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Year13 is Australia’s largest digital career and life advice platform for high school leavers. It has 
achieved this mark by combining engaging content with an extensive variety of employment, 
education and travel-related opportunities for 15-24-year-old young Australians. 

Year13 is run by a team of young people dedicated to guiding their peers on their own unique path 
after school, empowering them to follow their passions and create their own future. In order to 
achieve this, Year13 partners with government, employers, educators, travel providers, brands and 
schools to bridge the communicational gap between youth and their influencers.  

This research paper was written by Year13 in conjunction with their youth insight platform, 
YouthSense, and designed to be released at the 2018 Youth Engagement Summit, YES18. 

The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) is a number between 0.00 and 99.95, assigned to 
participating Year 12 students, that ranks each student’s academic ability relative to the Year 7 
cohort they began high school with. The ATAR is not a mark; it is a rank that indicates a student's 
position amongst their peers. The ATAR was developed to facilitate admission into undergraduate 
university degrees and scores are equivalent across states.  

WE ARE

WHAT IS THE ATAR?



FOREWORD



Year13 was first established in 2012 by Saxon Phipps, Jordan Phipps and myself when we were 
just entering our twenties and beginning our own post-school journeys. A large catalyst for 
launching Year13 came from witnessing many of our peers deeply unhappy during the transitional 
period between leaving school and entering the ‘real world’, which unfortunately culminated in the 
suicide of a close friend. Desperate to prevent such events from reoccurring, we wanted to 
understand why so many young people were struggling during this phase of their lives. Something 
here was broken and we wanted to fix it. And, so began Year13, a career and life advice platform 
determined to support young Australians on their post-school ventures.  

Writing this report has reinforced Year13’s core values and highlighted why our mission is more 
important than ever. Youth are still struggling to bridge the gap between high school and life 
beyond, forcing us at Year13 to ask the question—what can we do to help facilitate a smoother 
transitional period and create happier and healthier young Australians? 

Year13’s research indicates that there are significant shortfalls in the provision of advice to 
students in high school. In particular, youth are lacking a comprehensive understanding of the 
post-school options available to them and knowledge of the future of careers in Australia. This, 
coupled with some alarming trends that suggest youth are lacking the confidence and skills 
required to succeed independently outside of the school environment, is posing a serious risk to 
our future workforce.  

After the ATAR II: Understanding How Gen Z Make Decisions About Their Future posits that a lack 
of proactive post-school preparation is causing problems for youth in managing expectations and 
building resilience to deal with the challenges of adult life. Throughout this report, it is 
demonstrated that if we do not fix our approach to career advice and post-school education in 
high schools, young people will be left vulnerable to an increasingly globalised and competitive 
job market.  

The responsibility to effect change does not just fall on one core sector or stakeholder; helping to 
create meaningful change in the youth space is the responsibility of everyone. After the ATAR II 
highlights that the issues facing young people today eventually permeate into broader society, 
meaning that youth’s problems are, in fact, everyone’s problems. 
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

of young people disagree with the ATAR system

of high school students choose ‘easier’ subjects to  
boost their ATAR

of young people have struggled with their mental health68%

37%

65%

69% of youth check their phone first thing in the morning  
and last thing at night

50% of youth think academic success is their high school’s  
number one priority

91% of young people want more financial help in school



HELP US HELP YOU SURVEYS 

Two national surveys of Australian youth, conducted between April and June 2018 by Year13. 
Help Us Help You survey n=2,406 
Help Us Help You Part 2 survey n=2,404 

These two surveys formed the basis of this research paper. They were designed to gather 
comprehensive information about the lives of young people (aged 15-24) and to understand how 
they make decisions about their post-school options. These surveys were conducted online and 
respondents were sourced via social media and through Year13’s eDM (electronic direct mail) 
database. Youth quotes featured throughout this report were sourced from extended response 
questions included in each survey. 

For ease of reading, we will not reference data collated from these surveys. It can be assumed 
that data in this report, unless otherwise referenced, was derived from this research.  

Combined demographics for these surveys are as follows:

YEAR13 METHODOLOGY

11

15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

42%  
MALE

57%  
FEMALE

1%  
NON-SPECIFIED

GENDER 
IDENTIFICATION AGE  

BREAKDOWN

LOCATION BREAKDOWN

50% MAJOR CITIES

40% REGIONAL

10%   RURAL

29%

18%

22%

4%

10%

1%

13%

3%

55.5%

CURRENTLY IN SCHOOL  
(44.5% ARE POST-SCHOOL)

6%

19%

32%

23%

10%
4% 2% 1% 1% 1%

AFTER THE ATAR 2017 

Research paper After The ATAR: Understanding How Gen Z Transition Into Further Education & 
Employment, developed by Year13 in 2017. 

Year13’s 2017 After the ATAR report also informed much of the content in this paper. This report 
was collated from data gathered between February and April 2017 from over 4,000 youth 
responses. For more information visit youthsense.com.au/after-the-atar. 

YEAR13 SURVEYS



INTRODUCTION

In 2018, there are over 1.5 million young 
Australians enrolled in high schools across 
the country1. After collating 4,810 responses 
from Australian youth aged between 15 and 
24 years of age (both senior school students 
and recent school leavers), Year13 has 
discovered that the majority of Australian 
youth are struggling with the process of 
leaving high school and transitioning into life 
beyond. It has become apparent that 
amongst this Gen Z cohort there exists a 
collective lack of confidence in the academic 
institutions they attend, their available career 
options and the life skills they have (or have 
not) developed to survive in the ‘real world’.  

Ironically, this comes at a time where there 
are more options available to school leavers 
than ever before. However, Year13 research 
has revealed a number of issues with the way 
high school students are educated about 
their post-school employment, education and 
travel opportunities. 

Put yourself in the shoes of an average Year 
12 student and it is not hard to see why 43% 
of young Australians do not know what they 
want to do when they leave school2. In the 

current education and employment 
landscape, there appears no clear pathway 
that guarantees success. Entering straight 
into the workforce seems difficult, with the 
youth unemployment rate at 12.5% (over 
double the national average)3. Further 
education does not instil much confidence 
either; university students are taking an 
average of 4.7 years to find full-time 
employment in their chosen field4 and in the 
vocational education system (VET), 
apprenticeship and traineeship completion 
rates have dropped to just over half in 20175. 

In this confusing transitional period, it is 
important that young people have access to 
resources aimed at helping them make 
educated decisions about their future. There 
is an increasing amount of data available 
regarding the Australian job market, including 
which industries are predicted to grow over 
the coming years. Unfortunately, most young 
people are largely unaware that this data 
exists and many of these ‘growth industries’ 
go unconsidered amongst school leavers due 
to ongoing stigmas and negative stereotypes. 
For example, Australia is currently 
experiencing a national skills shortage and
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many traditional trade roles are in high 
demand. Despite this, 56% of students still do 
not consider an apprenticeship when leaving 
school. 

Exacerbating this issue is the lack of progress 
in the high school career advice industry, 
which has seen no significant developments 
despite the potential that new and emerging 
technologies bring. A lack of funding and 
resources for teachers to carry out career 
development activities within high schools 
proves to be a widespread issue and—when 
combined with an increased focus on 
academia and the ATAR—senior students 
have little time to thoroughly explore the 
plethora of opportunities available to them. 

The lack of accessible and engaging 
information, coupled with the immense 
pressure to make seemingly irreversible 
decisions about their future while they are 
young, is resulting in high levels of anxiety 
and insecurity amongst a concerning 
proportion of the youth cohort. More worrying 
is how these feelings are manifesting socially 
through the deterioration of youth mental 
health, rising community disengagement and 

declining participation in employment and 
further education. The statistics surrounding 
these issues are alarming; currently, 71% of 
students are feeling stressed in school6, 1 in 4 
young people qualify for probable serious 
mental illness (PSMI)7 and 51% are either 
seeing, or identify a need to see, a mental 
health professional8. Furthermore, 12% of 
young Australians aged 18-29 are classified 
as ‘Not in Employment, Education or 
Training’ (otherwise known at NEETs)9.  

After the ATAR II: Understanding How Gen Z 
Make Decisions About Their Future aims to 
comprehend which aspects of the transitional 
period between high school and the ‘real 
world’ are contributing to these distressing 
trends. While 2017’s After the ATAR report 
explored what young people were pursuing 
after school, 2018’s report will focus on the 
why—why are young people choosing the 
post-school pathways that they are? What 
external factors are contributing to school 
leavers’ decision-making processes? And 
what can we as youth influencers do to 
ensure young people are making informed 
choices about their future?

INTRODUCTION
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“

”

Just because one student is thriving in 
school and another may be flunking doesn’t 
mean one is dumber or inferior to another, it 

just means they learn a different way and 
may be passionate about different things. 

Female, 19, WA

In Australia, 4.5 million young people make 
up Generation Z, those born between 1995 to 
200910. While this generation is known for 
their slang, social media savviness and 
workplace mobility, there is much more to this 
cohort of young Australians. Over their short 
lifetimes, this generation has already 
encountered significant technological and 
social changes, causing their everyday life to 
contrast dramatically to the daily experiences 
of Gen Y, X and Baby Boomers.  

Understanding how Gen Z experience and 
view the world is essential in bridging the 
generational communication gap between 
young people and their many influencers, 
such as educators, employers, brands, 
government, career advisors and parents. 
With insight into how young Australians are 
thinking and feeling about their life and their 
future, better strategies can be developed to 
help youth engage more effectively with the 
myriad of post-school opportunities available 
to them. 
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HOW YOUTH SEE 
THEMSELVES & THEIR 
PLACE IN THE WORLD 

TECH-SAVVY AND OPEN-MINDED, BUT 
A LITTLE LAZY 

Year13’s survey of 15-24-year-olds saw 75% of 
young respondents identifying themselves 
and their generation as tech-savvy above all 
other characteristics. They also saw 
themselves and their peers as open-minded 
(72%) and independent (52%). Of the 
identifiers with more negative connotations, 
respondents said they considered 
themselves to be lazy (33%), sheltered (25%) 
and entitled (24%).   

