Understanding current challenges
faced by young people making
university decisions

Brightside
23 April 2026



Agenda

12.00 - Intro with our CEO John Craven

12.05 - Key challenges, from navigating Al to disengagement to barriers to reaching young people
12.15 - Hearing challenges directly from Hannah and Farzana, members of Brightside's Youth Board
12.25 - Partner case study, understanding challenges with Look UK

12.35 - Q&A: The opportunity to ask any questions

12.45 - Close and next steps




Our university partners
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. What we’re seeing:

Key challenges for young people




A generation navigating uncertainty

51% 1in4

report worry about young people aged 16-24
their next steps™ have poor mental health

12.8%

aged 16 to 24 years were NEET in October
to December 2025

*2024 Brightside survey of 8,000+ young people aged 11-19 | NHS 2024 | ONS 2026




Why we know what we know

Access to
long-term
engagement

Text-based Human-led
platform moderation




A more complex decision-making landscape

More pathways than ever Changing labour market Less predictable outcomes

Al and automation are
reshaping jobs and skills. "Is university the right choice
What will be valuable in 3-5 for me?"

year is uncertain.

University, degree
apprenticeships, HTQs, direct
employment.




Unequal access to guidance

Brightside mentee HE access

58.1% HE access compared to a national average of 37%




Al & information overload

High volume of Al Information is fast .
: : Harder to judge
and online content and confident but .
) what is accurate,
often the first often lacks

. biased, or realistic
source of advice context, nuance




What mentees tell their mentors Q

Imposter syndrome and Burnout and

Rising accommodation costs

and student debt anxiety the question of "what'’s decision fatigue
the point of my subject?”




What mentees tell us

43%

want academic and

mnAava~nal ALt~ A

“I want to develop my study skills and further support

and receive more resources for revision. Not only that

but to further enhance the skill of independence and
responsibility.”

want careers and
employment insight

* Based on responses to our baseline surveys from 1600 mentees in 25/26




What this means for WP at universities

Trust takes time Confidence is a barrier Support in uncertainty




Hearing directly from young people

Hannah (she/her) Farzana (she/her)

Brightside Youth Board Brightside Youth Board



Key challenges

Research Prep Arrival
Understanding what to look for A lot of unfamiliar How to hit the ground
in universities: Admin! running

* Questions to ask at open

davs? e Applying for SFE * Adapting to studying
S . * Choosing ¢ How to make the most
* Reliable information - . .
_ accommodation of uni resources
online forums, Al? . .
* Module selection e Common jargon

* Access to current
students




Farzana (she/her)
Brightside Youth Board
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Our Mentees

Visual impairment is a huge spectrum. Some people are born with their impairments and
some develop later. Visual impairment is low incidence but very high need.

This context is important because our mentees are all in different stages of acceptance
and grief about their visual impairment. This takes up a large part of their mentoring
experience, talking to other VI people about their life and their VI.

950% of vi people also have other needs- for example Cerebral Visual Impairment goes
along with things like cerebral palsy and neurodivergence.

A lot of very low vision/no vision young people go from having full-time support at
school/sixth form to having far less support at university. Others in mainstream college
have much less specialist support.

Our mentees mostly use white canes and some are on the guide dog waiting list. Around
half of them are large print users (18pt+) and the other half are screenreader users.
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Key challenges for our mentees approaching university

Extra life admin that comes with being disabled
Delayed mobility training- this means VI students struggle to learn

their new environment
Self advocating and telling new people about their VI
Anxiety around independence

Wanting to stay close to home
Delays with DSA equipment (Braillers, JAWS software)




What’s becoming less effective in engagement/outreach?

o Mentees approaching university are often overwhelmed and burnt out
by their academic life and struggle to engage with mentoring. This is
even more true for mentees with multiple disabilities or who are also
neurodivergent.

o Mentees can struggle with scheduling their time or might be so
fatigued that they struggle to use mentoring consistently.

e Some mentees can’t imagine what a career as a disabled person
might be and so don’t think about their next steps in line with a career.
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How this is impacting confidence and decision-making?

Mentees might

« Limit their search to only local universities

o Feel unable to manage certain degrees because it would be too
difficult to keep on top of the reading (Law, Psychology...)

o Not engage with peers socially

o Struggle to get support in place




What feels missing or needed, particularly around
university pathways?

More input from support services on dealing with the extra admin.
Easier access to talk to a human on the other side of the phone-
VI mentees can struggle with accessing pop up chat bots and
email admin.

Tailored open days for disabled students.

Clear information on what disabled student services can and can't

do.




Hear directly from a LOOK mentor

Beth Cameron she/her
LOOK Mentor




Where to find us:

https://www.look-uk.org/

Or email: info@look-uk.org
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Next steps

An email will follow with the recording and
slides

Please join us for our third webinar: 12-
12.45pm, Thursday 21 May 26 — Exploring
solutions

Please give us your feedback, so we can
ensure our content is as valuable as
possible

Interested in partnering with Brightside to
deliver a mentoring programme? Book a
meeting with us

Email: milena.lasheras-maas@brightside.org.uk

Email: nick.wells@brightside.org.uk



mailto:nick.wells@brightside.org.uk
mailto:nick.wells@brightside.org.uk
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