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While making it  to law school is  
tough,  sticking  with  the  pro-
gramme is no less challenging, the 
first batch of law students at the 
Singapore University of Social Sci-
ences (SUSS) found out.

Of the 60 pioneer SUSS law stu-
dents  enrolled  last  year,  seven  
have dropped out or deferred their 
studies due to job pressures and 
family commitments.

The programme, which runs as a 
four to five-year course, is the only 
one to offer a full-load law degree 
with  classes  at  night  to  cater  to  
working adults. 

The SUSS law school – where the 
average age of students is in the 
late 30s – was set up in 2016 to ad-
dress a shortage of lawyers in crimi-
nal and family law. 

On  top  of  a  heavy  study  load,  
many of the students have had to 
juggle work and family while at-
tending night classes. 

Professor  Leslie  Chew,  the  
school’s dean and a Senior Counsel, 
said: “I would be worried if there’s 
no attrition, it would mean our stan-
dards are not good enough.” 

Of the seven who dropped out, 
two  did  not  meet  the  minimum  
grade point average (GPA) to pro-
gress to the second year, three with-
drew and two deferred for reasons 
that  include  work  commitments  
such as being posted overseas.

One of those who deferred is re-
turning next year to continue his 
studies. All 64 students in the sec-

ond batch are still in the course. 
Students have to hit a GPA of 3 

out of 5 in every semester to con-
tinue in the course. 

But they need a GPA of at least 3.5 
upon graduation to qualify as profes-
sional lawyers,  just like graduates 
from the two other law schools at Na-
tional University of Singapore and 
Singapore Management University.

The students also face financial 
pressures. In the Juris Doctor (JD) 
programme,  for  those  already  
armed  with  other  degrees,  stu-
dents  have  to  pay  more  than  
$160,000 in tuition fees in total. 

These students do not receive a 
government subsidy as they would 
have already enjoyed it while study-
ing at the other local universities. 

For those who undertake the pro-
gramme as their first degree, they 
pay about $39,000 to $46,000 in 
total, with government subsidies.

Prof Chew said the university is 

working hard to get more financial 
aid for students who do not qualify 
for the government tuition grant. 

About half of those in the JD pro-
gramme fall into this group. “Our 
fees are not low, and for some of 
our students who have worked for 
20 years, supporting children and 
are self-funding, it comes as a great 
sacrifice,” said Prof Chew. 

From  next  year,  a  handful  of  
students  can  benefit  from  the  
Choor Singh Study Award and the 
Irene Tan Liang Kheng Scholarship 
Award,  made  possible  by  recent  
donations. 

Currently, at least three students 
are  recipients  of  study  awards  
from the Ministry of Law, which 
provides $60,000 to $75,000, de-
pending on the course, to Singa-
poreans who are  not eligible  for  
government tuition grants.

But  Prof  Chew  said  the  law  
school will work closely with the 
university’s newly set up Advance-
ment Office to source more fund-
ing and book prizes, for instance. 

Amid  concern  about  young  
lawyers  leaving  the  industry  too  
soon,  he  believes  his  students  –  
many of  whom are paralegals  or  
have experience in family or crimi-
nal law – will stay the course be-
cause they made a deliberate deci-
sion to come into law. 

He  said:  “They’ve  invested  so  
much  money  and  their  lives.  
They’re not young kids with par-
ents underwriting everything.

“They are the people who always 
wanted to be a lawyer but couldn’t 
get into NUS... So they have kept 
their dream.

“I have great respect for my stu-
dents because these are guys and 
girls who came the hard way.” 
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In his first year of school, Mr Aadil 
Dafir found himself searching on-
line for definitions of legal terms, 
to catch up with his peers.

“My class had a lot of paralegals, 
so  they  already  had  industry  
knowledge  and  knew  the  lingo  
and how it worked,” said the 33- 
year-old who belongs to the first 
batch of students at the Singapore 
University  of  Social  Sciences  
(SUSS) law school and is now into 
his second year.

“I was a bit surprised so I had to 
look up things such as ‘originating 
summons’  and ‘civil  procedure’,”  
he added.

But the private tutor, who is sin-
gle, pressed on, and today, has a 
grade point average of 3.8 out of 5.

Since he graduated with an aero-
space  engineering  degree  from  
the Nanyang Technological  Uni-
versity in 2010, he has followed 

his heart to help people – turning 
down a job offer as a pilot to run a 
social  initiative matching  volun-
teers to projects overseas for close 
to three years, before moving on 
to teaching.

In 2013, he started Gamechange 
Education Centre, which provides 
mathematics and science tuition to 
secondary school  and junior col-
lege students.

Two years later, he started teach-
ing madrasah students, and even 
opened  free  weekly  classes  at  a  
mosque for students.

“I saw a newspaper article about 
the new law school and I thought 
maybe this is the next step, to up-
grade myself and use the knowl-
edge I will gain in law school to help 
the community,” said Mr Aadil.

“We deal with the whole scope of 
law, not just  family and criminal 
law.  But  many  of  my  friends  in  
school  have  the  community  at  
heart,” he added.

He gets $7,500 a semester from 
the Ministry of Law Study Award. 
It covers some of his tuition fees, 
which come up to about $160,000 
in total. He also took a bank loan 
and forks out $10,000 per semes-
ter to pay for the course.

“The degree is quite pricey, so I 
have to continue working.

“I want to motivate my students 
and show them it’s possible not to 
back out of something that is diffi-
cult,” he said.
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SUSS law school’s
pioneer batch 
sees 10% attrition
Job, family demands see 7 out of 60 students 
quit night-class law degree or defer studies 

The programme, which runs as a 
four to five-year course, is the only 
one to offer a full-load law degree 
with classes at night to cater to 
working adults. The SUSS law 
school – where the average age 
of students is in the late 30s – 
was set up in 2016 to address a 
shortage of lawyers in criminal 
and family law. 

TAKING THE NEXT STEP

I saw a newspaper article about 
the new law school and I thought 
maybe this is the next step, to 
upgrade myself and use the 
knowledge I will gain in law 
school to help the community.

’’MR AADIL DAFIR, a private tutor who is 
from the first batch of SUSS law students, 
on following his heart to help people. 

Law student hopes to 
upgrade himself and 
help the community

Singapore University of Social Sciences law school dean Leslie Chew with Mr Aadil Dafir, who is into his second year at the 
school. Mr Aadil says many of his friends in school have the community at heart. PHOTO: AZIZ HUSSIN FOR THE STRAITS TIMES
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