However, when youth respondents were 
asked to describe how they perceived older 

generations (people aged 40+), these 
negative characteristics became far more 
pronounced. Youth claimed that while their 
own cohort was very comfortable with 
technology and saw themselves as open-
minded, the primary identifiers they attached 
to older generations were the exact opposite; 
only 4% of youth saw older generations as 
tech savvy, and 59% believed older 
generations were narrow-minded.  

These discrepancies in perception could very 
well be widening the communication gap 
between generations and, despite whether 
these assumptions are accurate or not, are 
potentially causing young people to distrust 
messaging created by older influencers. 

“Trying to please my parents will always 
be hard because our views in life are so 
different and yet I know they only want 
the best for me.”  
Male, 17, NSW 
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48%

18%

4%

16%

32%

19%
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38%
40%

6%

12%

52%

25%

75%
72%

33%
37%

47%

40%

24%

33%

How youth see themselves
How youth see older generations

How do you perceive yourself and your generation? 
How do you perceive people of older generations (40+)? 



INDEPENDENT MAYBE, BUT NOT 
FROM THEIR PARENTS 

Perhaps surprisingly, the majority of young 
respondents felt they were either ‘slightly 
prepared’ or ‘very prepared’ for the post-
school tasks of cooking, cleaning, performing 
domestic duties and travelling. However, 
there was a more pronounced skew towards 
‘slightly unprepared’ or ‘very unprepared’ 
when it came to tasks that made young 
people independent of their parents, such as 
moving out of home, conducting life admin 
(e.g. booking appointments, paying bills) and 
being financially independent. 

Financial independence was the area in 
which youth felt most unprepared (47%). 
Having an adequate level of financial 
knowledge was one of the biggest concerns 
young people had about transitioning into the 
‘real world’, with 91% of respondents believing 
schools should provide more help with 
financial concepts like tax and paying bills. 

Similarly, 39% of youth claimed they felt 
unprepared to move out of home and 33% 
felt unprepared to conduct life admin. This 
suggests that youth feel more unsettled 
completing tasks that they have previously 
relied on their parents to help them with. 
  
YOUTH DEFINE SUCCESS BY HOW THEY 
FEEL, NOT BY WHAT THEY HAVE 

The majority of youth do not measure 
success in material possessions, fame or 
even in terms of achievements such as 
completing a university degree or owning a 
home. The majority of youth surveyed 
measured success in terms of happiness 
(91%) and the pursuit of passion (76%), having 
a loving family (65%) and the happiness of 
others (64%).  

Knowing what youth value most and how they 
define success is hugely important in 
developing effective and engaging 
communication strategies. When promoting a 
particular opportunity, it appears youth are 
more concerned about the experience they 
will have and how happy the opportunity will 
make them rather than any material outcome 
that could result. 

“I'm a working musician and people 
often tell me I need a backup plan... 
Sometimes I feel inadequate, or like I'm 
making the [wrong] choices. To combat 
this, I focus on who I want to be and my 
happiness... I just go with the flow and, 
even though it's good to listen to other 
people's advice, I stick to my guns and 
ultimately do what I feel is right for me!” 
Female, 18, VIC 

9%

13%

18%

30%

37%

40%

26%

27%

32%

34%

35%

39%

18%

20%

17%

17%

8%

10%

25%

18%

20%

13%

13%

8%

22%

21%

13%

6%

7%

3%

Very unprepared
Slightly unprepared
Neither prepared nor unprepared
Slightly prepared
Very prepared

Cleaning & domestic duties

Cooking

Travelling

Life admin

Moving out of home

Being financially independent 

8%3%

How prepared do you 
feel for the following?
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How do you define ‘success’? 

GENDER AND SEXUAL ORIENTATION ARE 
LINKED TO MENTAL HEALTH 

11% of Year13 survey respondents identified as 
bisexual and 4% identified as homosexual (a 
further 2% identified as having a sexual 
orientation not listed, while 3% said they 
preferred not to specify). Between 0.5% and 
1% of young people also did not identify as 
either male or female (non-specified).  

It is important to note that while 56% of youth 
who identified as heterosexual said they 
struggled with their mental health, this 
number increases to 72% for those who 
identified as homosexual and 84% for those 
who identified as bisexual. While the sample 
in our survey was small, this trend was also 
evident in non-specified gender respondents, 
84% of whom had struggled with their mental 
health. This aligns with data from the National 
LGBTI Health Alliance that states LGBTQI+ 
Australians are “twice as likely to be 
diagnosed and treated for mental health 

disorders” and that LGBTQI+ youth aged 
between 16 and 27 are five times more likely 
to attempt suicide than the overall 
population11. 
  
Statistics such as these highlight how 
important youth support services are and the 
need to ensure all young people—especially 
those who identify as a part of the LGBTQI+ 
community—are provided ample access to 
mental health resources from a young age, 
including within the school environment.  

“Being transgender causes a lot of 
stress in my life as it has many run on 
effects to different aspects of my life - at 
school for example, it causes a lot of 
anxiety... but I deal with it by hanging 
out with people going through the same 
thing at LGBT groups, and I also talk to 
my other family/friends to vent 
frustrations.”  
Non-specified, 17, NSW 
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HEALTH & WELLBEING 

To understand how and why young people 
are disengaging from further education and 
employment options and struggling with the 
transitional journey after school, it is important 
to examine the current state of their physical 
and mental health.  

YOUTH ARE STRUGGLING WITH THEIR 
MENTAL HEALTH 

68% of respondents revealed that they had 
struggled with their mental health at some 
point; over 2 in every 3 young people. 
Concerningly, only 29% of Year13 survey 
respondents who had struggled with their 
mental health claimed to have spoken to a 
mental health professional. This means the 
remaining 71% did not seek, or are not 
seeking, professional help, with a further 29% 

responding that they did not feel comfortable 
talking to anyone about their mental health. 

The majority of youth who have struggled 
with their mental health said they spoke about 
it with their friends (48%), and/or opened up to 
their family (36%). While it is encouraging to 
know that many young people are willing to 
speak to people they trust regarding their 
wellbeing, it is still troubling that the majority 
are not seeking advice developed by 
qualified professionals such as school 
counsellors (11%), online helplines (8%) and 
telephone helplines (3%).  

These are alarming statistics, and with 82% of 
young people claiming they know at least 
one family member or friend who has 
struggled with their mental health, it is 
becoming more difficult for youth to avoid 
being impacted by these issues in some way. 
This emphasises the need to provide 
accessible resources youth can turn to when 
they feel they cannot discuss their struggles 
with the people around them. It is of utmost 
importance that all youth influencers and 
stakeholders work to break down the stigma 
surrounding mental health to encourage 
young people to talk openly about their 
wellbeing and feel comfortable enough to 
seek professional help when required.  
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Have you ever experienced any 
struggles with your mental health?

Yes 
68% 

No 
32% 

7%

29%

3%4%5%
8%8%

11%

21%

29%

36%

48%

Who do you talk to about your mental health?
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“I have ADHD and other mental health issues and as a result focusing in class/on 
study is a monumental task. While the work is at a good difficulty level, it's 
frustrating to struggle even with subjects I should do really well on.” 
Male, 16, VIC 

“I’m stressed about the pressure of helping my friends through mental health 
issues (anxiety, depression, suicide, etc.) while also having to focus on school and 
deal with my own mental health related issues. A lot of my friends come to me 
when they’re struggling and I’m so happy that they trust me enough to do that 
and my priorities will always lie with them, but school doesn’t acknowledge how 
difficult it is to talk your friend out of suicide one night and hand in an assignment 
the next day.”  
Female, 17, NSW 

“I’m occasionally seeing a local psychologist who teaches me skills and tools to 
deal with my anxiety better. It is the best thing I have ever done and I love 
learning ways to improve my mental health. This is why I am currently studying 
the practice of adolescent counselling.”  
Female, 18, SA 

“I deal with daily anxiety by breathing and surrounding myself with people I’m 
comfortable with.” 
Male, 18, QLD 

“The amount of anxiety, fear and depression caused by Year 12 and the ATAR 
system is vastly disproportionate to its worth, and in our current society, a larger 
focus on improving mental health is in desperate need.”   
Female, 17, WA 

“The levels of mental illness in young people today is soaring and we can deny it 
all we want but the correlation between the pressures and anxieties of the 
modern school system and these mental health issues are indubitable. When our 
‘education system’ turns into something… that causes young people to develop 
serious and threatening mental illness, surely something needs to change.” 
Female, 16, QLD

CHAPTER ONE: THE NATURE OF YOUTH

YOUTH SAY



YOUTH ARE NOT PRIORITISING THEIR 
HAPPINESS 

When asked ‘what is the most important thing 
in the world to you right now?’, youth ranked 
doing well with their studies (27%) higher than 
their happiness (23%), pursuing their passions 
(14%), health and wellbeing (8%), family (5%) 
and friends (5%). Despite the fact that 
happiness, family and pursuing passions are 
all elements young people see as important 
to a successful life (as aforementioned), this is 
not what they are prioritising during their high 
school years. It is perhaps this internal 
dichotomy between their priorities and their 
values that has contributed to the 
deterioration of youth mental health.  

