
J O B - R E A D Y
G R A D U A T E S
P A C K A G E  D R A F T
L E G I S L A T I O N
C O N S U L T A T I O N
D I V E R S E  W O M E N  I N  L A W
17 AUGUST 2020

CONTACT

CONTRIBUTORS
CECILIA FONSECA, SANJAY ALAPAKKAM, KEERTHI RAVI, DANIA IBRAHIM, JESSICA ORTNER,
JAZMINE ELMOLLA, OLIVIA MUELLER, JOY CHEN, ALISON CHEN, MAY YANG, ALI GUNNING,
VANESSA LI, CECILIA NGU

KEERTHI RAVI
FOUNDER & VICE CHAIR
P: 0449 874 722
E: DIVERSEWOMENLAWYERS@GMAIL.COM

CECILIA FONSECA
TREASURER
P: 0414 359 309
E: CEC_FON@HOTMAIL.COM



1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

2. SUMMARY OF
RECOMMENDATIONS

4. THE PERCEPTION OF LAW
HAVING A LOWER SOCIAL
UTILITY IN FOSTERING
SOCIETAL PROGRESS

3.1 Impacts of Diversity
and representation in the
leal profession and
beyond
3.2 A Legal Qualification
as an Enabler of
Leadership
Case study 

Recommendation 1
Recommendation 2
Recommendation 3

5. FINANCIAL BURDENS
FROM PROPOSED REFORMS

6. WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO
BE 'JOB-READY'?

TABLE OF CONTENTS

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

5.1 Economic Background
5.2 Proposed package means
financial burdens on diverse
women
Case study

Recommendation 4
Recommendation 5
Recommendation 6
Recommendation 7

Recommendation 8

Recommendation 1
Recommendation 2
Recommendation 3
Recommendation 4
Recommendation 5
Recommendation 6
Recommendation 7
Recommendation 8

........................ 4

........................ 4

........................ 4

........................ 4

........................ 4

........................ 5

........................ 5

........................ 5

3. SUMMARY OF PROPOSED
FUNDING REFORMS

........................ 9

........................ 10

........................ 12

........................ 12

........................ 12

........................ 12

..................... 13

..................... 13

..................... 16

.................... 17

.................... 17

.................... 17

.................... 17

..................... 19

 ...................... 3



1 .    E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

A N D  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Diverse Women in Law Inc (DWL) is a not-for-profit organisation based in Sydney, NSW that seeks to
promote and empower Diverse Women by providing meaningful structural enablers, such as mentoring,
networking, and awareness-raising initiatives, early career development and professional growth
programs, that proactively enlists industry stakeholder engagement. By empowering Diverse Women
through facilitating access to structural enablers and by engaging with stakeholders to raise awareness
on the structural barriers faced by Diverse Women, and in turn, advance opportunities to expose the
untapped talent of Diverse Women that presently exists in the law, DWL is proactively taking action to
enable positive and long-lasting change across the profession.

DWL welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Department of Education, Skills and
Employment on certain aspects of the proposed draft legislation to implement the Australian
Government’s Job-ready Graduates Package. This submission responds to the exposure draft for Higher
Education Support Amendment (Job-ready Graduates and Supporting Regional and Remote Students) Bill
2020 (the Bill) and the policy outlined in the Job-ready Graduates Discussion Paper to the extent that it
relates to the study of law degrees. 

DWL’s submission focuses on the extent to which the proposed reforms could give rise to a negative
perception of the utility of law degrees. This could result in a lack of diverse representation in the legal
profession and compromise representative leadership and access to justice for diverse groups. Further,
the submission considers the nature and impacts of the financial burdens placed on students as a result
of the proposed reforms and the extent to which this could impact the decision to study and practice law,
place severe strain on the ability to repay tuition fees for law degrees and ultimately result in a chronic
underrepresentation of diverse individuals in critical aspects of the legal profession.

