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humanities in Australia. As one of the nation’s five Learned Academies, we are a
unique resource for government, working to ensure cultural, creative, and ethical
perspectives inform Australia’s plans for now and the future.

We welcome the opportunity to provide a submission to the Senate Education
and Employment Reference Committee’s Inquiry into Australian University
Graduates.

The Senate inquiry has an opportunity to reassess how Australia defines
educational value and graduate outcomes, and whether current policy
architecture captures that adequately.

It is our view that if this Inquiry and Australia’s universities are narrowly focused
on short-term employment outcomes, we miss the ‘big picture’ and devalue the
long-term adaptive capability that Australia needs in the face of technical,
social and geopolitical transformation. Humanities and arts graduates
demonstrate high cross-sector mobility, strong redeploy-ability, and
resilience in changing labour markets. We need to better recognise the full
range of graduate capabilities and outcomes.

Our submission makes five recommendations:

1. Reassess how Australia defines educational value and take a wider
approach to graduate employability.

2. Call for better data and intelligence infrastructure to inform national
policy, with a role for the Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC)
through its State of the Sector reporting, drawing on Jobs and Skills
Australia (JSA) data capabilities and its new National Skills Taxonomy.

3. Acknowledge the impacts of and consider ways to redress Job-Ready
Graduates (JRG), which is inequitable and misaligned with graduate
outcomes.

4. Recognise and incentivise the capabilities of humanities and creative arts
graduates.

5. Develop an Al Capability Strategy through ATEC, informed by the
Department of Industry, Science and Resources’ (DISR) work on Australia’s
Al ecosystem.


https://humanities.org.au/

1. Reassess how Australia defines educational value and take a
wider approach to graduate employability.

The Inquiry’s Terms of Reference (ToR) focus on the entry level job market. While
this is an important transition point, a narrow focus on tracking short-term
employment outcomes misses the full story of Australia’s university
graduates’ pathways and contributions over time.

It is our view that Australia’s universities are more important than ever as engine
rooms of knowledge and research for the nation and the training ground for
thinking critically and preparing future citizens and the workforce for a world in
which neither democratic institutions nor social cohesion can be taken for
granted.

The Universities Accord process and the establishment of the Australian Tertiary
Education Commission (ATEC) are re-setting the focus and ambition for
Australian universities to deliver on a legislated tertiary education objective,
to: “promote a strong, equitable and resilient democracy; and drive national,
economic and social development and environmental sustainability.”? This
underscores the distinct educational role of universities and challenge us to
reassess education value and graduate employability.

National graduate outcomes reports, such as QILT's Graduate Outcomes
Survey - taken 4-6 months after graduation — are a very limited lens by which
to assess graduate employability.? While there are measurable differences in
the very short term, between ‘generalist’ degrees (science and arts) compared
to ‘vocational’ degrees such as engineering or architecture, mid- to longer- term
employment prospects are strong for those with generalist degree training.*
Ultimately, however, these types of surveys are limited by lagging indicators,

'In Europe, the Council of Europe recognises the role of education in building and maintaining democracy, see
to volunteer and contribute to community organisations according to Volunteering Australia reports: 30% of
those with Bachelor degree or above were engaged in formal volunteering in 2025 and 36% were engaged in
informal volunteering (compared with 22% formal and 31% informal of those with Diploma level post school
qual and 15% and 21% of those with no non-school qualification. See

have very strong employment outcomes and good salaries after graduation. Around 90% of HASS graduates
are in full-time employment three years after graduation. Earnings for humanities, culture and social sciences
graduates is around $82,000 three years after graduating. This is on par with the wider university average of
$83,500. Humanities graduates are found in ‘more than 300 occupations’, highlighting the breadth of
employment pathways and adaptability.
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outdated metrics and misalignment with modern workforce demands. Below we
recommend better data and infrastructure and national coordinating capability.

Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) Higher Education Outcomes: Exploring
Administrative Data report (2025) is one such model — providing one of the most
detailed pictures yet of how Australian university graduates transition into
employment and how outcomes evolve over time. It uses linked administrative
datasets (PLIDA) allowing longitudinal analysis of income, occupations and
career pathways.®

JSA's report finds that humanities, arts, and social sciences (HASS) training
supports broad career mobility, with graduates from Society and Culture fields
entering more than 70 distinct occupational groups and 265 occupations, and
Creative Arts 69 occupational groupings and 177 occupations.®

This is significant because it challenges narrow ‘job matching’ interpretations
of higher education value. The report suggests Arts degrees generate
adaptable capabilities that support movement across sectors and occupations
over time. This has important implications for workforce adaptability,
technological transition, Al and automation resilience, and broader productivity
capacity.

We recommend: Through ATEC, a reassessment of how Australia defines
educational value and graduate employability:

e Drawing on foundational work of JSA on higher education outcomes,
which complicates simplistic distinctions between ‘job-ready’ and ‘non-
job-ready’ degrees. While some disciplines show direct occupational
pipelines, others generate broad labour market flexibility and mobility.
Australia needs both.

e Work with full range of stakeholders to tell a more complete story of
graduate trajectories — so that graduates can confidently articulate and
apply their knowledge and skills in a range of workplace settings.

2. Call for better data and intelligence infrastructure to inform
national policy
This Inquiry should consider mechanisms for longitudinal graduate outcomes

tracking, integrated tertiary-workforce datasets, and better measures of
career sustainability.

5 Job and Skills Australia, Higher Education Outcomes — Exploring Administrative Data (2025),

6 JSA, Higher Education Outcomes, p.30.
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ATEC has the mandate to take a wider ‘national capability’ lens through its
State of the Sector reporting. Australia already has significant humanities
capability, but it is fragmented and not fully mobilised as a coherent national
asset. At the national level we are seeing that play out in terms of loss of national
Asia knowledge capability. Longer term this contributes to loss of the knowledge
and capabilities needed to shape Australia’s strategic, trade and humanitarian
efforts in a changing geopolitical environment.’

As noted above, JSA has used linked administrative data rather than short-term
surveys in its recent reporting on higher education outcomes taking into frame
long-term earnings, occupational mobility, and career evolution. The JSA
analysis together with its new National Skills Taxonomy (NST) lays the
groundwork for a more robust and intelligible skills ecosystem (across
universities, graduates and employers).

The JSA report shows particularly high qualification-to-career alignment in
professionally regulated fields — with targeted/pipeline approaches, for example
that 72% of Education graduates became teachers, and 60% of Engineering
graduates entered professional engineering roles. While labour market returns
are different across fields, JSA shows that many disciplines provide strong
employment versatility and transferable capability even where direct
occupational alignment is lower.

We recommend: Through its State of the Sector reporting, ATEC should take a
national capability approach, collaborating with JSA whose 2025 report is a
model for an ongoing higher education outcomes program.

Linked administrative datasets can capture longer-term career trajectories,
better reflect diverse graduate pathways, include people often
underrepresented in graduate surveys, and enable more sophisticated
workforce planning analysis.

But quantitative/data-driven tracking needs to be matched by expert analysis
and appraisal targeted at a full range of stakeholders. ATEC has the capacity to
convene systemic and robust analysis, and expert perspective to appraise
graduate outcomes and national capability needs, including analysis of trends
or changes and anticipation of emerging areas and gaps.

7 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2023) Australia’s China Knowledge Capability,
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3. Recognise and incentivise the capabilities of humanities and
creative arts graduates

Humanities and arts graduates are major contributors to public and social
infrastructure. Society and Culture graduates are heavily embedded in public
administration, education, health-adjacent professions, community services,
and institutional governance. These are sectors central to democratic capability,
social cohesion, institutional trust, and community resilience.

Arts degrees train graduates for a lifetime of jobs. They are a first point of entry
for many students in the Australian university system. Arts degrees builds the
skills that sit behind every profession — judgement, communication and
understanding people. It is not just what students study, it is how they learn to
analyse, communicate and solve complex problems.