YOUTH STRUGGLE WITH THE CONCEPT 
OF THE FUTURE 

When asked what young people felt was their 
biggest struggle right now, the majority 
responded that their fear of the future and 
figuring out what they were going to do with 
their lives was of greatest concern (23%), 
followed by their studies (22%), mental health 
(13%) and money/finances (13%). 

These statistics may indicate that schools, 
parents and other influencers are putting too 
much pressure on youth to make career 
decisions while they are young. Due to the 
enormous amount of weight placed on these 
decisions by the people around them, youth 
are led to believe that the choices they make 
now are irreversible and absolutely critical to 
their future success.  

“I stress over the fact that as 18-year-
olds who have been led by teachers/
parents/peers/professionals for their 
entire lives, we have to decide on ONE 
job that we’re supposed to do for the 
rest of our lives, when there are so 
many choices and experiences to 
choose from.”  
Female, 17, NSW 

My friends are all so prepared for their 
future careers, doing all the subjects 
necessary for it and even doing outside 
jobs. But me, I don't know. Once I 
thought I knew it, but my parents highly 
disagreed with it and was ashamed for 
me to say it in front of family… 
Sometimes I get extreme anxiety to the 
point I cry and not sleep. 
Female, 16, NSW 

“[I] worry that I won’t figure out where 
I’m going in life. [Then] I remind myself I 
am still so young and have decades to 
figure everything out. Life isn’t a race.” 
Female, 19, VIC 

YOUTH ARE ALSO STRUGGLING SOCIALLY 

When respondents were asked to describe 
what emotion they felt strongest when 
socialising with new people or acquaintances, 
youth predominantly felt anxious (30%), 
followed by enjoyment (16%), excitement 
(16%), and discomfort (15%). 68% of youth 
claimed they would feel uncomfortable at a 
party where they only knew one person and 
8% said they would still feel uncomfortable 
even if they knew everyone.  

22
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What is your biggest struggle right now?

22% My studies 

7% Friends/relationships 

6% Fitting in socially 

1% Staying out of trouble

13% My mental health 

1% My job

5% Being unemployed

23% The future/figuring out what to do

13% Money/finances

2% Family life

2% My physical health

2% Being independent 

2% Other 



One major consequence of social anxiety is 
the “adverse effects on interpersonal skills” 
that not only impacts youth’s ability to function 
in a social setting but “may also impact on 
[their] career, and progression may be 
tarnished due to avoidance behaviours”12. A 
significant number of respondents claimed 
they felt uncomfortable partaking in job 
interviews, calling to make appointments and 
going to the doctor or dentist alone, 
evidencing that—whether mild or extreme— 
the impact of social anxiety on young 
people’s ability to conduct daily tasks may be 
keeping them from achieving full 
independence from their parents. 

“Dealing with social situations, like 
meeting new people, calling over the 
phone or making friends stirs my anxiety 
up a little, and makes me feel very 
uncomfortable. I try to deal with it by 

working myself up to do things. It takes 
me up to a day to work up the courage 
to call someone, and I have to 
constantly tell myself and overthink 
every scenario when attempting to 
make a friend.” 
Female, 17, WA 

SLEEP MAY BE ONE OF THE ISSUES 

43% of respondents claimed to be averaging 
less than seven hours of sleep per night. A 
US study conducted by the National Sleep 
Foundation in 2015 found that the 
recommended amount of sleep for teenagers 
(14-17) is 8-10 hours and for young adults 
(18-25) is 7-9 hours13. According to Year13’s 
survey, 76% of respondents aged 14-17 were 
getting less than the recommended eight 
hours sleep. 

The effects of sleep deficiency in adolescents 
and young adults include poor judgement, a 
lack of motivation, inattentiveness, 
moodiness, and an increased risk of obesity, 
drug and alcohol abuse, and depression. 
Judith Owns of the American Academy of 
Pediatrics also highlights the correlation 
between sleep loss and increased risk of 
adolescent suicide. “Sleeping less than 8 
hours at night seems to be associated with 
an almost threefold increased risk of suicide 
attempts… However, increased risk of the 
most severe forms of suicidality (attempt 
requiring treatment) seems to be associated 
with significantly shorter sleep duration (total 
sleep time ≤4 hours).”14 

“At the moment not sleeping well has 
caused me a lot of stress and I've been 
tired all the time, so I've been starting to 
remove distractions before bed to give 
myself enough time to try and get to 
sleep early and catch up on lost hours.”  
Male, 18, TAS 
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Going for a job interview

Going to the doctor/dentist

Calling to make an appointment

Going to a party only knowing one person

How comfortable do you 
feel in these scenarios?

Going to a party knowing everyone

3% 6%



MONEY 

YOUTH ARE SAVERS AND RISK-AVERSE 
WITH INVESTMENTS 

When asked, ‘If you were to receive $100 
right now what would you do with it?’ over 
three quarters of young respondents gave 
the relatively responsible answers of saving it 
(58%) or spending it on something necessary 
that they need (18%). All other possible 
responses were selected by less than 5% of 
young people, including the more frivolous 
options of buying something unnecessary 
(4%), spending the money on someone 
special (3%), throwing a party (1%) or gambling 
the money (0%). 

Similarly, when asked ‘If you were to receive 
$10,000 right now what would you do with it?’, 
the majority gave the responsible answers of 
saving the money, putting it towards a deposit 
for a property/house, or investing it in 
something safe. Travelling was the only 
exception of an unnecessary expenditure 
chosen by a large portion of respondents. 

YOUTH DO NOT NEED TO BE RICH, BUT 
RECOGNISE THAT MONEY IS IMPORTANT 

Despite the fact that youth do not see having 
lots of money as an indicator of success, they 
do recognise the importance of money. When 
asked how important making money is to 
them personally, the majority of respondents 
said it was either ‘somewhat important’ (56%) 
or ‘very important’ (33%).  
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How important is making 
money to you personally?
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64% of respondents were employed at the 
time of being surveyed. When asked what the 
best aspects of their job(s) were, 68% said it 
was the money they earned, which was the 
second most popular response only after ‘the 
people I work with’ (69%). 70% of employed 
respondents had a weekly income (inclusive 
of all earnings such as pocket money and 
government benefits) of under $300. 

UNEMPLOYED YOUTH BALANCE PARENTS 
AND ODD JOBS TO GET BY 

Of the remaining 36% of unemployed 
respondents, 85% had a weekly income of 
less than $100. Unsurprisingly, unemployed 
youth were primarily relying on their parents 
for financial support, whereby 53% had their 
parents pay for things when needed, 46% 

performed odd jobs to earn money and 44% 
received pocket money. 

Parents were also still called upon by many 
employed youth, with 28% of working 
respondents saying their parents still paid for 
things when they needed it. A further 18% 
continued to perform odd jobs for extra 
money and 14% of employed youth said they 
received pocket money. 

“My parents chose to financially support 
me during high school so I could focus 
on my studies. Now that I'm in uni I'm 
desperately trying to find a job with little 
experience and getting constantly 
rejected is a very stressful thing.” 
Female, 18, SA 
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SOCIAL MEDIA & 
TECHNOLOGY 

PHONE ADDICTION IS REAL 

2017’s After the ATAR report revealed that 
89% of high school students were using their 
mobile phones in class15. For 69% of 2018 
survey respondents, checking their phone 
was the first thing they did in the morning as 
well as the last thing they did before going to 
bed. The majority of young people are literally 
waking to technology and often conducting 
their first communication of the day through 
an online application or digital platform, rather 
than in-person. 

“When I walk in the house I leave my 
phone outside my room and get straight 
into [studying], rewarding myself with 
small phone breaks every hour. This has 
made me extremely less stressed.”  
Female, 17, NSW 

SOCIAL MEDIA: HELPING OR HINDERING 
YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH? 

67% of survey respondents admitted that they 
are spending too much time on social media, 
however the effect this is having on young 
people’s psyche is debatable. 

According to 2017’s After the ATAR report, 
only 10% of youth believed that social media 
was having a positive effect on how they 
perceived themselves16. Another 2017 report 
from UK’s Royal Society for Public Health 
suggests that there are a number of ways 
social media can have a negative impact on a 
young person’s mental health, including 
issues stemming from sleep loss, cyber-
bullying, FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out) and low 
self-esteem from comparing oneself to 
unrealistic/photoshopped images. “Young 
people who are heavy users of social media - 
spending more than two hours per day on 
social networking sites such as Facebook, 
Twitter or Instagram - are more likely to report 
poor mental health, including psychological 
distress (symptoms of anxiety and 
depression).” Instagram in particular was 
associated with heightened feelings of 
negativity, contributing to issues with body 
image, FOMO and sleep loss17.   

However, the UK report also praised social 
media for providing increased access to 
mental health information and peer-to-peer 
story sharing, emotional support from online 
communities and a way in which youth could 
find and build relationships with other people. 
“By joining ‘groups’ or ‘pages’ young people 
can surround themselves with like-minded 
people and share their thoughts or concerns. 
These groups may be minorities in the real 
world, but can build online communities that 
provide a safe network for young people, 
such as those from the LGBTQ+ community or 
ethnic minorities that are at higher risk for 
compromised mental health.”18   

It remains unclear whether the benefits of 
social media outweigh the detriments, or vice-
versa. Year13 survey respondents discussed 
social media in both positive and negative 
lights, explaining that it could be a hindrance 
to their concentration as well as an effective 
stress-reliever, helping them wind down and 
take their mind off their studies.
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Do you check your phone first thing in 
the morning and/or last thing at night?
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18%Both

Neither

Morning

Night
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“Every small decision I make this year; every party I attend, every study session, 
every ‘wasted’ hour on social media is technically contributing to my ATAR. I feel 
guilty when I’m not studying because I know this is the year that it counts. ”  
Female, 17, QLD 

“I deal with [study stress] by working through it slowly and using other stress 
relievers like social media, games, and even casual work.”   
Male, 16, SA 

“Upcoming assessments and deadlines cause me the most stress, since I place a 
lot of importance on my academic performance. I deal with these things by 
distancing myself from all social media temporarily in order to concentrate 
effectively while studying.” 
Male, 18, QLD 

“[I deal with] chronic pain, by connecting with other chronic pain sufferers on 
social media.” 
Female, 17, WA 

“Social media can be a huge distraction and negative thing, or it can be a great 
thing [that] helps in all ways.”    
Male, 17, NSW 

“I make goals for the year with my phone. I also write down what I want to do on 
the day and the week using my phone planner.”   
Male, 19, NSW

YOUTH SAY
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“

”

In order to improve the education of our youth, 
curriculum should focus on today's world. Social media 

understanding, people skills, communication skills, 
self-worth, and self-development are now imperative to 
success both socially and financially. These facts have 

been proven time and time again and yet, none of 
these skills are prioritised in school. 

