
In the world of Higher Education, students are 
constantly harassed by a bewildering mix of slogans 
and acronyms. Some of these are important, whilst 
others are not, and, as a result, students can be quite 
lost amongst these concepts and miss very key details. 
Therefore, the Australian Law Students’ Association 
(‘ALSA’) has stepped in, with this paper, to detail one 
of the more important changes in recent years, the 
acronyms behind those changes, and its effect on 
you and your peers, as students. This paper will detail 
the ‘who?’, ‘what?’, ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ of the situation, 
and hopefully enlighten you as to the effects that these 
changes to the AQF from the January 1st 2015, will 
have on your legal education.

WHO is behind the AQF?
The Australian Qualifications Framework was first 
established in 1995 as a means of standardising 
levels attained via tertiary qualifications across different 
Schools and Universities, and across different 
disciplines. The manifestation that we are dealing with 
today is a revision of the 1995 AQF that has been 
approved by a ministerial council in 2011, beginning 
implementation in 2011, with all changes set to be 
in place by the 1st of January 2015, in accordance 
with the second edition of the document introduced in 
2013. 

Between 2008 and 2014, management and 
governance of the AQF was dealt with by the AQF; a 
committee of 12 members with expertise in vocational 
and tertiary education and employment, as well as 
school, unions and government. This council was 
established by the Commonwealth in conjunction 
with state and territory ministers, responsible for 
education. It was under this guidance that the AQF, 
that came into force in January, was developed. 
Currently, the management of the implementation of 
the AQF is managed by the Department of Education, 
in consultation with the Department of Industry, and 
the states and territories. All information regarding the 
registration of AQF compliant courses are held on the 
AQF Register, whose overriding purpose is to inform the 
public about compliance in this regard.

WHAT are the changes that are being introduced?
The changes that have been introduced are, in effect, 
a codified series of requirements that all tertiary 
qualifications will need to meet. The AQF is a banded 
system extending from Level 1 (Certificate 1) to Level 10 
(PhD), with all other levels of qualifications somewhere 
in the middle. The bands that concern law students are 
Levels 7 (Bachelor Degree), 8 (Bachelor Degree with 
Honours) and 9 (Juris Doctorate/Masters).

The newly introduced framework sets out that a 
Level 7 graduate has ascertained a broad and 
coherent body of knowledge, with the ability to 
critique, analyse, consolidate and synthesise the 
information, demonstrate a broad understanding 
of the subject area, demonstrate creative 
and judgemental skills in solving problems 
independently, and communicate these ideas 
coherently. 

The application of these skills (the assessed work) 
must reflect an ability to adapt these skills in different 
contexts, demonstrate initiative and judgement in 
planning, problem solving and decision-making, 
and show responsibility and accountability in both 
individual and collaborative learning. 

The Level 8 requirements are very similar, with the 
notable inclusion of a necessity to technically apply 
the above skills to a piece of research, and for 
there to be a demonstrated ability, independently to 
execute research/project work. These requirements 
are further expanded for Level 9, mandating that 
graduates work with complex information, problems, 
concepts and theories, apply established theories 
to a body of research and practice, and convey 
findings to both specialist and non-specialist 
audiences. The assessed work must reflect 
autonomy, expert judgement, responsibility and 
adaptability. 

WHY is change necessary?
The core purpose behind the AQF is to create a 
uniform benchmark for tertiary qualifications to meet 
before they can be offered to students. This has a 
variety of benefits. 

From a student/consumers perspective, uniform 
requirements for qualifications mean that it is a 
much clearer market to navigate. It means that it is 
far easier to understand the differences between 
qualifications, and it means that the expectation of 
the outcomes of completing a degree can be both 
easily addressed and assessed. The codification of 
the AQF has also meant that qualifications can be 
addressed against their international equivalents, 
and there has been substantial work done by the 
various AQF governing bodies to make sure that 
the AQF can mostly been read in line with its New 
Zealand and European equivalents. This affords 
students flexibility in the potential use of their 
qualifications internationally. Finally, from a purely 
commercial point of view, the nature of the AQF 
means that universities can be held accountable to 
tangible standards, thus increasing potential value of 
qualifications.

ALSA factsheet: australian qualifications fram
ework



On the other side of the fence, the AQF’s 
codification can be beneficial for employers, as 
it creates an easily accessible series of qualities 
that an employer can expect from a graduate 
with a certain level of qualification. Unifying this 
system means that employers can expect a more 
consistent level of attained skill and perceived ability 
from specific qualification brackets, thus rendering 
the recruitment process more efficient.

HOW will the changes affect law students?
The principle source of concern is the potential 
conflict caused between previous course 
structures, and the new Level 7 and Level 8 
requirement. Generally speaking, reaching Level 
8 status requires taking an extra year of study 
to achieve, similar to previous ‘honours’ grading 
systems within a standard Bachelor of Arts or 
Bachelor of Science course. However, for law 
students, any of whom study for 5 years or more, 
this would not be ideal. Similarly, the previous 
‘honours’ system that a lot of law schools had 
in place; completing a research thesis within the 
bounds of a standard LLB course load, would not 
comply with the standard of required knowledge 
and assessed course work that a Level 8 degree 
requires. 

As a result, many law schools are integrating a 
Level 8 standard of course work into their LLB 
programs. The requirements do not require 
physically completing an ‘honours thesis’ to achieve 
honours level, however they will require students 
to complete a greater amount of research/project 
work than previously. 

In order for these degree programs to meet the 
Level 8 requirements, many courses will have to 
be substantially altered to incorporate a heavier 
research focus. This renders it impossible for many 
universities to offer both an LLB and an LLB (Hons) 
simultaneously, as it would require teaching similar 
basic content in two separate manners. This is 
the reason many universities will be offering either 
an LLB or an LLB (Hons) rather than both, without 
necessarily completing a traditional ‘honours thesis’. 

JD programs, similarly, will be altered to fit the new 
mould, however, as these programs generally 
existed extraneous to LLB programs, altering the 
content and assessment methods will not be as 
cumbersome. This has also meant that many 
universities will cease to offer a LLB program in 
favour of only offering a JD program, in order to 
meet the AQF requirements more simply. 

Conclusion:
Although the changes may seem like ‘fixing it’ 
even though ‘it ain’t broke’, the overall outcome 
of the AQF will benefit students greatly, and 
constitutes a change that desperately needed to 
happen. Therefore, although the overall degree 
may appear different from January 2015, it will fit 
more cohesively into the grand tertiary qualification 
canvas. 
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