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1 Welcome

Welcome
See higher education through their eyes

I am proud to share the sixth edition of UAC’s 
annual Student Lifestyle and Learning Report: 
the biggest yet.

Between late 2025 and early 2026, more than 
20,000 Year 12 students from every state and 
territory told us what it is really like to finish 
school and make big decisions about the 
future in a rapidly changing world.

What stands out to me is that, despite 
financial pressures and rising stress, students 
still view higher education as transformational 
to their future prospects. Students say they 
stand to gain skills, support and a better 
career through their qualification.

This year’s survey reveals how students 
search for courses and what information 
they feel is missing. It explores which social 
channels they’re turning to and which ones 
they’ve checked out from. It also uncovers a 
surprising AI skills gap among this group of 
school leavers.

I hope you enjoy reading the report and 
getting up to date with today’s school 
leavers. It is more important than ever to hear 
their perspectives and use them to inform 
important decisions in the tertiary  
education sector.

James Kevin
UAC Chief Customer & Commercial Officer

of respondents believe 
university study gives them 
more options

spent 3 hours or more per 
day on social media

of students seriously 
considered three or four 
courses

73%

58%

45%
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Highlights
#1
benefit of uni is to gain better 
job and career opportunities

Seventy-six per cent of students say this is 
the main benefit of completing a university 
qualification in 2026. This is closely followed by 
a strong sense that university study gives them 
more options (73%), with improving their skills 
and knowledge ranking third (71%). 

45%
of students attend uni 
open days when they  
need course information
Even in a digital world, nearly half of students 
turn to uni open day events for face-to-face 
guidance and course information. Students 
also rely on trusted sources such as teachers 
and career advisers (49%), family and friends 
(39%), and careers expos (34%). 

65%
of students are concerned 
about balancing study 
and work
Balancing work and study is now the top 
uni concern for students, rising 6% in the 12 
months since the last survey. Paying tuition 
and other study costs slid 6% to 58%, signalling 
a switch from cost pressures to time pressures 
for new uni students. 

68%
of respondents see
themselves taking a second
university degree
A first undergraduate degree is just the 
beginning for more than two-thirds of 
respondents who see themselves doing 
another university degree. Surprisingly, 
demand for shorter programs like diplomas and 
certificates is much lower (27%).

1 in 5
students haven’t used AI in 
the past 30 days

As AI tools become increasingly ubiquitous 
in the workplace, many students may have 
an emerging skills gap to address. One in 
three students expect their uni course to 
teach practical AI skills relevant to their 
discipline, suggesting they recognise the 
need to build capability and be ready for the 
jobs of the future.

46%
of students are only vaguely 
aware of university 
scholarships
Scholarship awareness is inconsistent, with 
many students saying they only have a 
limited understanding of what is available. Yet 
scholarships remain a powerful motivator; one-
third of students say they would be more likely 
to accept an offer if they were awarded an 
accompanying scholarship.

69%
of students consider 
graduate outcomes when 
selecting a course
Graduate outcomes strongly influence 
prospective students’ course choices. Yet only 
8% of students say they understand in detail 
the career outcomes their studies could lead 
to. Most students want clearer, course-specific 
guidance about jobs, salaries and the skills 
they will develop.

#1
gap in course information 
is the timetable of a typical 
week
Seventy per cent of students say that seeing 
a sample workload and draft timetable for a 
typical week would make them more confident 
in their study choices and help them compare 
options across institutions.
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Meet the uni 
class of 2026
Between November 2025 and January 2026, we surveyed 
20,813 Year 12 students completing their secondary 
schooling in every state and territory in Australia.

Gender

Age

Woman or female

Sixteen

Man or male

Seventeen

Non-binary

Eighteen

Nineteen

63%

2%

36%

40%

1%

57%

1%
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The comfort of 
certainty

Early offers and scholarships 
are two ways students 
ease their path to higher 
education.

Early stress relief
In 2025, a record 27,926 students applied 
for an early offer through UAC’s Schools 
Recommendation Scheme (SRS). 

With rising participation each year, early 
offers are becoming the default pathway 
for many students who want to lock in 
a plan before final exams. These early 
offers carry significant emotional weight. 