Male, 20, NSW

The Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA) states that the 
Australian curriculum plays a significant role 
“in equipping young Australians to live and 
work successfully in the twenty-first century.”19 
However, this opinion does not appear to be 
shared by the majority of young Australians, 
68% of whom believe that high schools do 
not adequately prepare students for success 
in the ‘real world’. In particular, much of the 
current youth cohort express concern that 
senior schooling has become more focussed 
on the ATAR and academic achievement, 
rather than setting students up for post-
school success.   

While the ATAR was established to facilitate 
university admissions, it has developed to 
become an identifier of academic merit for 
both schools and individuals. What will 
become clear throughout this chapter is that 
many young people feel the ATAR fails to 
measure their ability in the important life skills 
required to function outside of the school 
environment. It is for this reason that students 
are feeling disillusioned with the system, 
resulting in the majority believing that their 
school cares more about their ATAR than 
them as students20. 

It is also interesting to note that while the 
ATAR still operates as a university entrance 
score, 60% of undergraduate offers are 
based on factors outside of a student’s 
ATAR21. Whilst a number of competitive 
courses that require a high level of theoretical 
knowledge (e.g. law, medicine) do benefit 
from a concise scoring system such as this, it 
does call into question the relevance of the 
ATAR as an accurate performance indicator 
for the majority of university admissions.

CHAPTER TWO
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HIGH SCHOOL &  
THE ATAR 

The heavy focus on academia and the 
perceived significance of the ATAR is taking 
its toll on senior high school students in a 
number of ways. Respondents to Year13’s 
survey have expressed the negative impact 
the ATAR is having on their engagement 
levels at school, as well as their overall 
wellbeing and mental health. 

In a standardised system such as the ATAR, 
where students must adhere to specific 
curriculum requirements in order to achieve, it 
is unsurprising that youth feel their individual 
interests and values are not being prioritised 
in the final years of school. With the majority 
of their time and energy focused on results, 
many students are graduating from school 
feeling unprepared for adult responsibilities 
and not confident in their ability to make 
informed career decisions. This in turn leaves 
students more susceptible to bias, resulting in 
many basing their choices around whatever 
appears to be the ‘default option’. Often, this 
default is presented as an undergraduate 
degree, due to the way in which the ATAR is 
so intrinsically tied to gaining university entry.  

“Testing students by the same means 
and using the same test is ridiculous 
when we live in a world where everyone 
learns differently… We are told our 
whole lives that we should never be 
afraid to be different and we should 
always be ourselves but as soon as it 
comes to our education, no, we must 
learn the same way, we must always 
formulate the same answers, we must 
resolve the question the same way and 
we must follow the same protocol.” 
Female, 19, WA 

While university is a popular career pathway, 
it does not necessarily guarantee success for 
the career development of all young people, 
and it is only through a thorough examination 

of all available opportunities that a student 
can make an educated decision about their 
future. If young people are simply driving 
towards getting the best ATAR possible 
without considering their full range of post-
school options, failure to achieve a high ATAR 
and gain university admittance thus becomes 
a failure to achieve a goal the student 
potentially should not have been pursuing in 
the first place. 

“Many Year 12 students stress to get the 
best ATAR they can with no idea 
whether they want to go to university, 
but simply 'just in case'. The ATAR 
should be shown in school as a direct 
pathway to uni for those who wish to 
pursue it, rather than the norm for 
already stressed high school students.”  
Female, 18, NSW 

YOUTH DO NOT AGREE WITH THE ATAR 

When asked outright whether respondents 
agreed with the ATAR system, only 13% 
answered in the affirmative. 

Young people’s overall disapproval of the 
ATAR as a system was evident on a number 
of occasions throughout Year13’s research. 
Firstly, over three-quarters of young people 
(76%) believe the ATAR is not an accurate 
measurement of a student’s academic ability. 
When respondents were asked whether 
getting a good ATAR was the best path to 

Do you agree with  
the ATAR system?

65%

22%

13%

No

Yes

  Don’t 
know



18%

29%

27%

21%

4%

success after school, a total of 47% 
disagreed, evidencing that many young 
people do not consider academic ability in 
school to be an indicator of future life and 
career success.  

STUDENTS THINK SCHOOLS CARE MORE 
ABOUT THEIR ATAR THAN THEM 

In the 2017 After the ATAR report, it was 
revealed that 55% of youth believe schools 
care more about their ATAR than them as 
students22. This was supported by 2018’s 
findings; when asked what they believed their 
school’s highest priorities were, half of all 
respondents said academic success (50%) 
was of most importance, while student 
wellbeing (21%), and post-school success (9%) 
ranked significantly lower. 

When asked what their school’s lowest 
priorities were, performing arts/creative arts 
(40%) was seen to be of least importance, 
with sport (21%) following behind. 
Concerningly, 16% of respondents believed 
their post-school success was their school’s 
lowest priority.
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In your opinion, what do you think 
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Strongly 
agree

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

Strongly 
disagree

Do you agree with the statement: 
‘Getting a good ATAR is the best 

path to success after school’.



“A student may achieve his/her personal best, but if another student scores 
higher, they are consequenced by having their own mark affected. Why can't the 
system be based on personal achievement in subjects that students actually 
enjoy rather than subjects that "scale" well? I strongly disagree with the ATAR 
system, for if it was changed students would have the freedom to pursue their 
interests rather than what will achieve a certain ATAR, which would consequently 
have the potential to alleviate mental health issues and increase performance.”  
Female, 17, NSW 

“The ATAR system is good for those that are academically minded and care 
about the academic side of school. It is good to get a gauge of where people are 
at in their schooling. It isn’t for everyone and that is understandable, but for those 
who are interested in it, it works well.”   
Male, 16, QLD 

“I am unsure about the ATAR system, I understand its purpose but students 
become so driven on just achieving their ATAR [that] other things around them 
become less important. They choose subjects based on their employment and 
ATAR rather than doing what they enjoy.” 
Female, 18, SA 

“[The ATAR] doesn't show anything about a person except they can pass a test 
and get a grade, granted it is still an achievement to reach a high score. 
Someone who might not do well in getting their ATAR might still be very capable 
if not more than a high achiever when put into a different environment, as the 
previous might have prohibited their learning.”    
Male, 16, SA 

“Schools put way too much pressure on kids to do ATAR and make them think 
that ATAR is the be all and end all. My sister is a Year 11 student this year. She is 
one of the smartest kids I've come across and stresses all the time. This year has 
been a very tough one for her as she's been in and out of **** Clinic (a mental 
hospital for suicidal kids/adults). As she hasn't been at school much, she thought 
that she couldn't go into the uni course she wanted because her ATAR probably 
won't be at her standards. I believe this shows just how much the schools and 
others put it into student’s heads that ATAR is the only way.” 
Female, 18, WA

YOUTH SAY
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GAMING THE ATAR 

Year13’s research has uncovered evidence 
that suggests senior high school students are 
‘gaming’ the ATAR; that is, employing 
strategies that will help them achieve a higher 
ATAR, but will not necessarily aid in building a 
future career or exploring their individual 
interests. When respondents were asked if 
they picked any easier subjects knowing they 
would help to achieve a higher ATAR, 37% 
said they had chosen at least one or more 
subjects in attempt to bump up their rank, 
with 12% admitting to choosing ‘a few’ or 
more of their subjects for this reason. 

When asked what reasoning best described 
their subject selection in high school, 37% of 
respondents said they chose subjects ‘that 
would best help me reach my target ATAR’. 

In a sense, these tactics defeat much of the 
purpose of selecting senior school subjects. 
According to the WA Department of 
Education, subject selection “should reflect 
[the student’s] strengths and interests to 
ensure they achieve their best, and graduate 
with the skills and qualifications that provide 
a stepping stone to their career of choice,”23 
while the NSW Education Standards Authority 
says students should “choose courses that 
[they] are good at, interested in and may use 
in the future.”24 If students are no longer 
selecting subjects because they are 
interested in them or think they will be useful 
for their future pursuits, this may be 
preventing students from thoroughly 
exploring their potential options and thus 
from making informed career decisions. 

“[The ATAR] adds so much pressure on 
to students lives and results in so many 
students studying subjects simply to get 
a good ATAR rather than studying 
subjects they will enjoy.” 
Female, 20, VIC 
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How could schools better set you up for success in society?