DWL’s submission draws on its members’ front-line experience (citing example case studies which capture
reactions of certain DWL members to the proposed funding reforms) as well as the policies and laws in
other countries around the world. 
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2 .  S U M M A R Y  O F

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

2. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  2

DWL recommends that a review be undertaken into whether, as a result of the proposed funding
reforms, graduates from STEM related disciplines will be more job-ready and  equipped to boost
the economy and drive productivity growth, when compared to law and humanities graduates.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  3

DWL recommends that a major review be undertaken into whether critical functions of the legal
profession, including legal aid organisations and community legal centres, will receive the
necessary funding and support to fill any resourcing gaps that may arise as a result of the
proposed funding reforms. 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  1

DWL recommends that a review be undertaken into whether graduates of science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) related disciplines provide higher public returns or make a
greater contribution to identified national priorities when compared to law and humanities
graduates.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  4

DWL recommends that in order to sustain an inclusive higher education system, the Bill be
reformed to focus on the need to ensure that support and investment in higher education is
made available specifically for low socio-economic status (SES) applicants studying law degrees. 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  5

DWL recommends that a comprehensive policy that prioritises increased transparency and
accountability should underpin the proposed reforms. Universities should be subject to further
transparency and accountability (beyond reporting on the cost of teaching) by reporting on how
they are maintaining their revenue for law and humanities degrees. 
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  8

In order to meaningfully respond to the economic imperatives brought about by the COVID-19
pandemic, DWL recommends a major review into the factors that boost economic and labour
force productivity growth and the nature of the changing economy beyond encouraging higher
education in certain disciplines.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  6

DWL recommends that adequate measures are undertaken to address structural inequities. The
proposed targeted funding arrangements are inadequate to address the existing inequities and
the staggered implementation model until 2024 will distort the representation of low SES
students in Cluster 1 degrees. The Bill should be reformed to ensure that the National Priorities
Industry Linkage Fund (NPILF) and Indigenous, Regional, low SES Attainment Fund casts a wide
net to cater towards low SES students from diverse backgrounds who study Cluster 1 degrees.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  7

DWL recommends the implementation of greater protections during a period of economic
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. The proposed transitional period of cluster re-alignment
(i.e. commencing January 2021) will create significant barriers for low SES applicants who are
suffering disproportionate impacts due to the unprecedented changes resulting fromCOVID-19.
The transitional period should be increased for students studying Cluster 1 subjects post COVID-
19.

2. SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS



3 .  S U M M A R Y  O F  P R O P O S E D

F U N D I N G  R E F O R M S

3. SUMMARY OF PROPOSED FUNDING REFORMS

On Friday 19 June 2020, the Commonwealth Education Minister, Dan Tehan, announced the
Government’s ‘Job-Ready Graduates package’, involving the introduction of the Higher Education
Support Amendment (Job-Ready Graduates and Supporting Regional and Remote Students) Bill
2020. This Bill attempts to provide incentives to study in subjects areas that reflect industry
needs. One way the Bill proposes to do this is by decreasing the student contribution for certain
fields of study (for example, teaching and nursing) in order to incentivise student enrolment in
these areas.  In order to balance the budget, the Bill proposes an increased student contribution
for other courses such as law and humanities. If passed, the Bill will come into effect on 1 January
2021 and will impact students commencing their studies from 2021 onwards. That is, it will not
impact students who have commenced their studies before 2021, even if they continue their
current program beyond 1 January 2021. 

The reforms have been proposed in the context of seeking to counter the economic impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the Australian workforce, and economy at large,[ii] particularly in light
of an increased demand for higher education sparked by the pandemic.[iii] The changes to tuition
fees are therefore angled towards delivering more graduates in areas of industry and community
priority, so as to decrease the burden of forecast unemployment.[iv] The reform package focuses
on five key principles: agile, focused, innovative, informed and efficient.[v] The reforms seek to
embody these principles by aligning funding with average costs of delivery, incentivising study in
disciplines which are seen as benefiting the national interest, and providing opportunities for
growth.[vi]

The Job-Ready Graduates Discussion Paper (the Discussion Paper) attempts to reconcile the
proposed increase in tuition fees for courses such as law, with reference to an analysis of current
funding arrangements compared to costs of delivery. The Discussion Paper notes that on average,
law and humanities degrees are under-funded and provides that the proposed fee structure seeks
to recalibrate the total base funding in line with costs associated with delivery.[vii]

