of apprentices and employees to Training Contracts, and deliver Australian 
Government support programs, including support services and financial incentives. 
Citizenship and residency requirements for these support programs are determined by the 
Australian Government, and are typically limited to an Australian citizen, permanent resident 
or New Zealand passport holder with at least six months’ residence in Australia.  

Current visa settings don’t allow for apprenticeships 
Australian visas are highly specific, with settings closely matched to the purpose of the 
applicant’s stay in Australia, with this complexity regularly attracting criticism5. There is no 
existing visa that would be suitable for international apprentices: an examination of existing 
temporary visas with work rights shows a range of common conditions that aren’t compatible 
with an apprenticeship arrangement, such as requirements to: 

• have pre-existing skills (e.g. subclass 482 Temporary Skills Shortage visa) 
• have a pre-existing Australian qualification (subclass 485 Temporary Graduate visa) 
• not work full time hours (e.g. subclass 500 student visas and subclass 407 training 

visas) 
• not work for the same employer for more than six months (e.g. subclass 462 Work 

and holiday visa) 
• only stay in Australia for a limited period that is less than an apprenticeship duration 

(e.g. subclass 407 training visa is limited to two years).  

Visa durations 

When visas are granted for study purposes the visa duration is determined based on the 
length of the course (qualification/s) being completed6. The primacy of employment in the 
apprenticeship model breaks this nexus as the length of the apprenticeship exceeds the 
typical study duration of the same VET qualification when undertaken outside of 
apprenticeship arrangements. 

For example, under state legislation, a carpentry apprenticeship may be determined to take 
four years to complete, but the associated Certificate III in Carpentry qualification length may 
be set by a training provider to only take 12 months to complete through a fully institutional 
pathway. Under current settings a Student or Training visa (subclasses 500 and 407 
respectively) would only be issued for one year. 
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Working hours 

International students with a student or training visa may only work limited hours while their 
course is in session (48 hours a fortnight for student visa holders and 40 hours for training 
visas). The principle behind this limitation is to ensure that while students can work to cover 
living costs and obtain some Australian work experience, their priority is their study. The 
structure and commitments of a valid apprenticeship contract is unlikely to match the visa 
requirements. 

Those on a student visa are also restricted from commencing employment prior to the 
commencement of their course of study7. This condition contradicts the structure of an 
apprenticeship where the apprentice typically commences employment prior to the 
commencement of their off the job training. 

English language requirements 

Many visa types, including study and work visas, include a required level of English 
language proficiency, to assure that the visa holder can properly undertake the activity for 
which the visa was issued. In response to concerns that international students’ proficiency 
was affecting their ability effectively study and work8, the Australian Government increased 
the English language requirement for international students and graduates. Applicants who 
have not also enrolled in English Language Intensive Course for International Students 
(ELICOS) must achieve a minimum IELTS score of 6.0 (or equivalent – see Table 1) to be 
eligible for a student visa. 

Table 1. English language tests and required results for applications for a subclass 500 visa9. 
English language 
test providers 

Minimum 
test score 

Minimum test score if 
principal course is 
accompanied with either at 
least 10 weeks of ELICOS or 
a Foundation 
(Standard/Extended) 
program or an eligible 
Pathway program * 

Minimum test score 
if principal course is 
accompanied by at 
least 20 weeks of 
ELICOS   

International English 
Language Testing 
System (IELTS) 

6.0  5.5 5.0 

TOEFL internet-
based test (only 
accepted if test is 
taken on or before 
25 July 2023) 

64 46 35 

Cambridge English: 
Advanced 
(Certificate in 
Advanced English) 

169 162 154 

Pearson Test of 
English Academic 
(PTE Academic) 

50 42 36 

Occupational 
English Test 

B for each 
test 
component 

B for each test component B for each test 
component 

 

An IELTS score of 6.5 is required to apply for a subclass 485 temporary graduate visa after 
the completion of the student visa.10 The difference in IELTS scores reflects the expectation 
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that an international student will improve their English language competency throughout the 
duration of their study before being full time work ready.  

As apprentices commence on site employment before exposure to training or practice 
environments, they have a different experience, including being exposed to safety risks, 
which requires different English proficiency needs. An apprentice needs the ability to quickly 
understand and apply regulations related to their occupation, occupational health and safety 
and communicate them and hazards to other employees and their supervisors. Limited 
literacy in the workplace, leading to OHS incidents, also negatively affects on the productivity 
and financial status of an employer. 11  

The OECD Engaging Employers and Developing Skills at the Local Level in Australia report 
(2019) found approximately 70% of employers valued advanced literacy skills as the most 
crucial skill when recruiting apprentices12.  