38%

91%

79%

44%

61%

30%

64%

62%

2%Schools don’t need 
to do more

More career  
advice 

Study help

Mental health 
support

Employment 
help

Health and 
nutrition advice

Life skills (e.g.  
cooking, cleaning)

Sex education

Financial help 
(e.g. taxes, bills)

ACADEMIA TAKES PRIORITY OVER POST-
SCHOOL PREPARATION 

43% of young people have ‘no idea’ what 
they want to do when they leave school25. 
When survey respondents were asked why 
they believed this was, only 9% said ‘figuring 
out what I want to do is not a priority for me 
right now’. According to a much larger 
proportion of the cohort, a lack of: exposure 
to different careers (77%), life experience 
(68%), knowledge of all options (67%) and 
career advice/support (55%) were to blame 
for their confusion. 

Focus on academia and ATAR success 
appears to be coming at the expense of other 
career development activities and post-
school preparation, evidenced by 68% of 
respondents disagreeing that high school 
successfully prepares students for the ‘real 
world’. This is coupled with less than 2% of 
youth believing schools do not need to do 

more to better set students up for success in 
society. There exists a much larger proportion 
of young people who are looking for 
additional help from their school with 
everyday skills and tasks, in particular with 
financial help (91%), life skills (e.g. cooking and 
cleaning) (79%) and employment help (64%).

Do you agree with the statement, 
‘high school successfully prepares 

students for the real world’?

68%
20%

12%

No

Yes

    Neither 
   agree nor  
  disagree
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“These 18-year-olds were just sitting in classrooms doing ATAR and somehow 
they seemed to never learn how to get a job, how to pay taxes, budgeting, how 
to buy a car, or get a loan for a house. All these things that are looked at as so 
important in the working world, yet the school system fails us by never really 
acknowledging the bigger picture outside.”  
Female, 16, WA 

“Having now experienced life in society as a completely self-supported adult… 
the people and communication skills I have had to teach myself have been of far 
greater benefit to me than everything I was taught in school beyond literacy skills 
and basic numeracy. It is my opinion that in order to improve the current 
educational system, course content should be dramatically altered and refocused 
towards educating and preparing students for life beyond school.”   
Male, 20, NSW 

“School systems these days haven't changed much for many years, and it almost 
feels like we're being taught advanced math over life, safety and self-care skills. I 
understand subjects are important to get into a uni or a TAFE course, but as soon 
as you're let out into the world you feel very lost.” 
Female, 18, VIC 

“After a single semester in university, the ATAR score you achieved, that single 
number you spent the hardest two years of your life so far working towards, 
stressing about, and being mentally challenged by... is basically tossed out the 
window... ATAR not only fails to prepare students for the real world, but worse 
than that, it fools them into thinking they are, and then disappears from their lives 
altogether.”    
Male, 17, QLD 

“[ATAR has] become synonymous with being smart. If you don’t do ATAR - you’re 
not smart. This causes students who don’t know what they even want to do in 
university to just do ATAR so they don’t seem dumb, putting unnecessary stress 
on them and causing them to lose two years of their life. Those two years would 
be put to much better use if we were given the chance to learn real life skills such 
as how politics works, how to buy a house, how to save money, manage our 
finances and also, to explore the career opportunities that are possible. Many of 
us come out of the ATAR system still lost, not knowing what we want to do for the 
rest of our lives.” 
Female, 18, WA

YOUTH SAY
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CAREER ADVICE IN 
SCHOOLS 

Career advice and career advisors play a vital 
role connecting students to further education 
and employment opportunities, allowing 
young people to broaden their horizons, 
consider what pathways align to them as 
individuals and evaluate which route will best 
set them up for success in life. However, the 
current way in which career development 
initiatives are conducted in high schools is 
widely criticised by students and career 
advisors alike.   

The major issue is the lack of funding and 
resources dedicated to career initiatives in 
high schools. According to the Career 
Industry Council of Australia (CICA), “one in 
three career practitioners [are] provided with 
less than $1,000 annually to undertake 
career development activities across their 
entire school. This equates to half of schools 
with a population of over 1,000 students 
having less than $3 per student to spend on 
career education.”26 

This is compounded by the difficulty career 
advisors face in trying to keep up with the 
rapidly changing world of work, which impacts 
the quality and accuracy of advice provided 
to students in school. This is unfortunate, as 
career advisors have the potential to play an 
important role in raising awareness of 
frequently overlooked industries that are 
experiencing shortages in the job market. For 
example, apprenticeship, traineeship and 
Certificate III commencements are at their 
lowest rate in a decade27 and new workers 
are required to fill positions in trade roles 
nationwide. Yet, with 56% of young people 
still not considering an apprenticeship when 
they leave school, there is plenty of 
opportunity for youth influencers to educate 
students about those post-school options that 
are in high demand, whilst simultaneously 
alleviating skills shortages in the wider 
Australian workforce. 

“Teachers make it seem as though if 
you don't get a good ATAR then you 
won't do well in life. Which is ultimately 
untrue, many teachers don't tell their 
students of the other pathways that can 
help you become successful in life, such 
as TAFE or a trade.” 
Male, 16, NSW 

QUALITY OVER QUANTITY ADVICE 

When asked what improvements they would 
like to see in the area of career advice, 
respondents were predominantly seeking 
more personalised advice (76%). Interestingly, 
more time with a career advisor ranked lower 
on young people’s priorities (34%), potentially 
indicating that youth do not believe the issue 
lies in the quantity of time spent with a career 
advisor, but how that time is spent. Similarly, 
only 16% of respondents were seeking more 
offline access to career advice, while more 
online access was asked for by 38% of youth. 

CHAPTER TWO: THE FINAL YEARS AT SCHOOL

What would help you to receive 
better career advice?

60% Access to mentors/industry 
professionals 

76% More personalised advice

3% Other 

52% Access to unbiased  
advice

47% An advisor I can  
relate to/connect with

44% Higher quality 
advice

38% More online  
access

35% Access over a 
longer time period

34% More time with 
an advisor

16% More offline  
access
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BIAS IN THE CLASSROOM 

Bias in career advice is another widespread 
concern for students; 52% of survey 
respondents claimed they wanted more 
access to unbiased career advice in high 
school. Many young people felt they were not 
being provided with a deep understanding of 
all available post-school options and were 
simply being pushed to pursue university, with 
46% of young people claiming they faced ‘too 
much’ pressure from their school to enter 
university and only 10% saying they faced no 
pressure at all28. 

With high school providing a pivotal gateway 
for young people entering various industries, 
occupations and educational pathways, it is 
important that all opportunities are portrayed 
accurately and equally. Currently, this is not 
reflected in youth’s understanding and 
consideration of different post-school options, 
whereby 56% of students do not consider 
doing an apprenticeship or traineeship when 
leaving school and 43% of students say they 
are either not sure whether their school did, 

or are sure their school did not, offer school-
based apprenticeships.  

When asked how well respondents 
understood a range of different further 
education options, 49% claimed to have a 
good or strong understanding of university. 
This far exceeded the second-most 
understood pathway—vocational education— 
of which only 19% of students had a good or 
strong understanding.  

27% of respondents felt they had no 
understanding of private education, while 
only 3% of respondents claim to have no 
understanding of university, evidencing a 
clear imbalance in the way education 
pathways are being portrayed in the 
classroom and the significant skew towards 
university in schools. 

“[I’m] educating myself about my 
options after Year 12, and I am finding a 
lot more options than school counsellors 
ever tell us about.” 
Female, 17, TAS

How well do you feel you understand these pathways?

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

4%4%4%5%
14%

13%10%12%14%

35% 28%31%
32%30%

36%

27%32%
31%29%

12%
27%23%21%23%

3%

No understanding Poor understanding Average understanding
Good understanding Strong understanding

Vocational Education 
& Training (VET) Apprenticeships Traineeships

Private education 
providersUniversity 
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CAREER ADVICE FROM PARENTS 

The majority of young people are still 
receiving their most trustworthy career advice 
from their parents (56%), more so than the 
internet (42%), teachers (40%) and career 
advisors (38%). However, this poses yet 
another problem to young people’s career 
education, with only 15% of survey 
respondents believing their parents have a 
well-rounded understanding of private 
education options, 16% of vocational 
education, and 26% of apprenticeships and 
traineeships.  

Meanwhile, 66% of youth believe their 
parents have a well-rounded understanding 
of university, potentially forming more bias 
towards higher education, whether it be 
conscious bias or not. 

 
In a 2017 survey, Year13 asked Australian 
parents which career option they felt was 
best for their child. After following a passion 
(43%), 32% of parents believed higher 
education to be the best career option for 
their child. Vocational education (7%), 
apprenticeships and traineeships (6%), and 
entering the workforce (3%) all came in with 
significantly lower support than university29. 

“As I am in my senior year of high 
school, there is a very heavy amount of 

pressure regarding where I want to 
head in the future. My mother is strongly 
for me going to university as I have the 
grades to get in, however do not know 
what I would want to study. Which is 
why, on the other hand, my stepmother 
is very much against me choosing to go 
to university. I struggle to deal with this 
stress and break down a lot.” 
Female, 17, QLD 

This pressure to enter university could be a 
contributing factor to 1 in 4 Year 12 students 
lying to their parents about what they want to 
do when they finish high school30. Thus, it 
would appear progress still needs to be 
made when providing comprehensive, 
unbiased and up-to-date career advice to 
young people. With more funding, resources 
and education, career advisors, parents and 
other youth influencers will be better 
equipped to ensure young people are 
thoroughly considering all of their post-school 
options and making the decision that is right 
for them. 

25%

15%

16%

27%

66%

Which pathways would you say 
your parents have a well-rounded 

understanding of?

University 

Apprenticeships & traineeships 

Vocational Education & Training (VET)

None of the above

Private education providers
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“
”

Then comes the dreaded question I hear 
almost every day of the week, “What do you 

want to do after school?”. I’m riddled with 
stress and anxiety behind this answer. 