Of particular concern to DWL is that the student contribution for a law degree will increase from
$11,355 per year to $14,500 per year for a course load of 8 subjects per calendar year.[viii]
Similarly, the student contributions for accounting, administration, economics, commerce,
communications or society and culture will increase from $8,859 to $14,500.[ix] And while the
student contribution amount will increase under the proposed reforms, the Commonwealth
contribution will decrease. 
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3. SUMMARY OF PROPOSED FUNDING REFORMS

low socio-economic status students accounted for 17%;
students living with a disability accounted for 7.3%;
Indigenous students accounted for 1.9%;
regional students accounted for 19.8%;
remote students accounted for 0.79%; and
non-English speaking background students accounted for 3.4%. [xx]

The Commonwealth contribution is projected to be $2,347 for law in 2021 under the current
funding arrangements.[x] Under the proposed funding arrangement, this amount will decrease by
more than 50% to $1,100.[xi] The Sydney Morning Herald reports that these changes mean that
fees for students of a combined law degree will increase by 28 per cent if the Bill is passed.[xii]
This means that law students seeking to undertake double degrees, such as law and commerce or
law and arts (which are some of the most popular degrees),[xiii] will be faced with the significant
increase in fees for not one, but two degrees. Additionally, a number of leading law schools
including the University of New South Wales and the University of Sydney impose a mandatory
requirement for their undergraduate law programs to be undertaken as a combined degree.[xiv]
This places a heavier financial burden on students wanting to attend those universities. 

Additionally, the exposure draft of the Bill contains amendments to the Higher Education Support
Act 2003 (Cth), which if enacted, would prevent students who have undertaken eight or more
units of study and failed more than half of those from accessing HECS-HELP or FEE-HELP loans.
[xv] This means that students wishing to continue their studies will have to pay the fees upfront,
which we know is not affordable for the typical undergraduate student that is working part time
and/or receiving Youth Allowance payments from Centrelink.   
 
We also note that the Bill refers to establishing an Indigenous, Regional, Low Socio-Economic
Status (SES) Attainment Fund (IRLSAF),[xvi] as well as providing funding to regional universities
in order to enhance their capacity, and that a number of guaranteed places will be provided for
regional and remote Indigenous Bachelor’s degree students at select universities. Relevantly, the
new Tertiary Access Payment program seeks to incentivise tertiary study for outer regional and
remote students who are relocating to undertake full-time study, through the provision of a one-
off payment of $5,000.[xvii] It is estimated that 8160 tertiary students will be eligible for this
payment in 2021.[xviii] Whilst we welcome such initiatives that promote more equitable access to
higher education, it appears that less than 5% of federal funding will be allocated to the fund.[xix]
This is disproportionate to the likely needs and demands of students given that in 2018, all
undergraduates who were: 

As discussed below, we do not consider that such measures are effective in addressing the
barriers to higher education caused by increased student contributions.

0 7



4 .  T H E  P E R C E P T I O N  O F  L A W

H A V I N G  A  L O W E R  S O C I A L  U T I L I T Y

I N  F O S T E R I N G  S O C I E T A L  P R O G R E S S

4. THE PERCEPTION OF LAW HAVING A LOWER SOCIAL
UTILITY IN FOSTERING SOCIETAL PROGRESS

Increasingly, universities are portrayed as worker-creation factories [xxi] where students enter
university and at the end of their degrees emerge as job-ready candidates, but only ready for jobs
in the area of their respective study. [xxii] This limited characterisation fails to consider the
increasingly interdisciplinary nature of the job market and the need for graduates who are
adaptable and critical thinkers. It also overlooks the role of universities as places for learning,
debate and personal and professional growth. Although technical knowledge is an important
component of education and societal progress, it is constantly evolving and requires ongoing
training. By contrast, analytical and interpersonal skills are enduring and adaptable to different
contexts. 