When we asked students how they felt 
after receiving their offer, just over half 
(52%) said they felt relieved and 44% felt 
excited. Many also reported feelings of 
pride (39%), calm (28%) and confidence 
(25%). For most, securing a place early 
turns down the volume on Year 12 stress.

Awareness gap
Scholarships suffer from an awareness 
gap, with uneven understanding and 
engagement.

Nearly half of the students surveyed 
(46%) said that they are only vaguely 
aware of university scholarships 
suggesting there is still work to do in 
demystifying what’s available and who 
is eligible.

Getting in early is now a central tactic for 
managing Year 12 stress but many students 
are still feeling their way through scholarships.

For many, securing an early uni place is as 
much about peace of mind before getting their 
final results as it is about admission strategy. 

Many students, however, are working through 
the fine print on scholarships. They are a 
niche recruitment tool but they are potent for 
a section of Year 12 graduates.



UAC Student Lifestyle & Learning Report 2026

5The comfort of certainty

Do scholarships move the needle?
Where awareness meets action

Nudging at the margins

When money moves preferences

I applied earlier or to 
more places 

I chose a different 
location or university 
because of a scholarship 

I am more likely to accept 
an offer if a scholarship 
comes through 

I changed my first 
preference to target a 
scholarship 

I added courses I might 
be eligible for 

Just under 1 in 10 students have not only 
heard of scholarships but acted on that 
knowledge by changing their first preference 
to target a scholarship. 

For some, scholarships do change behaviour 
and operate on two levels: 

	▪ As a safety net: making it easier to say yes 
to a course or institution once an offer is on 
the table 

	▪ As a strategic lever: nudging some 
students to reorder preferences, broaden 
their options or consider institutions they 
might not otherwise have chosen

No influence so far 54%

33%

17%

12%

8%

6%

How aware are you of university scholarships?

Have scholarships influenced your choices in any of the following ways?

Vaguely aware46%

Somewhat aware as I have 
done research

33%

Very aware and have applied12%

Not aware at all9%

‘Start researching early for scholarship applications’ Jali, 17.

For universities, clearer, earlier and 
more targeted scholarship information 
could make a meaningful difference to 
student decisions, particularly for those 
under financial pressure or from under-
represented backgrounds.
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Early decisions, lower heart rates
‘I’ve got an early offer so I’m very pleased with myself and my 
future prospects.’ Matt, 17

Which feelings best describe how you felt after your early offer outcome?

Relieved52% Uncertain 15%

Proud39%

Calm28%

Confident25%

Excited44% Indifferent 14%

Anxious 13%

Stressed 8%

Disappointed 7%

Sweet stress relief 

students applied for an early 
offer through UAC’s Schools 
Recommendation Scheme

27,926 Half of students (52%) who received early 
offers felt relieved. Only small proportions felt 
anxious (13%), stressed (8%) or disappointed 
(7%). Early entry doesn’t erase all Year 12 
pressure, but it clearly takes the edge off for 
many.
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Is uni worth it?
The Year 12s of 2025 still see university 
as a powerful way to change their lives, 
but they are looking at degrees with a 
more critical eye. Their answers reveal 
a group that believes strongly in the 
benefits of higher education while also 
counting the personal and financial costs 
more carefully than before.

Degrees that must deliver
Finding a job is the biggest concern of 
this group of high school leavers. Against 
this backdrop, they continue to attribute 
real value to a degree. When asked 
what they see as the main benefits of 
completing university, 76% pointed to 
better job or career opportunities and 
73% highlighted earning a qualification 
that gives them options.

Clarify careers, please
Students care deeply about employment 
outcomes, but their understanding of 
those outcomes is patchy. A third of 
students (33%) felt they knew the basics 
and 42% said they mostly understood, 
while just 8% said they knew the 
outcomes in detail. In other words, the 
majority are making big life decisions with 
incomplete information.

A study of debt
Just under 4 in 10 students say cost is 
a significant factor in their decision to 
attend. More than half intend to proceed 
and deal with HECS later. A small minority 
will be shielded by family support.
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A vague sense15%

I know the basics33%

A degree of value
The cost conundrum

Does the cost of university influence your decision to attend? 