Female, 17, QLD

 
 

Generally speaking, when finishing high 
school, students have three options for their 
immediate future; either they will pursue 
further education, seek employment, and/or 
choose to take a gap year. Of course, these 
pathways are not mutually exclusive and 
while some—for example, a travelling gap 
year—may not establish a direct pathway into 
a career, they do aid in the young person’s 
decision-making and provide them with the 
time to explore themselves and the world 
around them.    

However, due to the issues surrounding 
career advice in high schools discussed in 
Chapter 2, making a well-informed decision 
about which route (or routes) to choose is 
difficult for school leavers. Without a well-
rounded understanding of the opportunities 
within employment, education and gap years, 
many young people are left heading down 
the wrong path, evidenced by 1 in 5 students 
dropping out of first year university31 and the 
low 53% completion rate of apprentices and 
trainees32.  

Moreover, youth remain relatively unaware of 
the future of careers and unconcerned about 
the impact technology and globalisation will 
have on the job market—knowledge of which 
could greatly influence their career choices. 
In 2017’s After the ATAR report, 48% of youth 
were ‘not at all concerned’ about the threat of 
automation, while 43% were ‘not at all 
concerned’ about the threat of outsourcing33, 
however these are two movements that have 
already facilitated rapid and extensive 
changes to the Australian workforce. Youth 
are particularly vulnerable to the affects of 
these trends, with over half of young people 
currently enrolled in entry-level occupations 
that are predicted to be significantly impacted 
by automation34.  

Such sudden changes to the requirements of 
various jobs is making it difficult for youth 
influencers and career advisors to keep up-
to-date with the future of work. For this 
reason, schools and career advisors need 
assistance in making data-driven decisions 
based on current trends (for example, 
growing and declining employment sectors) 
and pairing this knowledge with students’ 
personal interests. With current funding 
models making this kind of personalised 
advice near impossible, technology plays a 
pivotal role in supporting career advisors to 
provide the most updated and accurate 
advice to high school students.   

CHAPTER THREE
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FURTHER EDUCATION  
& TRAINING 

Evidence shows that Australian youth are 
currently not utilising the variety of post-
school pathways available to them. According 
to Mission Australia’s Youth Survey 2017, the 
vast majority of senior school students are 
planning on going to university when they 
graduate, significantly more than those 
planning to attend TAFE or start an 
apprenticeship35. Charted below is the data 
collected by Mission Australia regarding the 
post-school plans of 15-19-year-old students36.  

The significant skew towards university is not 
surprising considering the stigma that 
continues to surround the VET sector. Skilling 
Australia Foundation explains that, “compared 
with university, VET is often considered the 
poor second cousin, seemingly receiving less 
positive attention in the media, among career 
counsellors and, significantly, with parents. 
Confusion about career earnings, 
employability and course relevance have led 
to a culture of belief that only university 
qualifications guarantee a future career.”37  

“Since getting my apprenticeship (which 
is something that I have always wanted 
to do) I have found that people I thought 
were friends now look down on me 
because I went to a private school… I 
feel judged whenever I say that I have 
an apprenticeship even though it is 
something I am extremely proud of. This 
stress was furthered when numerous 
parents from the school have openly 
displayed their disgust at my choice to 
my face and to my parents.” 
Male, 18, VIC 

The data however, does not support the 
perception that VET is a second-tier option. In 
fact, 78% of all VET graduates are employed 
immediately after completing their course, 
and 92% of graduates in a trade occupation 
course are employed after their training38. 
Meanwhile, it is taking university graduates an 
average of 4.7 years to find full-time 
employment in their chosen field39. 

Additionally, starting salaries of VET and 
university graduates are more similar than 
some might expect; VET graduates are 
earning an average of $56,000 a year once 
they finish their qualifications, while university 
graduates are earning $54,000 on average40. 
Where the financial gap widens is in the 
amount of debt university graduates accrue 
compared to the total earnings of a trade 
apprentice over the course of their training.  

*Carpentry Apprentice (4 years), Civil Construction (Outside of QLD), 
weekly hire, full-time, under 21-years-old, finished Year 12, Building and 
Construction General On-site Award 2010 (MA000020) 
**The P.A.C.T Pay and Conditions Tool. (2017). Fair Work Obudsman. 
[online] Available at: https://calculate.fairwork.gov.au/CheckPay. 
***The University of Sydney. (2017). Bachelor of Arts- Courses - USYD. 
[online] Available at: http://sydney.edu.au/courses/bachelor-of-arts. 
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This comparison demonstrates that VET 
students undertaking a trade apprenticeship 
have the potential to complete their training 
nearly $150,000 financially ahead of 
university graduates. Why then does the 
stigma around further education and training 
options outside of university still exist? 

“While ATAR may be the best way into 
university it’s not the only way. VET and 
TAFE are better ways to get into uni due 
to the fact they help gain you life 
experience... while ATAR is straight into 
uni level studying, TAFE eases its way 
into uni level studying. All in all, ATAR is 
built to judge a fish on its ability to climb 
a tree. While TAFE and VET are built to 
judge a monkey on its ability to climb a 
tree and a fish on its ability to swim.”  
Male, 16, WA 

YOUTH ARE CONFUSED ABOUT WHAT 
APPRENTICESHIPS ARE 

When Year13 survey respondents were asked 
whether they saw apprenticeships as more of 
an employment or education pathway, it 
became clear that the majority believed 
apprenticeships were a form of employment, 
while many simply were not sure what it 
meant to complete an apprenticeship. 

This perception may be at odds with the 
opinion of those in the industry who consider 

apprenticeships primarily as an education and 
training pathway. It is an important 
discrepancy to be aware of, as it influences 
the way messaging should be conveyed to 
youth in regard to apprenticeships.  

Meanwhile, 26% of respondents did not 
understand apprenticeships enough to make 
a distinction, further highlighting the need for 
increased education surrounding 
apprenticeships and VET pathways. 

INCREASED FOCUS ON ATAR LEADS TO A 
DECREASE IN APPRENTICESHIP 
UNDERSTANDING 

While students begin Year 10 with a similar 
level of understanding of university and 
apprenticeship pathways, this gap widens as 
students enter senior schooling and begin 
undertaking ATAR subjects. Whilst there is a 
strong uplift in the understanding of university 
pathways over Years 10 and 11, 
apprenticeships see a consistent decline and 
by Year 12, only 12% of students say they have 
a good or strong understanding of this 
pathway. With such a low level of 
comprehension, how can we expect 
Australian students to seriously consider an 
apprenticeship for their future?  
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Do you see apprenticeships as more of 
an education or employment pathway?
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“ATAR shouldn't be ‘what the smart kids 
do’… It's very clear that many people in 
my classes would've been better off 
choosing VET, but didn't want to be ‘the 
dumb kids.’”  
Male, 17, WA 

A BETTER UNDERSTANDING LEADS TO 
BETTER CONSIDERATION 

It is likely that this lack of understanding is 
occurring because critical information is not 
being made available to youth influencers 
such as teachers, career advisors and 
parents, and thus not being communicated to 
young people. 

As demonstrated, Australian apprentices have 
the potential to graduate nearly $150,000 
financially ahead of university students when 
taking into consideration apprenticeship 
earnings and university debt. When asked if 
this information would make them consider 
an apprenticeship or traineeship more 
seriously, the majority of Year13 survey 
respondents answered in the affirmative. 

“I know a lot of people that didn’t go to 
uni but still earn money like everyone 
else and have a great passion for their 

jobs. It is better if you have training or 
[have] done a VET course if possible, 
because once you finish high school you 
still have a greater chance to find a 
stable job.”  
Female, 16, SA 

It is interesting to note that consideration of 
an apprenticeship with this knowledge 
remains high no matter which pathway the 
respondent was ultimately choosing/chose.  

Of the of respondents that did not consider 
an apprenticeship in high school: 

Overall, 49% said that knowing this 
information would have made them consider 
an apprenticeship more seriously; 

• 41% of current university students said it 
would have made them consider 
apprenticeships more seriously,  

• 46% of current Year 12 students said it 
would make them consider it more. 

Of the respondents that did consider an 
apprenticeship in high school:  

Overall, 82% said that knowing this 
information would have made them consider 
an apprenticeship more seriously; 

• 75% of current university students said it 
would have made them consider an 
apprenticeship more seriously,  

• 86% of current Year 12 students said it 
would make them consider it more.   

These statistics highlight that a better 
understanding of the financial benefits of an 
apprenticeship has the potential to not only 
increase consideration amongst youth that 
have not ever thought about completing an 
apprenticeship before, but also significantly 
increase consideration amongst those who 
have previously contemplated an 
apprenticeship. Interestingly, these feelings 
were still consistent amongst respondents 
who were currently enrolled in university, 
many of whom would be experiencing the 
effects of debt first hand.  

When taking into consideration 
apprenticeship earnings and university 

debt, Australian apprentices can graduate 
$150,000 ahead of uni students financially. 
Would this information make you consider 

an apprenticeship more seriously?

36%

64%
Yes

No
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“I didn't do ATAR and I graduated high 
school with three certificates and got to 
explore four different career paths all 
while I was in high school, while those 
who did ATAR had zero real life 
experience once they graduated. We 
need to shine the light on VET/TAFE 
more and start letting students know 
that not doing ATAR isn't a shameful 
thing, and VET is a much less expensive 
and extremely interesting/hands on way 
to develop a career pathway.”  
Female, 21, WA 

VET IS NOT THE ONLY UNDER- 
REPRESENTED EDUCATION PATHWAY 

As discussed in Chapter 2, VET, 
apprenticeships and traineeships are not the 
only education pathways that have a low level 
of understanding amongst the youth cohort. 
Respondents also claimed to have little 
knowledge of private education providers 
such as private universities and colleges. In 
fact, this pathway had the highest percentage 
of respondents with ‘no understanding’ (27%) 
than any other form of further education. 

