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Welcome to the Student Pro Bono Guide. This Guide is prepared by the Australian Pro Bono 
Centre for Australian law students to encourage participation in pro bono legal work while 
studying and when pursuing careers as lawyers – whether in private practice, government, 
corporate or the community sector. It explains what ‘pro bono’ means, how it fits into the 
legal assistance landscape in Australia and it recommends ways to get involved. 

While you’re a law student, volunteering allows you to contribute your skills to the 
community, to protect human rights, and respond to some of our most significant societal 
challenges. It also enables you to build real-world skills and helps you to stand out from the 

crowd when you’re looking for employment in the future. 
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CASE STUDY: University of Queensland Climate Justice Initiative

The UQ Pro Bono Centre established a student-led Climate Justice Initiative in 2019 to 
undertake legal research on climate justice matters. To date, the students have:

• made submissions to the review of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) and the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster
Arrangements about climate change matters

• developed a case law database to identify legal issues faced by climate activists in
Queensland

• undertaken legal research to support law firm pro bono litigators defending climate
protestors facing criminal charges.

One student who took part in the Climate Justice Initiative said: 

“It is easy to feel helpless in our personal and professional lives as to how we can 
tackle climate change. We applied for the Initiative in the hope that we could 
channel our legal knowledge into a project that enables us to do something 
positive for the environment.”

Read more about the Climate Justice Initiative here.

IMAGE BY SHUNYA KOIDE/ UNSPLASH

https://www.pilnet.org/case_study/university-of-queensland-pro-bono-centre-and-climate-justice-initiative/


STUDENT PRO BONO GUIDE

3

‘Pro bono’ comes from the Latin phrase pro bono publico, which means 
‘for the public good’. The Australian Pro Bono Centre’s full definition of 
‘pro bono legal services’ is available here. It includes:

What is  
  ‘Pro Bono’?

Examples of pro bono work include: As a law student, you are not legally qualified and 
the work you do is not therefore considered to be 
‘pro bono legal services’ for the purposes of the 
Centre’s definition. However, as discussed below, 
there are many ways in which you can contribute 
to and assist pro bono legal work done by qualified 
lawyers and legal teams. 

After graduation, you may like to get involved  
in pro bono legal work through an employer’s  
pro bono program. Many law firms, companies  
and some government departments have 
developed legal pro bono practices, which sit 
alongside their general legal practices. Even if you 
pursue a commercial or government legal career, 
you can apply your legal skills to advancing social 
justice throughout your working life. You don’t  
need to work full-time in a social justice-related 
job to make a difference; there are various 
opportunities to contribute on a full-time,  
part-time or volunteer basis.

1	
legal advice or representation 
provided free of charge to 
individuals, charities or community 
groups who cannot afford to pay for 
legal help and cannot access legal 
aid or other means of funding, 

law reform and policy work on 
issues affecting low income or 
disadvantaged members of the 
community, or on issues of public 
interest, and

free community legal education 
on issues affecting low income or 
disadvantaged members of the 
community, or on issues of public 
interest.

2	
3	

Providing advice at a homeless 
legal clinic about debt or tenancy 
matters to people who are 
financially vulnerable;

Representing asylum seekers in 
their applications for protection 
visas; or

Providing advice to a not-for-profit 
about its legal structure.

>

>

>
>

 IMAGE BY ADEOLU ELETU / UNSPLASH

I appreciate the ongoing work that 
lawyers give, often without any fee at 
all, for the good causes and the needs 
of people to get to law. What is the use 
of universal human rights if no one can 
afford to exert their rights? 
— Former Justice of the High Court of 

Australia, the Hon. Michael Kirby AC CMG

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/information-on-pro-bono/definition/ 
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Pro bono is an important part 
of the broader legal assistance 
landscape. The legal assistance 
sector provides legal support to 
people who might otherwise not 
have the financial capacity to 
access legal services and includes 
the following:

1. Legal Aid
Legal Aid is government-funded legal assistance providing no-cost 
legal services, including legal information, referral services, legal advice, 
and duty lawyer services. Individuals who apply for on-going Legal Aid 
must meet a strict financial threshold to qualify for free assistance. For 
this reason, many people are not eligible. This is not pro bono, as Legal 
Aid lawyers are salaried government employees. 