Uni entry concerns rise

What are your biggest concerns at the moment? (selected responses)

2025

2026

Finding a job

My physical health

Getting into uni

Family issues

Personal finances

Politics

My mental health

Global conflicts

51%

46%

42%

39%

38%

20%

20%

18%

50%

42%

46%

41%

41%

23%

16%

16%

Where degrees lead
How well do you understand the career/employment outcomes for the courses 

you’re considering?

No idea2%

Mostly understand42% I know in detail8%

No, I’ll worry 
about HECS later

Yes, it’s a 
significant factor 

No, my family will 
cover the cost 

Get in, get a job
When asked about their biggest current concerns, 51% of students said finding a job was one of the 
main things they worried about. That figure is slightly higher than last year’s and places employment 
right at the centre of their thinking. Getting into uni itself has also crept up the worry list: 46% of 
students now list this as a major concern, up from 42% in 2025. 

53% 38% 9%

9%42%49%

2026

2025
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Degrees of motivation

Better job and career 
opportunities 

Gaining independence 
or confidence 76% 51%

Earning a qualification 
that gives me options 

Higher earnings over 
my career 73% 49%

Improving my skills and 
knowledge 

Making my family 
proud 71% 42%

Learning more about a 
subject I enjoy 

Work placements or 
practical experience 55% 42%

55% 38%Meeting new people 
and building networks 

Exploring interests 
before choosing a 
career 

The upside

What do you think are the main benefits of completing a university degree?

‘Getting a degree qualifies me for my dream career in speech 
pathology.’ Elise, 18

of respondents see 
themselves taking a second 
university degree

68% Belief in the value of a degree remains strong. 
Three-quarters (76%) of students pointed to 
better job or career opportunities, and 73% 
highlighted having a qualification that keeps 
their options open. Seventy-one per cent said 
improving their skills and knowledge was a key 
benefit. Almost half (49%) associated a degree 
with higher lifetime earnings, and many (42%) 
also linked it to making their family proud.

The juggle is real

When you think about going to uni or college, are you concerned about any of 
the following? (top 8 responses)

Balancing study 
with work or other 
commitments 

Learning to be 
self-sufficient 

Lack of interest or 
boredom with my 
course 

Covering living 
expenses such as rent 
and food 

Job prospects after 
graduation 

Making friends and 
fitting in socially 

Handling the academic 
demands and 
assessments 

Paying for tuition and 
other study costs 

65%

57%

52%

29%

29%

58%

54%

39%

‘Year 12 was challenging. I’ll have to prioritise balance at 
uni.’ Jiya, 17
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Decision mode
School leavers struggle to find key 
information about courses and 
institutions. They are combing through 
official websites, talking to teachers 
and families, scrolling social media and 
experimenting with AI tools to piece 
together a picture of their options. 

This chapter looks at where students go 
for information, what they feel is missing 
and which factors actually tip the scales 
when they decide what and where 
to study.

Lost on the job market
Employment outcomes continue to loom 
large. Sixty-nine per cent of students 
say graduate employment outcomes are 
among the most important factors when 
choosing a course.

Spoilt for choice – and 
using it
Students aren’t passively locked onto a 
single pathway. When asked how many 
different courses they’ve seriously 
considered:
	▪ 45% have considered three or four
	▪ Another 9% have considered five or 

more
	▪ Only 9% have focused on one course 

alone.

Students are actively comparing options 
across institutions, locations and modes 
of study, and expect universities to 
compete on information, value and 
support.
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Where to find students ‘I only use Instagram to speak with those important to me.’  Dante, 17

What are your most-used social media platforms?

Instagram

TikTok

YouTube

Snapchat

WhatsApp

Pinterest

Discord

Facebook

Reddit

X (Twitter)

Twitch

Don’t use 
social media

2021

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

2022 2023 2024 2025 2026

86%86%

82%82% 83%83%

65%65%

58%58%

51%51%

21%21%

81%81%

64%64%

50%50%

54%54%

24%24%

23%23%

20%20%

17%17%

81%81%

61%61%

43%43%

55%55%

28%28%

20%20%

19%19%

14%14%

83%83%

57%57%

40%40%

53%53%

30%30%

19%19%

22%22%

13%13%

60%60%

69%69%

54%54%

62%62%

47%47%

43%43%

29%29%

34%34%

25%25%25%25%

18%18%
20%20%

13%13%13%13%

8%8%12%12%

6%6%9%9%
3%3%

14%14%

1%1%1%1%

12%12%

10%10%

13%13%

10%10%

7%7%

10%10%

8%8%

5%5%

2%2%

7%7%

8%8%

3%3%

of respondents 
spent 3 hours or 
more per day on 
social media

58% Eighty-six per cent of respondents 
use Instagram, 60% use TikTok and 
54% use YouTube. Snapchat usage 
has bounced back to 47%, and 
WhatsApp continues to grow, now 
used by 29% of students. Only 1% 
of the cohort say they do not use 
social media at all.