While a lack of understanding appears to be 
what is preventing young people from 
considering their options outside of university, 
the key takeaway here is that with increased 
understanding comes better consideration. 
Youth are currently struggling to view the 
entirety of their education options, causing 
many to be pushed into a pathway that does 
not suit their learning style or career 
aspirations. However, if youth influencers can 
work to improve accuracy and equality in the 
representation of education pathways, and 
education institutions can create more 
effective avenues of communication with 
young people, then school leavers will be 
better equipped to make decisions about 
their further education and training.   
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“I stress about passing the study I do especially because it’s TAFE and people 
tend to class it as the fallback from uni, although I never intended on going to 
university as it doesn’t have the course I wanted.” 
Female, 20, NSW 

“You don't need an ATAR to succeed in life or get into uni. There are other ways 
such as getting certificates [and] going to TAFE… TAFE and employment is easier 
than ATAR and uni.” 
Female, 20, NSW 

“I think it is good if you are set on going to university, but I also think it is just as 
good to go to TAFE and do VET if that interests you more. Looking at my friends, I 
see that the ones that enjoy and have a passion for what they are doing often 
work harder and get better results, whether that’s striving for a high ATAR for uni 
or working and going to TAFE instead of school.” 
Male, 18, WA 

“I went to TAFE and completed a Certificate IV in Preparation to Nursing 
Education and I will graduate with a Diploma of Enrolled Nursing this July. I've 
already accepted an offer for second year Registered Nursing at uni. ATAR is not 
the only way.” 
Female, 19, WA 

“ATAR students put pressure on people like me who do a general VET pathway. It 
is quite annoying because they think people who do VET and trades are all 
dumb, but in reality we have more life skills than them. I deal with this by just 
focusing on what matters to me the most and that is gaining that workplace 
experience.” 
Male, 17, WA 

CHAPTER THREE: MAKING POST-SCHOOL DECISIONS
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YOUNG PEOPLE IN 
EMPLOYMENT 

While Gen Z are—for the most part—still 
within the education system and only just 
beginning to enter the workforce, it is 
estimated that by 2028 they will account for 
32% of workers41. Simultaneously, Australia is 
experiencing a declining supply of workers, 
that is, more people are exiting the workforce 
than entering, creating skills shortages in 
many critical areas of labour needed for 
economic growth.  

It is these shortages that Gen Z employees 
will fill, and decisions about their career will 
be based on not only the changing labour 
market conditions, but a culmination of their 
own values. Gen Z employees will find 
importance in a work/life balance, personal 
empowerment, support, flexibility, 
involvement, creativity and innovation. “The 
point is that we have entered a new era. And 
while employers need not react to every 
whim of a new generation, nor can they hold 
fast to the old and expect the emerging 
generations to conform. These new 
workplace entrants have had two decades of 
cultural shaping and there’s little an employer 
can do to change this.”42  

With insight into how young people make 
decisions regarding their jobs and careers, 
employers can gain an understanding of what 
needs to be done to promote employment 
opportunities to youth, retain Gen Z 
employees and foster healthy working 
relationships with young people. 

“It’s very difficult finding a job 
concurrent to uni study. Each 
employment opportunity I’ve had 
recently has disrespected my academic 
dedication, be it through rostering, 
withholding responsibilities or outright 
labelling you as disposable. Even with 
five years of retail, sales and lab 

experience, it’s very frustrating finding 
employment as a uni student.” 
Non-specified, NSW 

YOUTH BELIEVE THE EARLIER THE 
BETTER WHEN GETTING A JOB 

Embarking on the first steps towards 
employment can be daunting, however young 
people feel that this is best done early. 80% 
of Year13 survey respondents believed it was 
best to get your first job in Year 10 or earlier. 
Interestingly, only 5% of young people 
believed getting a job after graduating high 
school was best, highlighting that youth still 
feel it is important to gain work experience 
despite the pressures of senior schooling.  

“Being able to stay on top of my studies 
and balance work has become very 
stressful on my life.”  
Male, 16, QLD 

A large contributor to the issue of youth 
unemployment is the difficulty young people 
experience when trying to find work, within 
which a number of factors are negating their 
ability and confidence. For the unemployed 
survey respondents, studies taking 
preference over job searching (42%) was the 
hardest thing about finding work. Other 
inhibitors included job interviews (25%), not 
knowing how to find a job (13%) and not 
knowing how to write a resume (13%), all of 
which could be easily addressed during high 
school with more education surrounding the 
core skills youth need to be successful in 
post-school life. 

“I need more money than $50 a week to 
live. I have petrol, car rego, phone bill 
and food which I need to pay for. I’ve 
applied for over 50 jobs in the last two 
months and got three interviews but 
haven’t got the job as someone with 
more experience has come forward.”  
Male, 17, VIC
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“I struggle to find someone that will take 
me on [for a job] as I have no 
experience... To deal with it, I avoid the 
negative responses I get to applications 
and just keep applying, just hoping to 
get a job.”  
Female, 19, WA 

DESPITE THIS, THE MAJORITY ARE 
EMPLOYED 

Even with their study commitments and the 
difficulties they experience landing a job, 64% 
of survey respondents were employed, with 
the majority maintaining one job (71%), but a 
significant proportion working two jobs (24%). 
75% were working on a casual basis43. 

On average, employed respondents were 
working just over 14 hours per week and 54% 
were wanting to work more hours44. This is 
not surprising considering the majority of 
employed youth are earning less than $300 
per week on average. 22% of respondents 
said their earnings were ‘not enough to 
support my basic needs’, 26% said they were 
‘just enough to support my basic needs’ and 
30% said it was ‘enough to support my basic 
needs and some luxuries’. 

“My university expects students in their 
masters to not have a job and focus 
solely on university, but unfortunately 
that is such poor and detrimental advice 
as you can’t live day to day without 
maintaining a job. It’s stressful keeping 
up with your workload and trying to 
earn enough money with little support 
from both work and uni.”  
Male, QLD 

What is the hardest thing about finding a job?
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(outside of school, study, or other 
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YOUTH GAIN JOB SATISFACTION FROM 
PEOPLE, CAREER GROWTH & EARNINGS 

94% of young people believe it is important to 
‘like’ your job45 and there are a number of 
factors that contribute to youth enjoying their 
work. Primarily, respondents claimed the best 
part of their job was the people they worked 
with (69%), which ranked higher than the 
money they earned (68%) and emphasises 
the value young people place on creating 
social connections within the workplace.  

Youth ranked the worst parts of their job as 
the lack of opportunity for career progression 
(44%) and the type of work that they do (31%), 
indicating they are goal-oriented and would 
prefer to have a job doing something they 
enjoy whilst gaining the experience they 
need to build a career.  

HOW YOUTH MAKE DECISIONS ABOUT 
WHAT KIND OF CAREER THEY WANT 

Similarly, the highest-ranking attribute for 
youth when considering what kind of career 
they want is whether they will ‘enjoy it’ (96%). 
Money (70%) was the next most important 
contributor, however interestingly was not a 
dominant second.  

Helping people, being challenged and 
working with others were also seen as 
important career considerations. Many of 
these attributes align directly with those 
respondents used to define success in 
Chapter 1, demonstrating that Gen Z find it 
important to uphold their values when making 
career decisions. This is something 
employers should keep in mind promoting 
job opportunities to a young audience. 

Which are the most important factors when considering your career?

3%5%9%10%
18%20%

36%
49%54%56%

63%
70%

96%

I w
ill

  
en

jo
y 

it

It 
w

ill
 

pa
y 

w
el

l

I w
ill

 h
el

p 
pe

op
le

I w
ill
 

ke
ep

 fi
t

I w
ill

  s
at

is
fy
 

m
y 

pa
re

nt
s

I w
ill

 b
e 

ch
al

le
ng

ed

I w
ill

 w
or

k 
w

ith
 p

eo
pl

e

I w
ill

 w
or

k 
ou

td
oo

rs

I w
ill

 m
in

im
is

e 
ha

rd
 w

or
k

I w
ill

 w
or

k 
al

on
e

What are the best and worst things about your job?

14%

44%

26%

17%18%

31%

10%12%

30%

7%

16%

28%
34%

49%

31%

21%

69%68% Best
Worst

M
on

ey
 

I e
ar

n

Pe
op

le
 I 

w
or

k 
w

ith

W
or

ki
ng
 

co
nd

iti
on

s

Th
e 

w
or

k 
its

el
f

Lo
ca

tio
n/
 

pr
ox

im
ity

W
or

k 
pe

rk
s

O
th

er

C
ar

ee
r 

op
po

rt
un

iti
es

I w
ill

 b
e 

ab
le
 

to
 tr

av
el

I w
ill

 b
e 

po
w

er
fu

l

I w
ill

 b
e 

fa
m

ou
s

W
or

k 
cu

ltu
re

50

AFTER THE ATAR II: UNDERSTANDING HOW GEN Z MAKE DECISIONS ABOUT THEIR FUTURE



It’s everyone’s own choice whether you 
wanna pursue a career straight after 
school and start work, or earn a higher 
education… Me personally, I’d rather 
start a job straight away and start 
leaning, making money and gaining 
experience straight out of school, to 
then get ahead in the workforce and 
jumpstart an early career.”  
Male, 17, NSW 

YOUTH HAVE REALISTIC SALARY 
EXPECTATIONS 

The average earnings for a full-time adult in 
Australia is $84,65646 per annum. According 
to Year13’s survey, only 19% of youth expected 
to be earning more than $80,000 annually by 
the time they are 25, indicating that youth do 
not have unrealistic expectations for their 
future salaries. Instead, youth have other 
expectations of their employers and careers, 
being that their workplace is social, provides 
the opportunity to grow and continually 
challenges them. 