2.Community Legal Centres (CLCs) & Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Legal Services (ATSILS)
CLCs and ATSILS are independent, not-for-profit community-based 
organisations. There are almost 200 generalist and specialist CLCs 
across Australia which provide free legal help, including information, 
referrals, legal education, advice, casework and representation services 
to hundreds of thousands of people across Australia each year. ATSILS 
provide a range of community-focused legal services to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people across the country. Working for CLCs or 
ATSILS in a paid role is not pro bono, but these services do also rely on 
pro bono lawyers volunteering their time and expertise.

3. Not-For-Profit Organisations:
Many not-for-profit organisations offer human rights policy and legal 
work. While working in a paid role at a not-for-profit organisation is not 
pro bono, these organisations also rely on external pro bono lawyers. 

4. Pro Bono Legal Assistance
Legal Aid, CLCs, ATSILS and not-for-profits alone cannot meet the 
pressing need for legal assistance across Australia. The Law Council 
of Australia's Justice Project Final Report found more than 13 per cent 
of Australians live under the poverty line, while legal aid is available to 
just eight per cent1 .  Pro bono helps to bridge that gap. As a student or 
qualified lawyer, you can get directly involved in several ways.

How does 
pro bono 
fit into the 
broader legal
assistance
landscape?

IMAGE BY DOLLAR GILL /  UNSPLASH1 Law Council of Australia The Justice Project 
(2018) www.lawcouncil.asn.au/justice-project

https://www.lawcouncil.asn.au/justice-project
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Taking up volunteering opportunities as 
a student is an excellent avenue for your 
professional development. The benefits 
of getting involved in social justice as a 
student include: 

• making a positive contribution to the 
community

• working towards an issue that you care 
about or affects you

• developing your skills in working with 
vulnerable communities

• exploring specialised areas of law

• expanding your professional network and 
gaining mentorship

• developing practical legal skills

• helping you decide on a future career path

• demonstrating your initiative and work 
ethic to future employers

Getting involved 
in pro bono  
as a student

CASE STUDY: Monash Law School Climate Justice Clinic 

Monash Law School and Russell Kennedy Lawyers have established a Climate 
Justice Clinic (CJC) researching and preparing legal advice on climate issues  
which might inspire strategic litigation. A former student said:

“The CJC space is incredible as it marries the energy of university 
students with the expertise of professionals to create an incredibly 
powerful force driving action. … Through my work with climate 
lawyers and seminars with other climate professionals, I made 
tangible contributions and learned how to continue making an 
impact after my placement concluded.”  

Read more about the Climate Justice Clinic here.

Some law schools even provide 
awards and recognition for 
involvement in pro bono work. 
Consult your faculty and student 
law society to learn about awards 
specific to your law school. 

It is also worth noting that being able to take part in 
these pro bono opportunities as a student is a privilege, 
and not all students are able to take on unpaid work. 
Some universities offer credited units of study that 
include placements in legal assistance organisations. 
Take up these opportunities where you can.

IMAGE BY EDWIN ANDRADE / UNSPLASH

https://www.pilnet.org/case_study/russell-kennedy-lawyers-and-monash-law-schools-clinical-program/
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CASE STUDY:  
UQ Pro Bono Centre Abortion Rights Project

Through the UQ Pro Bono Centre, law 
students took up the fight against 
Queensland abortion laws. Students 
completed nine research and law reform 
papers, successfully advocating for abortion 
reform. The students also prepared a report 
on safe access zones for abortions across 
Australia with not-for-profit Marie Stopes 
Australia, which was referred to in the WA 
Parliament. Marie Stopes Australia’s Head of 
Policy said:

“The evidence was powerful.  
There is nothing I love more than  
an advocacy document that is so 
useful it makes itself redundant! 

Getting involved 
in pro bono 
as a student

Where to find opportunities
The Centre aims to provide law students with excellent learning  
and development opportunities that can lead to involvement in  
pro bono practice later in their careers. The Centre maintains  
the Social Justice Opportunities website, which includes:

•	 an opportunities board, which is regularly updated with  
volunteering and paid work positions for university students,  
practical legal training students, graduates, and early-career lawyers 

•	 a directory of the types of opportunities available through;

	 •	 Community legal centres, including a comprehensive  
	 list of major Australian CLCs

	 •	 Non-government organisations

	 •	 Legal Aid, including a list of the various state Legal Aid Commissions 

	 •	 Law firms 

	 •	 As a barrister

	 •	 Government departments 

•	 a guide to postgraduate study in social justice in Australia 

•	 a blog featuring interviews with social justice legal professionals.