For universities, this means that 
institutional messages about 
courses and campuses are arriving 
alongside a flood of other content, 
opinions and algorithms.

Instagram dominates again. Instagram remains the default 
platform for school leavers. Usage has lifted to 86%, making it 
the clearest channel for scale in student recruitment.
 
Snapchat snaps back. Snapchat has bounced back this year 
after a long slide, lifting from 40% to 47%. It is still well below 
its 2021 level, but the rebound signals renewed relevance and a 
creative opportunity.
 
TikTok tears upward. TikTok has overtaken YouTube and 
reached 60% usage among school leavers. The story is sustained 
momentum, rising from 43% in 2021 to 60% in 2026, making it 
the fastest climber among the major platforms.
 
YouTube keeps sliding. Although remaining a major platform at 
54%, the direction of travel is clear. Usage has eased each year 
from 69% in 2021 to 54% in 2026, pointing to softer engagement 
and students retreating from the channel.
 
WhatsApp gains momentum. WhatsApp has climbed to 29% 
and shows the strongest growth in the second tier. Since first 
appearing in the trendline in 2022, it has risen from 14% to 29%, 
suggesting the shift towards private messaging shows no sign of 
slowing.
 
The Pinterest bubble bursts. Pinterest peaked at 30% in 2025, 
then fell to 25% in 2026. After several years of growth, this looks 
like a reset and not where marketing dollars are best spent.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

Hours of social scrolling

Top social trends
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Searching far and wide
Where did you look or go for information about course options?

University websites 

Uni open days

Uni webinars 

Google search 

Teachers & advisers

Careers expos 

ChatGPT & AI tools 

Instagram 

UAC website 

Family or friends 

TikTok 

Uni emails/newsletters 

Reddit/forums 

YouTube 

87%

70%

52%

49%

45%

39%

34%

27%

22%

19%

17%

13%

10%

8%

Finding the perfect fit

Online research certainly dominates the information landscape, but face-to-face methods underpin 
a lot of course decision-making. Teachers and careers advisers are trusted sources of course 
information for 49% of this group, as are family and friends (39%). Public events play their part too. 
Uni open days are valued by 45% of students, and 34% use careers expos to find their calling.

Don’t neglect face to face 
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Help me decide
‘At unis interstate you can see online what your timetable 
would look like. We need this in NSW.’ Kai, 18

‘I was set on one course but I did more research into career 
outcomes and salaries and I changed to a broader degree 
that would give me more options.’ Lily, 18

How many different courses have you seriously considered? 

One Two	 Three or four Five or more

What course info is missing to help you make confident study choices?

What a typical week or 
workload looks like

How courses are 
taught and assessed 

Course difficulty or 
level of challenge

Typical starting salary 
for graduates

Placement, internship 
or industry links info

The skills I’ll learn or 
need to succeed

The subjects included 
in each course

Career outcomes 
after graduating

Scholarships 
available

70%

56%

51%

50%

47%

42%

42%

41%

36 %

9% 9%37% 45%
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Passion first, 
jobs follow

Reputations 
on alert

82% Interest or passion 
for the subject 
matter 

42% Entry 
requirements/
selection rank 

49% Work experience/
internship 
opportunities 

29% Reputation with 
employers in this 
field 

69%Employment 
outcomes for 

graduates 

32%Flexibility of 
timetables/study 

modes 

46%Quality of teaching

24%Global uni rankings 

Which factors are most important 
to you when choosing a course? 

(top 8 responses)

67% Courses on offer

53% Transport and 
commute

57% Location and 
proximity

42% Cost to attend

59%Reputation of the 
uni/college

47%Facilities (labs, 
studios, clinics etc.)