32% of young people are planning to get a 
job after they graduate high school, the 
second most popular post-school option after 
going to university (70%)47. However, at this 
stage a large portion of the youth cohort find 
themselves lacking some of the vital skills 
they need to successfully secure 
employment, particularly those involved in 
writing a resume and partaking in job 
interviews. This highlights a need for parents, 
schools and careers advisors to emphasise 
employment in equal measure alongside 
education pathways during senior high 
school. Ensuring young people are prepared 
to operate effectively in the workplace will 
provide a smoother transition into 
employment not just for school leavers, but 
for those seeking to employ them as well.     
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GAP YEARS & 
TRAVELLING 

Increased access to technology and social 
media is connecting young people on a 
global scale like never before. Gen Z can now 
access imagery and messages from across 
the world daily with a click of a button, which 
is ultimately impacting how youth are making 
decisions about their transitional journey. In 
particular, travelling the world is of great 
significance to young people, whereby 86% 
of Year13 survey respondents claimed that 
travel was important to them on some level.  

“My biggest struggle is having a system 
at school which can support me in 
having a gap year and finding out more 
information and opportunities related to 
this! After all, I’m only in Year 12 and I 
have my whole life ahead of me! Uni 
can wait but the world is calling and I 
must explore it!” 
Female, 17, VIC 

YOUNG PEOPLE’S DEFINITION OF A GAP 
YEAR IS BROAD 

Youth do not just see gap years as time off to 
travel. When those respondents who had 
taken or were planning on taking a gap year 
were asked what they most wanted to do 
during that time, it was unsurprising that the 
most common gap year plan involved 
travelling overseas (70%). However, the 
second most popular option was to find 
employment at home (42%), while other 
common answers included working overseas 
(35%) and studying short courses to get a job 
(e.g. an Responsible Service of Alcohol 
certificate) (32%). 

Perhaps more important than what youth 
actually do on their gap year is what they gain 
from the experience. Results from Year13’s
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survey indicate that youth see gap years not 
as a means of wasting time, but to take a 
break after high school to recharge (80%), to 
figure out what to do (78%), to see the world 
(75%) and and to self discover/find out what 
they are passionate about (71%). A number of 
respondents mentioned a gap year was their 
chance to explore their options before 
making any concrete post-school decisions.  

Reasons respondents were not taking a gap 
year included that they wanted to continue 
their studies immediately (61%), for financial 
reasons (45%) and because they did not want 
to lose their place at university or in their 
chosen training (25%). 17% of respondents 
said that their parents stopped them from 
taking a gap year. 

YOUTH BELIEVE GAP YEARS HAVE A 
POSITIVE INFLUENCE ON THEIR FUTURE 

55% of respondents believed that taking a 
gap year after high school had or will have a 
positive effect on future performance in 
education and training, while only 11% actively 
disagreed with this notion. 

In fact, this perception is justified; research 
conducted by the University of Sydney in 
2013 revealed that students who deferred for 
a year before commencing first year 
university performed better academically than 
those who entered university directly from 
high school48. According to lead researcher 
Andrew Martin, “for many students, a gap 
year is about crystallising their decision-
making; developing… self-regulation skills, 
broadening their competencies and self-
organisation.”49  

However, the study did recognise that there 
were other factors that could determine the 
academic success of gap-year takers. For 
example, those who took a gap year were 
also more likely to come from higher 
socioeconomic backgrounds, which has 
previously been linked to better academic 
results. 

How do you think taking a gap year 
after high school affects your future 

performance in education and training?

34%

55%

11%

Negatively

No 
  effect

Positively
78% Figure out what I want to do

80% Take a break after school to recharge

2% Other 

75% See the world

71% Self discovery

71% Find out what I’m passionate about

68% Earn some money

61% Spend time doing what I love

54% Gain work experience

43% Prepare for  
further studies/training

What do you think is the 
purpose of a gap year?
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“I never found what I was passionate about in school, so during my gap year this 
year, I’m dealing with that and doing my best to work towards doing things that 
make me happy and feel like I’m doing something important. Even if it’s just part 
time work or volunteering, that’s how I cope with the stress of an unknown future I 
don’t feel prepared for.”  
Female, 17, SA 

“I will go to uni next year, but this year I am taking a gap year to try things I am 
passionate about.”   
Male, 17, QLD 

“[I’m] taking a gap year to fully decide and think about what I really want to do/
achieve. [I’ve] decided not to overthink about the future and just take it day by 
day and go with the flow and see what happens.” 
Female, 17, WA 

“[I’m] figuring out what to do with my life and which way to go. Took a gap year to 
decide, so far unsuccessful.”    
Male, 18, VIC 

“I am currently, kind of, taking a gap year and travelling, but I’m doing university 
online… which is perfect because I really love travelling but I’m also passionate 
about continuing to learn things that I really care about.” 
Female, 18, VIC 

“While I love having a gap year to earn money and discover myself, part of me is 
desperate to be in uni as I don’t want to fall behind.”   
Female, 17, SA

YOUTH SAY
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PARENTS AND SCHOOLS ARE NOT 
TALKING ABOUT GAP YEARS 

It would appear that many young people are 
making these decisions and assumptions in 
regards to gap years without much 
information from their influencers. When 
asked how their school or career advisor 
positioned gap years, nearly half of all survey 
respondents said gap years were not talked 
about in high school at all.  

 

Meanwhile, 53% of youth said their parents 
were neutral or not sure about gap years 
(20% believed their parents had a positive 
view on gap years, while 27% said their 
parents had a negative view). These statistics 
demonstrate the lack of direction youth are 
receiving in regards to taking a gap year, 
meaning they are ultimately left up to their 
own devices when making decisions about 
taking time off after high school.   

TRAVELLING INFLUENCES YOUNG 
PEOPLE’S DECISIONS ABOUT THEIR 
FUTURE 

Regardless of how a gap year is defined, it is 
evident that youth are seeking to explore the 
world sooner or later. With 83% of 
respondents planning to go travelling in the 
next five years, the importance of travel to 
young people’s decision-making is a reality 
that all youth influencers need to recognise 
and come to terms with. 

Rather than disregarding gap years as a 
viable post-school option, the education and 
promotion of gap years should be brought on 
par with that of further education and 
employment. With more accessible 
information around this, more young people 
may choose to take the time off to explore 
their options outside of high school and 
discover more about themselves and the 
world around them. Thus, gap years have the 
potential to provide youth with a better 
opportunity to choose the career pathway 
that is right for them.    

48%

33%

19%

Negatively

Not  
at all 

Positively

How were/are gap years talked 
about at your high school or by 

your career advisor?
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“

”

It’s scary to know that whatever I choose and 
whatever I want - I can have it, but it’s only 
me who can achieve it for myself. I have all 

the power in my own hands for the first time 
in my life, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted, but 

now I don’t know what to do with it. I can’t 
give it back because you can’t grow younger, 
only older and you have to learn to cope with 

it all. It’s frightening to know that I have to 
want something enough to get it for myself, 

no one else is going to do it for me. 
Female, 17, QLD



What has become clear throughout this 
research is the disconnect young people are 
feeling from the systems in place to educate 
them and prepare them for adult life. Amongst 
young survey respondents, there was an 
enormous amount of criticism around the 
ATAR and the way in which career advice and 
post-school preparation is handled in high 
schools. In particular, youth expressed that 
the amount of pressure they felt to achieve 
academically and make decisions about their 
future was overwhelming, which—ironically—
was clouding their ability to make said 
decisions, as well as having an adverse effect 
on their mental health and their ability to 
function outside of the school environment. 
However, what was also evident is that youth 
were very much aware of these issues and 
are interested in finding ways to combat them 
in order to better themselves and the systems 
they are working within.  

It is our job as youth influencers to implement 
such change, and there are many that need 
to be made. With a greater focus on balanced 
career advice that provides an equal view of 
all post-school career options, students will
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feel less like they are being pressured down 
one pathway and instead feel they have the 
freedom to choose the opportunity that best 
suits their interests, values and career 
aspirations. Included in this advice should be 
alternatives to the ATAR for those students 
who do not wish to pursue a university 
degree, emphasising pathways such as 
school-based apprenticeships, school-based 
traineeships and non-ATAR subjects, as well 
as positioning VET and private education as 
options on the same tier as higher education. 

In conjunction with this, less time constraints 
need to be placed on young people’s 
exploration of their passions and career 
opportunities—potentially through the 
encouragement of gap years—to make it 
acceptable for a student to not know what 
they want to do when they leave school. 

The way career advice is delivered both 
within and outside of high school also needs 
to be brought into the digital age. By utilising 
available technologies and online capabilities, 
young people’s access to resources and 
career development activities may be 
increased, negating a number of issues 

young people are currently experiencing with 
their career advice. 

Digital tools may also aid in making the most 
recent industry data available to youth, so 
they have a more well-rounded 
understanding of growth industries and future 
trends within the Australian workforce. If 
young people are equipped with the 
knowledge of the roles that are in high-
demand in the job market, it can not only 
assist with their decision-making and improve 
their career prospects, but has the potential 
to create a more stable workforce and 
economy as a whole.  

If youth influencers can come together with 
young people to make these necessary 
changes to the education, employment and 
career advice industries, we have the ability 
to curb some of the trends in youth 
disengagement. In order to create happier 
and healthier young Australians, the first—and 
possibly the most important—step is also the 
most simple: we need to listen to our young 
people.
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