Our work on Australia’s Asia knowledge capability is a case in point of the highly
relevant sets of skills and graduate capabilities not currently visible to policy,
higher education and industry through the usual measures. China studies
programs, to cite one areaq, are showing evidence of declining offerings and
enrolments, but it is not possible to determine from publicly available data the
numbers of students in China-focused courses — this is a major constraint in
tracking capability strengths and gaps.

The capabilities built through language and intercultural learning enable
cultural perspective, cross-cultural negotiation, building trust across cultural
boundaries, and conflict resolution across cultures. They extend the range of
possibility for graduates as they navigate uncertain entry-level job market in
a range of sectors from international relations, trade and investment, migration
and settlement services, community engagement, and multinational leadership.

Yet graduates report Asia capability being under-recognised and under-utilised
in the workforce. Our recent submissions to the Inquiry into Building Asia
Capability in Australia through the education system and beyond,® and JSA’s
National Skills Taxonomy?® press the case for proper recognition of intercultural
and linguistic skills. At a national level we need rigorous Asia capability
indicators, and for graduates clearer pathways and a skills taxonomy that
makes these capabilities more legible in the market.

8 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2026) Submission #64 and supplementary evidence at 64.1, 64.2,
64.3, and 64.4:
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For Australia, intercultural and linguistic capabilities are not simply
educational enrichment. They are strategic national capabilities that underpin:

e Economic engagement with Asia and the Indo-Pacific

Diplomacy and international relations

e National security and intelligence

e Social cohesion in a multicultural society

e International research collaboration

e Ethical and culturally responsive Al development
¢ Indigenous and cross-cultural engagement

e Global workforce competitiveness.

From a national skills perspective, humanities majors in languages, area studies,
history, philosophy, cultural studies and related fields contribute not only
communication skills but a form of ‘intercultural intelligence’: the ability to
understand, navigate and connect different systems of meaning, values and
knowledge. As Al automates more routine communication tasks, this deeper
human capability is likely to become more, not less, economically and socially
valuable.

We recommend: JSA work with education providers and employers in mapping
the National Skills Taxonomy to both occupations and educational offerings to
recognise intercultural and linguistic skills and capabilities.

4. Acknowledge the impacts of and consider ways to redress Job-
Ready Graduates (JRG), which is inequitable and misaligned with
graduate outcomes.

The Job-Ready Graduates policy which sought to steer students to enrol in so-
called ‘job-ready’ degrees has failed on several fronts.

The accumulated evidence demonstrates that JRG is not only ineffective — itis
economically inefficient, socially regressive, and strategically misaligned with
Australia’s future needs.

The impacts of flat government support for university education, while increasing
(most) HASS student contributions when coupled with increased costs
(regulatory, infrastructure, salary) have meant that many universities have
implemented measures to reduce the number of low enrolment courses and
units, reducing the range of student educational choice, removing some
offerings from regional campuses, and in some cases removing major streams,
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but this is not nationally coordinated and the system is thereby risking sovereign
capability. For Society and Culture fields and Media Communications (from
within the broad division of Creative Arts) government only funds ~7% of the cost
(student contribution ($17,399, Commonwealth $1,316). Students in the top cluster
are the biggest contributors to their education not government.

Framed under the pretense that humanities students are not as employable as
STEM counterparts, the data then and now does not back that up. The short-
and medium-term outcomes for domestic students in full-time employment for
science and mathematics graduates was 73% (in 2022) and 91% (by 2025) and
for humanities, culture and social sciences 74% and 90%, respectively. Looking at
labour market participation: humanities, culture and social sciences at 91% in
2022, and 90% in 2025 outperform science and maths graduates at 87% and 84%
respectively. It is also important to note that Society and Culture fields are the
highest ranked for graduates undertaking further study in the short term: 30% in
2022 and second only to Health graduates in further study in 2025 (three years
out from graduation) at 22%. JSA’s report, among others, evidences the premium
that postgraduate study

JSA’s outcomes report show that Society and Culture qualifications generate
long-term employability career progression across multiple sectors. This
suggests many graduates are not ‘failing’ to transition; rather, they are entering
diffuse and evolving labour markets that conventional graduate metrics struggle
to capture. This directly challenges earlier JRG policy narratives that implied
humanities graduates faced systematically weak labour market outcomes. The
JSA administrative data does not support that simplistic interpretation.