Read more about UQ 
students fighting for 
abortion rights here.

Other relevant opportunity boards include:

•	 Ethical Jobs

•	 Pro Bono Australia

•	 those of professional legal training (PLT) providers 
around the country. 

Bookmark these pages and check them  
regularly throughout your degree for  
information, resources and opportunities. 

IMAGE BY CHRISTINA @WOCINTECHAT.COM / UNSPLASH

https://sjopps.net.au/
https://sjopps.net.au/
https://sjopps.net.au/looking-for-a-job/
https://sjopps.net.au/postgraduate_study/
https://sjopps.net.au/career-stories/
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/publications/story-9-queensland-law-students-fight-for-abortion-law-reform/
https://www.ethicaljobs.com.au/legal-human-rights-jobs
https://probonoaustralia.com.au/jobs/
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Timeline for students 
interested in pro bono  
after graduation
The majority of law firms in Australia with 50 or more 
full-time equivalent lawyers now have a pro bono 
manager and many have other dedicated pro bono 
staff who assist to manage their firm’s pro bono 
practice. Whether you’re interested in a dedicated  
pro bono role, incorporating pro bono into your 
broader practice, or continuing to volunteer in a 
personal capacity, the table below suggests a  
timeline to get involved in pro bono or broader  
social justice work during your studies.

During the first year of your law degree, you could:

•	 read up on the social justice issues you care about

•	 discover who the key organisations in those spaces are, including your local CLCs

•	 volunteer at a not-for-profit organisation to demonstrate your interest  
	 in social justice and get some work experience

•	 join social justice-oriented student societies and involve yourself in programs  
	 run by your student law society.

Apply what you are learning and develop your legal skills through:

•	 volunteering at an organisation in the legal assistance sector  or not-for profit

•	 contributing to law reform by writing submissions independently,  
	 through a university placement or student society.

You are nearly at the end of your studies! Use the remaining time well by:

•	 choosing public interest law electives 

•	 undertaking placements to organisations in the legal assistance sector  
	 for course credit 

•	 applying for clerkship and graduate roles at firms with pro bono practices

•	 asking about employer pro bono programs in clerkship/graduate interviews.

Consider undertaking your PLT work placement at a CLC or other not-for-profit 
organisation. The Social Justice Opportunities website run by the Centre lists these 
social justice PLT opportunities.

You are now ready to start your career.  
Consider your options for Pro bono work as a qualified lawyer. 

2nd and  
3rd year

1st year

4th and  
5th year

Practical 
Legal Training 
(‘PLT’)

Graduate  
Lawyer

IMAGE BY DOM FOU / UNSPLASH

https://sjopps.net.au/
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Asking prospective employers 
about their pro bono work will 
help you learn more about 
whether you want to work 
there and will communicate 
your desire to make a positive 

contribution to the organisation’s pro bono 
program and the community. It will also 
demonstrate to prospective employers the 
value placed on pro bono work by job seekers. 

Recommended 
pro bono questions  
for students  
to ask prospective 
employers

1.	 I understand that there is a National Pro Bono Target that  
lawyers can commit to. Is your firm/organisation a signatory  
to the National Pro Bono Target, or taking steps to become one?

2.	 What are the pro bono opportunities for vacation clerks  
and graduate lawyers at your organisation? 

3.	 What support is provided to vacation clerks and graduates to 
do pro bono work? Is there training and mentoring? Does the 
firm/organisation provide fee relief for pro bono work? Is time 
spent on pro bono work credited as billable hours? Are pro bono 
contributions considered in performance reviews?  

4.	 What are the key focus areas and clients supported  
by your firm’s pro bono legal work?  

5.	 (For mid to large size firms/organisations) Does your firm/ 
organisation employ dedicated pro bono staff?  