55%Vibe and campus 
culture

35%Strong industry 
links

Which factors are most important 
to you when choosing an 

institution? (top 8 responses)
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On and off 
campus
Cost of living pressures touch almost 
every aspect of the uni class of 2026’s 
plans. They are thinking about how to 
earn money, where they can afford to live 
and what they can realistically pay for 
while studying. For many, the financial 
side of higher education feels just as 
daunting as the academic side.

This chapter looks at how students 
currently support themselves, where they 
expect to live when they start studying 
and how confident they feel about the 
practicalities of moving out. 

Serve it up
Sixty-three per cent of students said they 
wanted employment services on campus, 
making job-related support their most 
desired on-campus service. Timetabling 
and class selection support, and industry 
partnerships or work experience 
opportunities both came in at 58%. Half of 
respondents wanted study-skills classes 
to ease the academic transition, and 46% 
were interested in one-to-one career 
coaching.

The price of 
independence
Even for those who dream of moving out, 
the practical side feels overwhelming. 
When asked what they felt least confident 
about, 62% of students named managing 
rent and bond. Nearly half, 46%, were 
unsure how to make and stick to a weekly 
budget. 

Others worried about getting around 
a new area, staying safe, dealing with 
housemates, cooking most meals, 
setting up utilities and finding a local GP. 
These are the everyday skills that turn 
independence from an idea into a reality, 
and many students feel underprepared.
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Getting by

One foot in the workplace
Most Year 12 school leavers are already showing up to work. When we asked about their main source 
of income, the largest group, 39%, said they worked in casual jobs alongside school. A further 23% 
were actively looking for work, hoping to secure income before or as they begin tertiary study. 
Eighteen per cent relied mainly on money from parents, while 16% had part-time jobs. Only a small 
minority named government assistance or full-time work as their main income.

‘I’m worried about managing too many expenses at once.’ 
Lucas, 17

‘I’ll be working to become financially independent.’ Nunu, 18
Which of these do you feel least confident about? 

What’s your main source of income?

Casual Job Part-time job39% 16%

I’m looking for work

Money from parents

Government assistance23%

18% Full-time job2%

2%

62%

46%

36%

25%

22%

22%

22%

20%

‘I’ll live with my parents for the first year or two of uni before 
moving out.’ Remy, 17 

What type of living arrangement do you expect to have when you start studying? 

Continue living 
with my parents/
guardians or family 

Rent my own 
place (alone or 
with roommates) 

Move into student 
housing or a 
residential college 

Considering living 
with extended 
family

Not sure yet

72% 14% 6% 6% 2%

Managing rent 
and bond

Making a weekly 
budget

Getting around 
a new area

Personal safety

Living with
housemates

Cooking most meals

Setting up utilities

Finding a local GP
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Free wi-fi

Free or low-cost 
food

24/7 access to 
facilities

Student lounges/
communal spaces 

Low-cost parking 

Cheap gym access 

Free bathroom 
sanitary products 

Employment 
services 

Timetabling/class 
selection support 

Partnerships and 
work experience

Study-skills 
classes 

Career coaching

Peer support with 
student mentors 

Counselling/mental 
health services 

‘Many universities have done a great job with their 
facilities.’ Rawan, 17

‘I hope my uni supports campus life and builds skills 
for future careers.’ Myah, 18

What types of facilities would you like at your campus?

What types of services would you like to be available at your campus? 

‘I’m excited to learn how to live and thrive in a new 
environment and grow towards the person I aim to be.’  
Claudia, 18

Pursuing my passions Networking for future 
career goals74% 49%

Meeting new people Studying at a
tertiary level68% 40%

Socialising/uni life Getting involved in clubs 
or societies at uni66% 38%
Joining uni sports 
teams

Being more 
independent 60% 20%

55% 13%Learning new life skills Moving to a new town

Uni fuel

When you think about starting uni or college, what are you most excited about?

What follows passion?
Students are most excited about pursuing their 
passions at uni or college in 2026. Passion has 
topped the list every year since the survey 
began in 2021. 

Meeting new people follows passion, with 
68% of respondents eager to expand their 
social circles. Sixty-six per cent were excited 
about social life more broadly, from events to 
everyday conversations between classes.