The proposed amendments feed into the narrative that certain degrees including law have lower
social utility than STEM courses. Merely evaluating the utility of a degree through an examination
of technical knowledge, direct benefits and obvious economic contribution devalues education as
a whole and casts a blind eye to the public benefits of skilled law graduates. Law graduates in
particular are taught important skills, including how to think critically, form arguments, evaluate
empirical and logical claims, communicate succinctly, and design public policy. These skills are
valuable both within the legal sphere and in other sectors, such as business, government, industry,
political economy, and banking and finance. [xxiii]

Law degrees are valuable not only in the course of legal practice, but equally for the plethora of
alternative career paths which law degrees can open. Namely, a legal education provides
graduates with a unique understanding of legal and regulatory processes which lend themselves
to career paths in areas such as consultancy,[xxiv] policy,[xxv]  banking and financial services,
[xxvi] and accounting.[xxvii] Beyond the utility of the practical legal knowledge gained from law
degrees, the unique ability to devise innovative solutions to issues of justice and accessibility in
the law, is vital to ensuring representative leadership in Australia. The proposition that STEM
degrees create more ‘job-ready’ graduates is therefore concerning, particularly when considering
the increasing focus on legal technology, innovation and clinical legal education programs within
Australian law schools.[xxviii] This focus derives from a recognition by law schools of the vital role
law graduates will play in anticipating policy and legal implications of technological advancements. 
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This includes, for example, tackling piracy, privacy, intellectual property, data security and civil
liberties issues, and directly challenges the proposition that law graduates are not as ‘job-ready’ 
 as any other graduate.[xxix] In this crucial role of anticipating implications of technological
advancements in the legal system, law graduates will also consider any relevant equitable and
ethical implications of certain technological advancements, for instance in automation discussions
where the ethical implications such as its impact on the employment rate and social values, and
human interactions need to be considered.

The adverse impacts on diverse women seeking to enter the profession, as discussed above, can
stifle the development of an intersectional approach towards leadership positions. By attempting
to impose financial deterrents on students who choose to study law, we risk shrinking the number
and diversity of people with these analytical and interpersonal skills. This has significant
implications for social justice, policy formation and leadership as minority groups lose genuine
representation from people with those lived experiences, and issues which disproportionately
affect minority groups who may be neglected at the decision-making table. 

We submit that the proposed increase in tuition fees for law degrees will hinder the ability of low
SES law graduates to pursue careers which are less well-paying,[xxx] such as in not-for-profit
organisations, community legal centres and Legal Aid.[xxxi]  Rather, law graduates with low-SES
backgrounds may be forced into areas of law which are more profitable, such as commercial and
corporate law,[xxxii]  in order to repay their large loans, keep up with cost of living pressures
[xxxiii] and, in some cases, assist their respective families/communities (i.e. social mobility
considerations have a big weight in the decision).

The utility of increasing accessibility to legal education is seen through the increase of female
representation in the legal industry. While there has been a significant increase of female law
students and practitioners over the last few decades, the systemic issue of unequal
representation still exists in leadership positions.[xxxiv] Whilst structural support exists to
provide professional and social networks for female students and practitioners,[xxxv] we need to
ensure that the front-end barriers to entry into law degrees and a range of careers are reduced.  

4. THE PERCEPTION OF LAW HAVING A LOWER SOCIAL
UTILITY IN FOSTERING SOCIETAL PROGRESS

4 . 1  I M P A C T S  O N  D I V E R S I T Y  A N D  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N  I N

T H E  L E G A L  P R O F E S S I O N  A N D  B E Y O N D
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less than 5% of CEOs of ASX 200 companies;
1.61% of public service secretaries and heads of department;
3.54% of federal parliamentarians; and
0 university vice-chancellors. [xxxviii]

Lawyers have also played an integral role in the leadership, administration, and maintenance of
Australia’s democracy. Lawyers are represented throughout all three branches of government and
are also a strong presence in leadership and senior positions of the private sector.[xxxvi]
However, there is an urgent need for diversity in the legal profession and in politics.[xxxvii] In
DWL’s view, the lack of diversity has severe implications including hindering the prospect of
achieving proportionate representation of diverse legislators which in turn impacts the
democratic legitimacy of Australia. The decision-making function that is vested in our government
needs to account for equity considerations relevant to diverse populations, in particular diverse
women, who historically have been, and remain underrepresented in the legal profession and
beyond. 

