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Rural health workforce shortages impact the health and wellbeing of our communities. Evidence 
suggests that rural origin students are more likely to return and practice rurally upon graduation. 
However, limited career exposure along with financial, social, cultural, and educational barriers must 
be overcome. The seed and grow approach, such as promoting health professions to rural secondary 
students, is one strategy to address health workforce shortages. 

The Health Career Academy Program (HCAP), established in 2007, sought to; 1) introduce secondary 
school students to the diversity of health careers, 2) encourage students to consider tertiary education 
and health professional attainment, 3) provide guidance on multiple pathways to health careers, and 
4) strengthen partnerships across health, education, industry and communities. Strategies of the 
HCAP include providing earlier exposure to health careers, relevant information on health career 
pathways, and culturally respectful career promotion for Aboriginal students as well as the integration 
of local health professionals into career activities and enhanced partnerships across health, school 
and tertiary sectors. 

The HCAP targets Year 7 to 12 students and enables student exposure to a diverse range of health 
professions. Students can attend 1-2 full day academies based on professions of interest. Local allied 
health, medical and nursing professionals, and pre-registration health students undertaking their 
placement in the region, provide career pathway information and practice exposure through structured 
and age appropriate clinical skills sessions, and health information on chronic diseases prevalent 
within the region. The program partners with local health services: the Royal Flying Doctor Service, 
Aboriginal Health Service, and community services, to support exposure through site visits. 

On average 132 secondary school students, from 4 far west NSW communities, participate in the 
program annually; 28% self-identify as Aboriginal. Key catalysts for participation include the presence 
of health role models in immediate/extended family, personal experience of illness, and existing carer 
roles. Each year the number of students participating increases and there is interest from other 
communities for program delivery. 

Aboriginal Staff Alliance members, from across the University Departments of Rural Health, intend to 
collaborate in applying this program as a key strategy to promote health career pathways for rural 
secondary students, with a specific focus on Aboriginal student participation. The Health Career 
Academy Program Manual was written to guide localised ‘seed and grow’ program development, 
adaptation, implementation and evaluation elsewhere. 
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