The visa requirements for an international apprentice would need to consider the English 
competency level required to be immediately suited for employment in the Australian 
workforce. 

Apprenticeship declarations  

Influenced by history and local needs, state and territories create and adjust their own 
frameworks for apprenticeship settings such as: 

• the trades, vocations and qualifications eligible  
• term of apprenticeships – including if part time arrangements apply 
• the requirements for employers to employ apprentices, and their registration 

The potential differences across jurisdictions would require flexibility in the visa offered to 
international apprentices to accommodate work arrangements and the eligibility of the 
qualification/vocation for the visa.  

Probationary periods 

Probationary periods apply for all apprenticeships. The usual duration, as set by each State 
and Territory in consideration of relevant awards, is between 30 and 90 days.  

During this period either the employer or the apprentice can end the apprenticeship by giving 
appropriate notice.  

If the employer were to end the apprenticeship during this probationary period, it would need 
to be considered if the apprentice would be given an opportunity to find an alternate 
employer or have their visa cease.  

Regulatory settings for international students don’t have 
enough flexibility for apprenticeships 
A student’s visa type has flow on effects for their educational experience. Student visa 
holders and their education providers are subject to the Education Services for International 
Students Act 2000 (ESOS Act) and its associated regulatory framework which provides 
additional protections for students and responsibilities for education providers. Due to its 
assumptions about educational delivery being the focus for the student and the training 
provider, the ESOS framework does not align with Australian Apprenticeship pathways.  



   
 

Jobs and Skills Australia – Apprenticeships: a missing pathway for international students? 5 

Full time study 

In line with visa durations, the ESOS framework presumes full-time study and this 
presumption is enforced by requiring VET courses, including qualifications that map to 
apprenticeships, to include at least 20 hours of contact hours per week13. The development 
of the training plan would need to consider that timing and structure of both on job and in 
classroom training in consideration of this requirement when planning training for 
international students. 

However current apprenticeship delivery practice does not align with this requirement, with 
training frequently delivered in blocks to limit its impact on apprentices’ time in the 
workplace. For example, a Certificate III in Carpentry delivered to apprentices at one 
Victorian training provider is delivered over eight blocks of four-day training across the year. 
14If the provider delivered this training to international apprentices holding a student visa, 
they would not be compliant with their ESOS legislative obligations. 

This misalignment could require training providers to restructure their delivery schedule for 
apprentices, impacting on the efficiency of the apprenticeship for employers and students, 
and for the resourcing of training organisations. 

Satisfactory progress/cancellation of enrolment 

The ESOS framework imposes responsibility on the training provider to monitor the course 
progress and any subsequent disciplinary actions for international students. The specific 
policies and procedures for monitoring progress are set by the training provider. 
 
If a student is assessed as not meeting course requirements over a study period, the student 
has access to both an internal and external appeals process. If the student is unsuccessful 
in their appeal, at the conclusion of this appeal process the provider must report the student 
as not meeting their visa conditions, making the student subject to visa cancellation. The 
student is not required to consent to this report or the cancellation of their Confirmation of 
Enrolment. As the course progress requirements are part of the ESOS framework, they do 
not apply to a domestic apprentice. 
 
Apprentices’ employers may take a different view on appropriate progress and may wish to 
take action in a different timeframe, or not at all. Additionally, the Training Contract between 
an apprentice and employer is a legally binding employment contract and can only be 
cancelled by mutual consent, or through application to the relevant State/Territory agency.  

Student protections offered by the ESOS framework would be valuable 
to international apprentices 

Though in some ways not well aligned with current apprenticeship delivery, the ESOS 
framework offers benefits worthy of consideration in an international apprenticeship pathway. 
The ESOS framework drives national consistency for quality training delivery, extra student 
supports and benefits for international students in recognition of their vulnerability as a 
group. This supports Australia’s commitment to providing a quality education and training 
experience and its retention, in an appropriate form, for international apprentices would 
recognise apprentices’ vulnerability and promote uptake. 
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Incentives that underpin participation with apprenticeships 
aren’t available for international apprentices 

Employer incentives 

The Australian Government and state and territory governments offer incentives, including 
payments and subsidised training opportunities, to employers and apprentices to support 
their participation. The Program Guidelines for the Australian Apprenticeship Incentive 
System confirm that to claim these incentives, the apprentice must meet the eligibility 
requirements to be registered – including that they are an Australian citizen, permanent 
resident or New Zealand passport holder with at least six months’ residence in Australia.  
 