When it comes to leadership and senior positions in the private sector, the Australian Human
Rights Commission has reported that according to the last Australian census, the percentage of
senior Australian leaders with non-European cultural backgrounds comprises:

In the last four years the above boardroom statistics have shown no improvement. In fact, a 2020
report has announced that these statistics have worsened, stating that the percentage of board
directors who were born outside Australia has decreased to 29.3 per cent,[xxxix] and on the ASX
300, the number of board directors from non-Anglo-Celtic cultural backgrounds has dropped to
just 5 per cent. [xi]

In an interesting note, the same report adds that, in spite of the significant increase in female
representation in Australian boardrooms, 71 percent of women non-executive directors who are
not from Australia are from North America, New Zealand or the United Kingdom. [xli]

Relevantly, the report highlighted the importance of this issue with the following quote:

4. THE PERCEPTION OF LAW HAVING A LOWER SOCIAL
UTILITY IN FOSTERING SOCIETAL PROGRESS

4 . 2  A  L E G A L  Q U A L I F I C A T I O N  A S  A N  E N A B L E R  O F

L E A D E R S H I P  

(…) Today’s boards do not reflect the society we live in, nor do they reflect the international
markets in which they operate. Whilst we are making good progress on gender diversity in the
boardroom, we still have much to do when it comes to ethnic and cultural diversity.[xlii]
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Asian lawyers comprise:
8% of partners in leading Australian law firms;
1.6% of the bar; and
0.8% of the judiciary. [xliv]

Less than 1% of all lawyers identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. [xlv]
On the LGBTQIA+ front, statistics remain scarce. [xlvi]

In private legal practice, notwithstanding that 54% of lawyers are women, only 16% of all equity
partners in Australian law firms are female.[xliii] To the extent that there has been an increase in
gender representation, we understand that this shift is not necessarily reflecting an increase in
diverse representation more broadly. For instance, and given the limited statistics available on
diversity more broadly, the numbers just give us a glimpse of what the picture looks like in the
leadership ranks in private legal practice:

Ultimately, social progress will be limited until our society champions diversity and inclusion and
addresses the challenges faced by diverse women. The social utility of fostering diversity in
traditional legal roles of advocates and advisors is increasingly important in our multicultural
society. Lawyers’ attitudes towards social, racial and moral questions ‘obviously influences [their]
responses to problem situations’ and it is necessary ‘to view law in a social context to acquire
skills to deal [sic] with legal problems’.[xlvii] Beyond the legal profession, the valuable skill sets and
perspectives of law graduates contribute immensely, including through journalism, creation of
not-for-profits, diplomacy, teaching, and writing, to ensuring our social and political systems
continue to flourish.

4. THE PERCEPTION OF LAW HAVING A LOWER SOCIAL
UTILITY IN FOSTERING SOCIETAL PROGRESS

1 1



C A S E  S T U D Y :  D I V E R S E  W O MAN  I N  H E R  F I NAL  Y EAR  O F  A

BAC H E L O R  O F  C O M M E R C E  AN D  BAC H E L O R  O F  LAW  D E G R E E

I had two primary reasons for wanting to study law. The first was my passion for access to
justice and human rights. I wanted to be educated in a way to be able to effectively create
change. Secondly, I believed having a legal career would enable me to be able to provide for
my family in retirement. Given my parents were immigrants and small business owners, their
saved superannuation is significantly low. Accordingly, I wanted to practise in a profession
which would hopefully provide me with means to provide for my parents in the future.
I am very privileged to be in my final year of university, where these fees do not affect me.
That being said, if I was in my last year of high school, this issue would undoubtedly affect my
decision to study law. Having increased university fees, especially in an area where commercial
legal jobs are competitive, would have made me extremely anxious about any future earning
potential (and, by extension, the ability to look after my parents). The risk of undertaking
such an expensive degree, to be potentially met with unemployment, would not be worth it for
me.
I have had aspirations to use my legal skills in the not-for-profit legal sector (whether in a
voluntary or paid capacity) after gaining the relevant skills after my first few years of
practise. This issue essentially eliminates the ability for me to make this aspiration a career
choice.