Independence is another strong drawcard. 
Sixty per cent of students said they were 
looking forward to being more independent, 
and 55% were keen to learn new life skills. 

Almost half, 49%, said they were excited about 
networking for future career goals, while 40% 
focused on the appeal of studying at a tertiary 
level. 

87%

63%

58%

58%

50%

46%

39%

39%

80%

68%

65%

65%

64%

63%
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47% 34%

45% 31%

40% 25%

Finding my groove
‘Just one open day isn’t enough to get to know uni.’ Scarlett, 17

What would help you feel socially confident and connected when you start uni?

Brushing up on the social side

On the social side, many students said they 
would feel more confident if there were 
structured, low-pressure ways to connect. 

Almost half (47%) felt that well-run clubs 
and societies with easy sign-ups would help 
them get involved quickly. A similar proportion 
(45%) liked the idea of small group welcomes 
for their course, and many were keen on 

Clubs & societies with easy 
sign-ups 

A buddy/mentor in my 
course 

Small group welcome for my 
course 

I’m happy to figure it out 
myself and I don’t need help 

Peer study group set up for 
my units 

Student ambassador campus 
tour for new students 

peer study groups (40%), buddy or mentor 
schemes (34%) and student-led campus tours 
(25%). Others were confident to find their own 
way (31%). 

Together, these preferences suggest that 
belonging is not just about having a campus; 
it is about having clear entry points into its 
communities.
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Learning with AI
AI has moved from the margins to the 
middle of everyday life for many young 
people. Chatbots draft emails, help with 
explanations and summarise information. 

And despite DeepSeek rating a mention 
in last year’s report due to the hype and 
the time of publication, most of us haven’t 
heard a peep or beep from it since. It’s a 
reminder to look beyond the news cycle 
to actual AI adoption, as we have in this 
year’s report.

The uni class of 2026 knows AI is not 
going away and expects it to shape the 
jobs they will move into.

What is less certain, in their minds, is 
how well their courses will prepare them 
for that world. This chapter looks at their 
expectations, their current AI use and 
what that means for higher education.

Uni vs the bots
A third of respondents said they thought 
AI would be covered in general terms in 
their degree, but that they would not be 
taught specific AI skills. Another third 
expected their course to teach them 
practical, discipline-specific AI skills they 
could use directly in their field.

From chatbots to careers
Students’ own use of AI tools varies 
widely. 

In a typical month, the largest group, 36%, 
had used AI less than once a week. While 
20% of respondents had not used any AI 
tools at all. 

Around a quarter of students used AI one 
or two days a week, and 11% had used it 
three or four days a week. Four per cent 
reported using AI five or six days a week, 
and 5% said they used AI every day.
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The AI adoption arc
‘AI does my menial tasks that I loathe.’ Huynh, 17

In the last month, how often did you use any AI tools?

Everyday AI: an uneven spread
AI tools are already present in students’ 
lives, but usage is uneven. Around 4 in 
10 students use AI tools at least once or 
twice a week, while one in four students 
have never used them. For universities, 
this means incoming cohorts will comprise 
both early adopters and complete 
beginners, and course design will need to 
cater for that spread.

3-4 days a week

Never20%

11%Less than once a week36%

1-2 days a week24% Every day5%

5-6 days a week4%

‘I expect to be warned about how AI applies to my studies.’  
Nat, 18

 How do you expect your course will try to prepare you to work in an AI-enabled world?

More than a quarter of students did not expect 
any AI preparation in their course at all. That 
group either saw AI as something they would 
have to pick up on their own or as something 
not yet central to their chosen field. 

A noisy minority (5% of the commenters on 
this question), wrote variants of ‘I hate AI’: 
showing that the AI love-in isn’t universal.

One-fifth of students (20%) were simply 
not sure what to expect. Across the board, 

The noisy AI detractors

Cover AI generally 
but not teach 
specific AI skills 

Teach practical 
AI skills in my 
discipline 

Not expecting any 
AI preparation in 
my course 

I am not sure 

34%

33%

28%

20%

For educators and leaders, the challenge 
is to meet students where they are. That 
means providing baseline AI literacy for 
those who have little experience, deeper, 
discipline specific training for those who need 
to integrate AI into professional practice, 
and clear guidelines about what counts as 
acceptable use in learning and assessment.

students expressed interest in understanding how AI 
would affect their future work and what responsible 
use would look like, but they did not have a clear 
sense of how universities plan to address this.