The lack of access to financial incentives for employers would likely affect the desirability of 
hiring an international apprentice.  
 
Between October 2020 and June 2022, the Australian Government Boosting Apprenticeship 
Commencements incentive was in place which resulted in higher commencements of 
domestic apprenticeships than in previous years. The current impact of incentives on the 
recruitment and successful completion of domestic apprentices is being reviewed by the 
Australian Government’s Strategic Review of the Australian Apprenticeship Incentive 
System.15 
 
Separate to the Strategic Review, consideration of whether to extend incentives or other 
supports to international apprentices by the Government, would need to occur in the context 
of other Commonwealth and state government policies on financial support provided to 
domestic apprentices and international students.  

Subsidised training  

State and territory governments may allocate training subsidies to apprenticeship courses. 
Subsidised training can be conditional on the training recipient being an apprentice as 
defined by the states and territories. International students are not eligible for these 
subsidised places.  

Delivery of apprenticeship courses is already constrained 
In May 2023, the ABS estimated 24,000 Australians were unable to gain an 
apprenticeship/traineeship place.16 Although data is limited on the reasons as to why this 
occurred, it is noted that there is currently a shortage of training provider capacity to deliver 
training to VET students, whether domestic or international, which would likely affect the 
opportunity for apprentices to receive off job training. 

Jobs and Skills Australia records the Vocational Education Teacher/Polytechnic Teacher 
occupation as being in skill shortage in every state and territory in Australia in both 2022-23 
and 2023-2417.  

The impact of this shortage on the domestic apprenticeship system is particularly felt by 
employers in the Manufacturing sector, of whom 23% recently cited difficulties accessing off 
the job training as driving their reluctance to recruit apprentices. 10% of employers across 
other industries reported the same concern. 18 
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15% of employers of apprentices in regional areas reported their location as impacting 
recruitment, with one employer specifically noting the impact that limited access to nearby 
training locations had a significant effect on their recruitment and retention. 19 

To accommodate any influx of apprentices, whether domestic or international, VET training 
providers would need to be supported to grow their workforce to be able to deliver training 
and assessment.  

The employer and apprentice experiences need 
consideration 
The employer of an apprentice is responsible for supporting the apprentice through the on 
the job and off the job training required, and adhering to the Training Contract and industrial 
agreement the apprenticeship is bound by. The apprentice is responsible for actively 
participating in their training and complying with lawful employer directions. These 
responsibilities would apply in the delivery of both domestic and international 
apprenticeships. 
 
However, there are additional factors that may impact successful completion for international 
apprentices and their employers. 

A reluctance to invest in employees without residency 

Surveys of on international student outcomes such as the Quality Indicators for Learning and 
Teaching (QILT) Graduate Outcomes Survey for higher education students and the 
evaluation of the Job Ready program for VET students have found a reluctance to invest in 
employees when their residency status is unclear. With the cost and time invested into 
apprentices, the inability to be confident the apprentice will convert into a long-term 
employee would likely be a concern when recruiting. 
 

Harmonising apprenticeship contractual steps with visa applications 

To commence an apprenticeship an employer must work with the potential apprentice and 
an Apprentice Connect Australia provider to create and lodge the Training Contract. The 
employer, apprentice and training provider must also collaborate on the creation of a training 
plan. The training plan should include reference to extra support the apprentice may need.  
 
It would need to be determined if this paperwork would need to be completed prior to the 
issuance of a visa, and if so, what support an employer would need to negotiate these 
arrangements across borders.  

 Managing completion rates 

The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) publication Completion 
and attrition rates for apprentices and trainees 2022 reported that of apprentices who 
commenced in 2018, only 55.8% completed their apprenticeship. 20A further NCVER report 
Apprentice and Trainee Outcomes 2023, noted the most common reasons for the non-
completion were 
 
       ▪ unhappy with pay/working conditions or workplace (23.9%) 
       ▪ personal reasons (19.6%) 
       ▪ offered a better job (13.7%) 21 
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With almost half of apprenticeships not being completed, there would need to be additional 
scrutiny to ensure visa holders remain in compliance with employment related visa 
conditions, and importantly that international apprentices are not exploited and forced to stay 
in apprenticeships that domestic students would not. 