4. THE PERCEPTION OF LAW HAVING A LOWER SOCIAL
UTILITY IN FOSTERING SOCIETAL PROGRESS

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  2

DWL recommends that a review be undertaken into whether, as a result of the proposed funding
reforms, graduates from STEM related disciplines will be more job-ready and  equipped to boost
the economy and drive productivity growth, when compared to law and humanities graduates.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  3

DWL recommends that a major review be undertaken into whether critical functions of the legal
profession, including legal aid organisations and community legal centres, will receive the
necessary funding and support to fill any resourcing gaps that may arise as a result of the
proposed funding reforms. 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N 1

DWL recommends that a  review be undertaken into whether graduates of science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) related disciplines provide higher public returns or make a
greater contribution to identified national priorities when compared to law and humanities
graduates.

1 2



5 .  F I N A N C I A L  B U R D E N S  F R O M

P R O P O S E D  R E F O R M S

1 3

5. FINANCIAL BURDENS FROM PROPOSED REFORMS

the average price of a residential home in Australia is $690,200.  The cost of property rose
1.6% in the 2020 March Quarter; [xlix]
unemployment rates are at a 22 year high as at July 2020,[l] having jumped to 7.5%; [li]
large commodities price movements in response to the impacts of COVID-19 in the June
2020 quarter have resulted in the largest fall to date in the living cost index. The fall was
driven largely by the provision of free childcare for Australian families during the quarter for
both. This fall relates to employee households (-2.6%) and government transfer recipients
(-1.9%);[lii] and
the wage price index only rose 0.2% in the June 2020 quarter. This is the lowest rise since
September 1997. [liii] In May 2020 the average weekly earnings for full-time employed
Australians was $1,714. [liv]

In order to explore the financial burdens that the proposed reforms could impose on future
university students, it is important to note the following:

5 . 1  E C O N O M I C  B A C K G R O U N D

5 . 2  P R O P O S E D  P A C K A G E  M E A N S  F I N A N C I A L  B U R D E N S

O N  D I V E R S E  W O M E N
An increase in fees to attend law school will have numerous contractionary effects which will be
exacerbated by the current economic background. The first of those effects is that it will deter
low SES students, many of them diverse women, from choosing to studying law in the first place.
As mentioned earlier, an undergraduate law degree is often combined and so a law degree is a
significant financial undertaking. The most popular combined law degrees include Commerce/Law
and Arts/Law.[lv] The current tuition fees for these degrees are $56,700 and $54,400
respectively, but this is set to increase to $72,500 as a result of the amendment. [lvi] 

The price change must be viewed in light of the significant wage growth slowdown that has
occurred in Australia over the past 5 years, with wage growth averaging at 2.2% for January
2014 to December 2018, compared to an average of 3.3% growth from January 2008 to
December 2013.[lvii] With increasingly stagnant incomes, the additional cost pressure in the form
of $14,000-$16,000 would be a significant deterrent for any student, as the amount of time
required to repay student loans will increase substantially. This will inevitably have the harshest
impact on low SES students, who will have greater cost of living pressures and reduced financial
support. 



5. FINANCIAL BURDENS FROM PROPOSED REFORMS

Even if that initial barrier is overcome, increased fees will likely decrease the number of students
who will complete their degrees. Nationally, around 73.6 percent of students commence but do
not complete their university studies.[lviii] In a 2015 study, which looked at university completion
statistics, the Australian Council for Education Research (ACER) found that that figure for low
SES students is lower than the national average. Around 68.9 percent of low SES students
complete their university studies and that figure is even lower for Indigenous students, at 46.7
percent.[lix] More importantly, ACER found that the most common reasons reported for why
students leave university early included health or stress (32 percent), financial difficulties (29
percent) and the need for paid work (25 percent).[lx] The reasons for non-completion provided
by low SES and Indigenous students in particular related to financial and family obligations, and
overall centred on ‘getting by’.[lxi] Even if the financial reasons are not related to course
completion, financial-stress related issues can still impact on a student’s level of engagement
during their studies.[li=xii]