Use the following questions as inspiration for what to ask at clerkship and  
graduate interviews, career fairs and networking events. We recommend that  
you do some research to better tailor your questions to each organisation.

IMAGE BY CHRISTINA @WOCINTECHAT.COM / UNSPLASH

Performing public service, lawyers young 
and old rediscover that lawyering is not just 
a trade, but a responsible profession. 

— Former US Supreme Court Justice,  

Ruth Bader Ginsburg

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/provide-pro-bono/target/
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1. Volunteer in a personal capacity at a CLC or not-for-profit organisation 
You may choose to volunteer to use your legal skills at a community legal centre in your free 
time. This may take the form of evening or part-time advice and intake clinics. 

 
2. Incorporate pro bono into your broader practice
Once you are a lawyer working in a law firm, in-house for a corporate, in government or as a 
barrister, your practice could include pro bono matters in addition to fee-paying legal work 
in your usual practice area. This could be providing legal advice, attending a regular clinic or 
a secondment from your employer to a CLC. Incorporating pro bono into broader practice 
is one of the most impactful and common ways practising lawyers get involved in pro bono 
legal work.

3. Become a dedicated pro bono practitioner
Some law firms have dedicated pro bono practices, with lawyers working full-time on  
pro bono matters for eligible clients. This is more common in larger law firms, which  
may even offer this as a graduate rotation. 

Pro bono 
work as a 
qualified 
lawyer
There are at least  
three ways to undertake 
pro bono legal work  
in Australia as a  
qualified lawyer.

CASE STUDY: Community Organisation Internships

University of New South Wales (UNSW) student, Austin Irwin, 
undertook internships with the Australian Human Rights Institute, 
Kingsford Legal Centre, the Grata Fund, the Refugee Advice & 
Casework Service (RACS), and the Australian Pro Bono Centre while 
completing his Bachelor of Laws and Bachelor of Arts (Philosophy) 
degrees. He found these opportunities on the University Law 
Faculty’s jobs board and the Social Justice Opportunities website. 
Austin said these experiences were unforgettable:

“I will always remember meeting with 
people seeking asylum at outreach clinics 
run by the Refugee Advice & Casework 
Service. Listening to the stories of people in 
really distressing circumstances was tiring, 
eye-opening and rewarding.”

Read the Australian Pro Bono Centre’s interview with 
Austin here.

https://www.justicenet.org.au/get-involved/become-member-justicenet-sa
https://sjopps.net.au/project/austin-irwin/
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•	 How will this work add to your existing workload?   
Do you have capacity to be involved?

•	 How might working with traumatised clients or 
challenging issues affect you emotionally? 

•	 How might you manage these concerns? 

These considerations do not mean you should not get 
involved in pro bono work. They are intended as a guide 
to stay healthy while undertaking this work. To address 
these considerations:

•	 Check with your university or student law society to 
see what mental health and wellbeing services they 
provide

•	 Consult the Australian Pro Bono Centre’s guide Client 
Management and Self-Care - A Guide for Pro Bono 
Lawyers

•	 Speak with your supervisor at the organisation whe-
re you are working to see what resources they have 
available to you

•	 Schedule regular de-briefs with a mentor, colleague 
or supervisor

•	 Take time to reflect on your work.

Self-care
Undertaking purposeful activity, 
meeting new people and 
broadening your outlook can be 
really positive for your wellbeing. 
But law school can be hard and 
undertaking social justice work 
on top of this can be challenging. 
While some of the people and 
communities you work with 
will move and inspire you, their 
circumstances may also affect you. 
When looking at the pro bono 
opportunities you could take on, 
consider the following:

IMAGE BY JAVIER TRUEBA / UNSPLASH

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Client-management-and-self-care-guide.pdf
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Client-management-and-self-care-guide.pdf
https://www.probonocentre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Client-management-and-self-care-guide.pdf
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The Centre is the national centre 
of leadership for pro bono 
legal services, aiming to grow 
participation and excellence in  
pro bono across the country. 

Australian 
Pro Bono 
Centre

We have a wide range of resources to facilitate and support pro bono involvement. See the Centre’s website to learn more about our work.

IMAGE BY WESLEY-TINGEY /  UNSPLASH

www.probonocentre.org.au

https://www.probonocentre.org.au/