Considering the role of pre-apprenticeships  

A pre-apprenticeship is a short course combined with work experience that can help 
students decide if they wish to enter an apprenticeship. This helps address mismatches 
between apprentice and employer expectations and allows employers to confirm if the 
student will need extra support to complete an apprenticeship.  
 
The 2024-25 Federal Budget included a measure to introduce 5000 pre-apprenticeship 
opportunities in the construction sector to allow more people to examine their aptitude for an 
apprenticeship in the industry.22 

A pre-apprenticeship or trial period to match suitability may not be easily accessible to 
international apprentices as brief and trial work periods are not well matched to visa settings 
which generally require a stronger commitment to the work. 

Impact of cost-of-living pressures 

Depending on the age of an apprentice and their apprenticeship term, apprentices may earn 
lower-than or at the National Minimum Wage. The pay rates offered may limit their appeal to 
international students who already report struggling to meet living expenses in Australia. An 
apprentice’s minimum wage is also affected by the age and educational achievement of the 
apprentice prior to commencement. As well as dampening initial uptake, cost of living 
pressures could lead to a drain of international apprentices to student or other visa 
arrangements that offer an increase their ability to work and earn.  
 

Findings 
International students are currently unable to participate in an Australian Apprenticeship. 
Significant changes to regulatory, legislative and logistic settings would be required to 
enable their participation.  
 

Eligibility 
The Australian Government could consider exploring eligibility for appropriately qualified 
international candidates, with one or more states and territories. 

Visas 

Noting the Government has committed to revising visa categories, an apprenticeship-
appropriate visa would need to allow: 

• full-time employment 
• access to study arrangements that do not align with those required under the current 

ESOS and visa frameworks 
• ongoing relationship with a relevant employer 
• duration matching the apprenticeship, rather than the associated course of study 
• consideration of the probationary period 
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• for the level of English language proficiency appropriate to an immediate start in the 
workforce, including in workplaces and situations where safety is critical 

• appropriate alignment between visa and employment steps to ensure international 
apprentices maintain lawful visa status  

• potential access to post completion stay rights. 

Additional legislative protections for international apprentices 

International students are granted legislative protection and consistency during their training 
under the ESOS framework’s obligations for training providers. Any visa to be granted for 
international apprenticeships should consider extending similar or greater protections to 
ensure the apprentice is supported off the job as well as those given by employment 
agreements.  

Flexibility in course design for apprenticeship qualifications 

If international apprenticeships are included within the ESOS framework, different delivery 
models, including blocks of learning, would need to be allowed. Employers would also need 
to have a role in determining whether an apprentice is making suitable progress. This 
flexibility would require amendments to the ESOS legislative framework. Alternatively, a new 
educational framework specifically created to support international students would be 
needed. 

Using flexible employer arrangements  

The use of Group Training Organisations (GTOs) as the employers of international 
apprentices may allow the apprentice’s visa to be linked to a steady employment 
arrangement due to the GTO’s ability to move their apprentices between their employers.  
 
However, Group Training Organisations are not accessible in all locations and can be cost 
prohibitive as they charge fees to their host employers. 

Support for apprentices and employers 
Consideration would need to be given to whether international apprentices and employers 
should be supported to participate. In addition to consideration of financial incentives 
settings, clarity on visa pathways and access to support services provided by the Apprentice 
Connect Australia providers would also need to be considered. 

 

Pilot program – a way forward 
A pilot program allowing international apprentices to train and work in a specific industry or 
region would allow a testing of settings that address current barriers. The implementation of 
a pilot program would be dependent on: 

• support from at least one state/territory government willing to expand their regulatory 
environment to allow international students to participate in an apprenticeship 

• the Department of Home Affairs creating a visa that would allow international 
students to study and work full time for the full duration of an apprenticeship 

• a determination on the cohort and occupations most suited to a pilot program 
• amendments to the ESOS legislative framework to ensure that international 

apprentices are covered by relevant protective elements, such as support services 
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• consideration of other barriers such as cost of living support, the role of training 
providers in the apprenticeship – including how to support ESOS legislative 
compliance and ensuring there were sufficient resources available to sustain training 
and employment opportunities for the duration of the apprenticeship. 
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