Further, for law students who do graduate, increased fees inevitably mean that they are
burdened with more debt. This will limit low SES graduates’ choice of careers because they feel
pressure to pursue more lucrative sub-fields, rather than positions that they are interested in or
which serve a valuable benefit to disadvantaged members of our society (as outlined above). In a
2019 study done by the Law Students’ Society of Ontario, a statement from a student said ‘my
employment and career choices feel extremely constrained and structured by my debt load’.[lxiii]
Another said ‘I chose to pursue law school because I wanted to pursue social justice work and
advocate for vulnerable populations. Now that I am halfway through my degree, I realise that this
kind of work will be very difficult to pursue with the amount of debt I will graduate with. So I feel
as though I have inadvertently closed the precise door that I intended to open by coming to law
school’. [lxiv] Although Canadian tuition fees are higher, the statements ultimately capture the
impact of an upward pressure in tuition fees on certain students’ perceptions on the optimal
career pathway to pursue, which could lead to a shift away from aspiration. 

This increase in fees also puts the Australian university funding model on a path that might lead
to further deregulation, where universities will have more control over the fees they impose. This
is incredibly problematic and the 1997 deregulation of university fees in Canada presents us with
a cautionary tale. In the 20 years since 1997, Canadian university fees have increased 4.4 to 6.8
times and in 2018-2019 annual fees are CAD 7000 (approximately AUD 7350) to CAD 36,000
(approximately AUD 37,800).[lxv] While fees have been re-regulated since, universities are still
allowed to increase fees annually at a rate above inflation.[lxvi] Such an extraordinary increase in
fees will undoubtedly worsen the effects discussed above. However, the Canadian experience
also demonstrates that deregulation can result in a wide variation in fees from university to
university, where costs correlate with the cost of living of where the university is located. For
example, in the Ontario province, the University of Toronto’s annual fees are CAD 38,000 
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5. FINANCIAL BURDENS FROM PROPOSED REFORMS

(approximately AUD 39,900), but the University of Ottawa’s annual fees are CAD 16,000
(approximately AUD 16,800). In the aforementioned 2019 study done by the Law Students’
Society of Ontario, 40 percent of surveyed students (around 700 students) responded that
tuition costs affected their choice of law school.[lxvii] If a similar scenario occurs in Australia, this
will result in furthering existing inequities because universities in the Australian capital cities will
become even more inaccessible for low SES students.

These contractionary effects will have a sequential and structural effect that involves muting
diverse representation in various low paying but high social utility benefit sectors of the legal
profession. With the increased financial cost of a law degree, low SES law graduates, many of
whom are likely to comprise diverse women, will not be able to financially sustain a career in
these sectors. These legal sectors refer to, for instance, community legal centres, Legal Aid 
 services and government legal branches, where a diverse representation is crucially important to
reach a greater level of representativeness in a general and essential service provided to the
community.[lxviii] Such a representativeness also derives a potential to increase social cohesion.
[lxix] These effects are often overlooked and not accounted for and they are some of the
elements which should be considered when assessing the real social utility value of a law degree.

As a practical example of such high social utility of these sectors of the legal profession, it is
relevant to note that around 200 Community legal centres are focused on helping people who do
not qualify for legal aid and mostly assist people with civil and family law issues, bringing
Australians over half a million free legal services each year.[lxx] Over 80 per cent of the people
helped by community legal centres receive under $26,000 a year in income. Furthermore, as
helping on individual issues, community legal centres provide essential community legal outreach
to inform Australians about the law and prevent legal problems. [lxxi]

DWL's submission argues that the increased financial burden will disincentivise low SES students
to study and practice law, place severe strain on the ability to repay tuition fees for law and
combined law degrees and ultimately result in a chronic underrepresentation of diverse
individuals in critical aspects of the legal profession. To promote access and equity in the
community and an equal and fair justice system, DWL urges the Government to reconsider the
proposed funding reforms that will result in a disproportionate increase to university fees for law
and humanities students. 



5. FINANCIAL BURDENS FROM PROPOSED REFORMS

C A S E  S T U D Y :  D I V E R S E  W O MAN  I N  H E R  F I NAL  Y EAR  O F  A

BAC H E L O R  O F  C O M M U N I CAT I O N S  AN D  BAC H E L O R  O F  LAW

D E G R E E

I decided to study law as I've always loved communicating, and wanted to advocate for
social change for women and children who experienced family violence and homelessness
like myself growing up. Being able to use that passion for helping others and bringing about
a more equal society drew me to law.