For institutions, this mix of expectations matters. 
Courses that are silent on AI risk being seen as out 
of date, while those that mention AI without offering 
real skills may leave students disappointed. Clear 
communication about where and how AI is built 
into curricula will become increasingly important in 
student decision making.
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Managing 
Year 12
At the end of the survey, we asked 
respondents about their Year 12 
experiences, challenges and triumphs. We 
also asked them what they would say to 
the Year 12s coming behind them. Their 
advice is born from lived experience: long 
nights of study, rewarding friendships, 
exam blocks, topping up motivation and 
the emotional toll of a pivotal year.

Stress simmers down
Stress levels remain high, even if the 
intensity has shifted slightly. In a typical 
month almost two-thirds of students 
(59%) experience stress for at least half 
of any given month. The proportion who 
feel stressed most of the time has fallen 
compared with last year, but this is still a 
highly pressured cohort balancing school 
demands and future decisions.

Year 12 hurdles
Looking back, 73% of students said that 
staying motivated across the whole 
of Year 12 was one of their biggest 
challenges. 

It was not just about working hard in 
spurts, but about sustaining focus 
through practice exams, assessment 
blocks and the quieter weeks in between. 

Fifty-nine per cent felt pressure to 
achieve a particular HSC or ATAR result, 
and 58% found trials or final exams 
especially tough.
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‘I lost my passion due to my work–school load.’ Ebony, 18

What were the most challenging parts of getting through Year 12?

Breaking through

Staying motivated Balancing study with 
life or work73% 49%

Pressure to get a 
certain HSC/ATAR 
result 

Assessment load59% 43%
Trials or final exams Not knowing what 

to do after school58% 28%
Mental health and 
stress

Access to resources 
or support57% 14%

57%Time management

How stress and other challenges measure up
In this chapter’s introduction, the top three 
Year 12 challenges were outlined. Here, we’re 
touching on fourth place downwards as they 
warrant some commentary. Fifty-seven per 
cent of respondents said that managing their 
mental health and stress (fourth place) had 
been a major difficulty, and 57% (fifth place) 
said the same about managing their time. 

Better headspace
‘I developed methods to calm my mental state.’ Enlil, 18

In a typical month, do you ever feel stressed or anxious? 

Never Once in a 
while

About half of
the time

Most of the 
time

Always

2025

2026

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Almost half, 49% (sixth place), struggled 
to balance study with life or work, while 
43% (seventh place) felt weighed down by 
assessment load. For 28% (eighth place), not 
knowing exactly what to do after school was 
one of the hardest parts, and 14% (ninth place) 
pointed to limited access to resources or 
support.

Stress frequency has reduced for this year 
group compared to 2025. This is the second 
year running that stress frequency has trended 
downwards. 

There has been a slight shift away from ‘most 
of the time’ (4% fall) towards ‘once in a while’ 
(4% rise). However, the overall burden remains 
high: almost two-thirds (59%) of respondents 
experience stress at least half the time. 

Heading in the right direction

3%

36%

27%

20%

12%

3%

32%

29%

24%

11%
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What’s one piece of advice you’d 
give to someone about to start 
Year 12?

Key tips from Year 12s:
	▪ balance study with hobbies, family and 

friends
	▪ keep playing sport and working: maintain 

what keeps you mentally healthy
	▪ pace yourself and avoid cramming
	▪ take regular breaks to relax alone or with 

others
	▪ remember: your wellbeing matters as much 

as your grades.

‘Year 12 doesn’t have to be as stressful as 
you might imagine it to be. Moderating social 
activities and studying gets rid of the stress 
you would’ve had if you weren’t actively 
recalling your content.’
	 Vanessa, 18

‘Balance your studies with breaks, hobbies, 
and time with family and friends, because 
maintaining your wellbeing is just as important 
as doing well academically. Small, consistent 
efforts every week go a long way, and asking 
for help when you need it can make a big 
difference.’ 
	 Jem, 18  

‘Do it all! Just because you are in Year 12 
doesn’t mean you are to give up your life. 
Continue your sport and keep working 
because those are the things that keep you in 
the right mindset during the full-on time.’  
	 Annabelle, 18

Key tips from Year 12s:
	▪ organise notes by syllabus dot points 

from the start
	▪ build steady study habits with small 

weekly efforts
	▪ ask for help early
	▪ keep up with work each week to avoid 

last-minute stress
	▪ take every opportunity available 

to you.