Moreover, JRG is having systemic impacts which impact student debt. Modelling
shows a standard Arts degree can cost around $52,000.° Treasury’s modeling
from May 2025 shows that there has been a 70% rise in students who owe over
$50,000, and that the repayment period for 1in 4 graduates has blown out to
over 25 years (about 5 years more than pre-JRG)." This means many graduates
will still be paying off debt into their 40s, significantly extending financial
pressure across life stages.

The issue is policy design, not employability: student contributions have risen
while government funding has fallen. The Universities Accord recommended
overhauling the student contribution system and moving to a rational, evidence-
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based funding model, but the ATEC has not been empowered to look at student
contributions.”

This is an intergenerational equity issue. Without urgent action, the JRG will
undermine the Accord’s long-term goals for increased student participation and
equity in higher education. IRU’s analysis shows that the impacts of the JRG are
particularly affecting students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Between
2020 and 2024, low SES student commencements were down 9.8% compared
with a 2.2% decline for non-low-SES students. For courses with the highest
student contribution rates (including Humanities, Commerce and Law), low SES
commencements declined 19.7%.”

Humanities graduates get good jobs but, on average at lower pay than other
graduates, so have a larger debt for longer, and as a result different capacity to
pay rent or mortgages, and start families.

The Universities Accord recommended:

“The JRG package needs to be replaced. Its purpose of providing price
signals to influence student subject choices has failed. Only 1.5% of
students applied to enrol in courses they would not have applied for under
the pre JRG student contribution arrangements.5 It has left some students
facing extremely high student contributions and large HELP debts that do
not reflect their future earning potential, and tilted the overall cost burden
of higher education further on to students and away from the Australian
Government.”

We recommend: Replacing the JRG package with a fair, evidence-informed
funding model that restores equity, improves system efficiency, and invests in
Australia’s long-term sovereign capability. Remediating JRG requires addressing
extreme funding differentials in student contributions and balancing this with
increases to Commonwealth contributions to ensure adequate funding on the
university side.

5. Develop an Al Capability Strategy through ATEC

The ToR do not mention the impacts of Al but clearly its widespread use across
sectors is framing the operating context for both tertiary education and the
wider workforce.

" Australian Universities Accord Final Report (2023), p.4.
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The Australian Government’s national Al ecosystem report suggests that
Australia is entering a labour market in which narrow occupational matching
becomes less reliable, adaptability becomes more valuable, and
interdisciplinary capability becomes central.®

The report shows that Australia’s Al economy is broad, interdisciplinary, and
deeply embedded across sectors, rather than confined to computer science
alone. Increasingly graduates need to be able to work with Al systems, interpret
outputs critically, manage ethical and social implications, commmunicate across
domains, and integrate technical tools into human systems. This presents
challenges and opportunities to humanities and arts training to ensure
graduates operate effectively in Al-mediated institutional systems:
understanding Al tools, critically evaluating outputs, collaborating with technical
specialists, and governing technological systems responsibly. It also has
Implications for the way in which we understand and measure graduate
employability; industrial-era assumptions about stable occupations are not fit-
for-purpose. Humanities and arts graduates are going to be well placed for
emerging employment opportunities: human-Al collaboration workflows,
interpretation of model outputs, creative direction of Al systems, and in the
governance and ethics of Al (Including safety and assurance, social impact
assessment, institutional design, public communication of Al systems, trust and
legitimacy frameworks and infrastructure).

Humanities and arts capabilities are, therefore, not confined to a subset of
ANZSCO occupations; they function as a cross-cutting interpretive and
translation layer across policy, governance, communication, and Al-
augmented roles, becoming increasingly central as automation expands
routine cognitive work.

We recommend: Through ATEC, develop a national Al Capability Strategy
informed by the Department of Industry, Science and Resources’ (DISR) work on
Australia’s Al ecosystem — which maps and maximises the full sweep of
capabilities and applications.

'® National Al Centre (2025), Australia’s Artificial Intelligence Ecosystem: Growth and Opportunities,
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