As a completely financially independent, low socioeconomic law student, I am entirely reliant
on my career succeeding to be able to repay any of my HECS debt. Fees were not a
consideration for me when I commenced my studies, mostly because I didn't have the
financial acumen to consider the long-term implications of a HECS debt.

The increase in fees increases the terror of my career not succeeding. If I'm unable to
secure stable employment, the burden higher fees will impose would be insurmountable.
Course costs might not make any difference when students choose what to study, but they
certainly make a difference when students decide what to do with their education. The
privilege (or lack thereof) that a student has necessarily limits their career choices in the
same way as any other debt limits a person's financial freedom.

In my first few years of study, all I wanted to do was work at the Welfare Rights Centre - a
community legal centre in Surry Hills. The fund increase announcement, made me realise
that I might not be able to adequately repay my HECS debt (including my Centrelink
Student Loan debts), establish a nice quality of life for myself and my own family means
that the reality of working at a CLC is out of bounds for the earlier stages of my career.
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5. FINANCIAL BURDENS FROM PROPOSED REFORMS

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  6

DWL recommends that adequate measures are undertaken to address structural inequities. The
proposed targeted funding arrangements are inadequate to address the existing inequities and
the staggered implementation model until 2024 will distort the representation of low SES
students in Cluster 1 degrees. The Bill should be reformed to ensure that the National Priorities
Industry Linkage Fund (NPILF) and Indigenous, Regional, low SES Attainment Fund casts a wide
net to cater towards low SES students from diverse backgrounds who study Cluster 1 degrees.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  7

DWL recommends the implementation of greater protections during a period of economic
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. The proposed transitional period of cluster re-alignment
(i.e. commencing January 2021) will create significant barriers for low SES applicants who are
suffering disproportionate impacts due to the unprecedented changes resulting fromCOVID-19.
The transitional period should be increased for students studying Cluster 1 subjects post COVID-
19.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  4

DWL recommends that in order to sustain an inclusive higher education system, the Bill be
reformed to focus on the need to ensure that support and investment in higher education is
made available specifically for low socio-economic status (SES) applicants studying law degrees. 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  5

DWL recommends that a comprehensive policy that prioritises increased transparency and
accountability should underpin the proposed reforms. Universities should be subject to further
transparency and accountability (beyond reporting on the cost of teaching) by reporting on how
they are maintaining their revenue for law and humanities degrees. 
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6 .  W H A T  D O E S  I T  M E A N  T O  B E

' J O B - R E A D Y ' ?

6. WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE 'JOB-READY'?

a deeper understanding of the changing economy and the associated considerations,
barriers and challenges that tertiary students may face in the job market;
a deeper understanding of the nature of skills, traits and attributes that are valued in a
changing economy, beyond ensuring that graduates are merely ‘job ready’; 
increased and lengthy consultations with industry counterparts including the workforce,
educational and financial institutions to determine the job market demands and economic
benefits arising from certain tertiary qualifications; 
pursuing an approach towards tertiary education that accounts for the fluidity of upcoming
graduates’ careers since the average person is expected to have 17 jobs over their lifetime
and market-wide shifts towards flexible working arrangements; [lxxii]
undertaking consultations with representative bodies for students from minority or
disadvantaged backgrounds in order to anticipate the ethical and equity issues that may
arise from a tertiary education sector-wide reform agenda; and 
the need to conduct considered analysis into the nature of technological disruption
affecting the market, with evidence suggesting that in order to ensure survival, graduates
will increasingly need to be able to demonstrate ‘thinking, creativity and writing’.  [lxxiii]

DWL recognises that a strong economic recovery must be prioritised in order to respond to the
unprecedented crisis of COVID-19. In this regard, all students (i.e. including but not limited to
Cluster 1 students) need to gain the necessary skills to respond to the demand from the
workforce and community during the period of recovery from the current recession. 

In this regard, DWL advocates for:

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  8

In order to meaningfully respond to the economic imperatives brought about by the COVID-19
pandemic, DWL recommends a major review into the factors that boost economic and labour
force productivity growth and the nature of the changing economy beyond encouraging higher
education in certain disciplines.
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