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Australia’s higher education sector faces renewed scrutiny as prominent
figures including author Tim Winton demand reforms to the Jobs-Ready
Graduate (JRG) scheme, which has tripled humanities degree costs since
2021. Over 100 distinguished Australians have signed an open letter
condemning the policy that charges arts students $50,000 for
qualifications while heavily subsidizing STEM (Science, Technology,
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Engineering and Mathematics) fields, arguing it creates artificial
hierarchies in education.

The JRG scheme, introduced by the former Coalition government, aimed
to steer students toward vocational disciplines but has reportedly failed
to alter enrollment patterns. According to last year’s Universities Accord
review, only 1.5% of students changed course preferences due to the
pricing structure. Higher education expert Professor Andrew Norton notes
the policy has instead burdened humanities graduates with
disproportionate debt, as many will struggle to repay loans given lower
earning potential. “This isn’t about job readiness—it’s social engineering,”
argues Australian Historical Association (AHA) President Professor
Michelle Arrow, citing widespread job cuts in university humanities
departments.

Critics highlight the policy’s economic shortsightedness. Winton, whose
arts degree launched his internationally successful writing career,
questions why a Labor government maintains a scheme that “punishes
critical thinking.” The signatories including scientists, historians, and
business leaders demonstrate the humanities’ broad societal value.
Professional chef Stephanie Alexander notes her literature studies
directly informed her culinary philosophy, while scientist Tim Flannery
credits humanities with fostering interdisciplinary innovation. These
success stories undermine the false dichotomy between “practical” and
“intellectual” education.

The debate exposes deeper tensions in education policy. While the JRG
scheme attempted to address skills shortages, its blunt pricing
mechanism ignores how humanities graduates contribute $11.4 billion
annually to Australia’s economy through cultural industries. The
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proposed alternative linking fees to projected lifetime earnings would
maintain fiscal responsibility without artificially devaluing certain
disciplines. As universities like ANU dismantle humanities research
centers, Australia risks losing not just artists and historians, but the
creative problem-solvers who drive progress across all sectors. True
education reform should empower student choice, not dictate it through
financial coercion.
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