‘Don’t feel pressured into getting perfect 
results; just try your best because that’s 
the best anyone can do.’
	 Jade, 18

‘I completed Year 12 with top ranks, 7 
surgeries and 15 hospital admissions. It is 
possible.’ 
	 Isabelle, 17

‘Even if you don’t get the mark you want, 
continue trying on everything else. You’ll 
be extremely surprised what you can 
achieve with consistent trust in yourself. 
I pulled myself out of that period in my 
life and managed to achieve the mark I 
needed for my dream course.’
	 Remy, 17

‘Form good relationships with your 
teachers. They will help you a lot.’
	 Isabella, 18

Key tips from Year 12s:
	▪ build strong relationships with your 

teachers: they’re there to help
	▪ organise group study sessions at the 

library with friends
	▪ compare notes and practise responses 

with classmates
	▪ collaborate to save time: don’t work in 

isolation
	▪ treat everyone with respect and offer 

mutual support.

‘Organise group study sessions with 
your friends at a library, because this 
environment will encourage you to get 
some work in by being surrounded by 
others doing the same. You can reward 
yourself by getting lunch with your friends 
afterwards!’ 
	 Zoe, 18

‘For the most part, enjoy it and live it to 
the fullest! Academically, if you can find 
a rhythm with some of your friends, it 
becomes easier to stay motivated.’ 
	 Jonah, 17

Key tips from Year 12s:
	▪ be kind to yourself: it’s a tricky year
	▪ trust the process and believe in yourself
	▪ use the 2-minute rule to beat 

procrastination
	▪ consistency beats intensity every time
	▪ remember that 80,000 students are going 

through this with you. 

‘Stay consistent rather than aiming for 
perfection. Building steady study habits, 
keeping up with work each week, and asking 
for help early makes a huge difference and 
reduces stress later on. Making space to rest 
and enjoy the year will help you perform at 
your best without burning out.’ 
	 Benjamin, 18

‘Just trust in yourself and in the process, 
and always believe that you are capable of 
achieving your goals.’
	 Angelina, 18

‘Just starting something immediately increases 
your dopamine and your brain feels like it’s 
being rewarded. The biggest tip that I’ve learnt 
is the 2-minute rule – that is, promise yourself 
you’ll only work on a task for 2 minutes. More 
often than not, you’ll want to continue the task 
because you’ve realised it’s not as daunting as 
it once seemed.’ 
	 Issy, 17

‘Make the most out of 
Year 12 by taking every 
opportunity available.’
	 Liliana, 18

‘Make friends with all 
your classmates and 
teachers and help each 
other out. Treat everyone 
just as you’d want to be 
treated.’ 
	 Logan, 18

‘You only have to do it once, 
so just have a crack.’ 
	 Adam, 18

‘About 80,000 people are 
going through the same 
thing. You aren’t alone.’
	 Ethan, 18

Cooperative classmates Boosting their balance Motivating mantras Positive pointers
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Continue the 
discussion
If you would like to discuss any of the 
findings or information presented in this 
report, please contact:

UAC Communications Coordinator
E: media@uac.edu.au 
P: 0436 459 603

What we do and why we do it
UAC is a not-for-profit organisation that 
processes university applications for students 
seeking admission to most undergraduate and 
many postgraduate courses at participating 
higher education institutions in NSW and  
the ACT.

In the application process, UAC assesses 
eligibility, facilitates offers from universities 
and calculates the Australian Tertiary 
Admission Rank (ATAR) for NSW Higher 
School Certificate students.

Our centralised platform simplifies the 
admissions process for students, schools and 
participating institutions, ensuring a more 
efficient and accessible experience.

We care about learning and we’re passionate 
about helping people access their potential 
through education. It’s why we exist and it’s 
why we’ll continue to deliver platforms and 
services that meet the needs of  
all communities.
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