OCCASSIONAL ADDRESS | March 2026 UC Graduations – Mr John-Paul Moloney 
Mr John-Paul Moloney delivered the occasional address at the Faculty of Arts and Design graduation ceremony on 31 March 2026 at the National Convention Centre Canberra.
MR JOHN-PAUL MOLONEY: To the chancellor, the vice-chancellor and other distinguished guests, and to the families and the graduates we are celebrating - thank you for this huge honour of speaking tonight. I begin by paying my respects to the Ngunnawal people, traditional custodians of this land that we love and I’m grateful to be made welcome here. My path to this stage began in a little cul-de-sac in Garran in the 1980s. Directly across the street lived the Mathews family. Ian, a kind man with fair, wavy hair and glasses, was the editor of The Canberra Times. When they went on holidays, my job was to collect his newspapers from the lawn and drop them off in his study. To me, the empty home office of a newspaper editor felt like a sacred space. I’d do my little errand and then look around at the walls - at political cartoons and framed metal press plates from big news events. While not everyone can pinpoint when and where they decided on their professional path, I’ve always felt this immersion in the private space of a newspaper editor was mine. 
I wonder tonight what was your “sacred space” or moment of inspiration? Was it a drafting table, a quiet studio, or a classroom where you fell in love with a subject. If you can pinpoint it now, try to hold on to that memory. By high school, I was confident of one thing - I wanted to be a journalist, specifically a Canberra Times journalist. After two stints of work experience and a uni internship, I had impressed or annoyed the paper just enough to be interviewed for a cadetship. I missed out, beaten by an archeology graduate who’d decided dusty ruins weren’t for her. But I barely had a chance to lick my wounds when another call came through - an offer not to be a cadet reporter but a “web editor”. It turned out IT had told editorial management they were done with managing the news website. “It’s your problem now,” they said. 
So they hired me. I guess their thinking was that a young person might know how this internet thing worked. Or to put it more generously, they hired me not for what I knew, but for my willingness to learn. I still remember my first day, mustering the courage to enter the editor’s office and thank him for the job. I called him “Mr Waterford”. “It’s Jack,” he growled back. 
No one paid much attention to me those first few months. IT trained me up 
and I was left alone, coming in very early each morning to decide the news rankings and experiment with basic coding on our rudimentary website. Eventually I moved on to what I’d trained to do and became a reporter, but I still enjoy this modest claim of being our newsroom’s digital pioneer. And I’ve drawn on that fake-it-till-you-make-it experience plenty of times since. And that brings me to the unpredictable paths your careers will take. 
Let me be a little bit controversial. Everyone these days tells you to move fast and break things. I’m here to tell you to sit still and learn things. I’ve had lots of roles and experiences. I’ve been a sports reporter and covered the Olympics. I’ve been a chief of staff. For 10 years I’ve been managing editor. But I’ve been blessed to have had all these roles working with familiar people in a familiar place. I have learned every step of the way and never been bored. I say to you tonight, no matter whether you’re embarking on a career in communications or design, in architecture or journalism, if you enjoy what you do and the people you do it with, don’t trade that in lightly. 
This doesn’t mean lowering your ambition. It means realising that knowledge can have a compounding effect. 
Learn the benefits of patient progression. 
Know there is value in depth of experience, not just breadth. But - whether you take a journey of many stepping stones or just a few, you’ll need to be flexible and resilient. 
Like any whose industries have been bashed around by the internet age, we in the media have had to adapt to meet challenges and crises. Survival demands that we keep learning. Today social networks and AI are imperiling what should be a simple statement that facts matter. That real news matters. But this isn't just a challenge for journalists. For the architects, designers and artists in this room, the challenge is the same: how do we maintain human integrity in our craft? The answer is not to try to ignore AI. Use it to boost your human capacity, not displace it. Be people who centre the flesh-and-blood in whatever you create. Human stories. Human design. 
And in a deteriorating information age, when truth floats alongside fakes and fiction, it will help if you have good bullshit detectors. 
Be the person who asks themselves “really?” when someone shares that wild story they saw online. Be sceptical, but not cynical. 
Now I’ll be honest with you: many of you are about to enter professions that 
may never earn you great riches - or even much respect. For the journos in the room, I’m sorry if that’s news to you. But there is great fun to be had in these creative industries and you’ll have days when you’ll say to yourself: “I cannot believe they pay me to do this”. There is also an under-appreciated nobility of being on the side of objective truth, especially when it is under assault. When too many people out there simply accept what an algorithm tells them. I’d ask you now to consider what a world without journalism looks like. Who would challenge the powerful? Who would stitch together the stories of a community like ours? Our profession is vital, but it is not guaranteed. It needs the kind of standard-bearers I see in this room tonight. Before I finish, I want to return to Ian Mathews, my old neighbour. He entered journalism as a trade, and despite his proud career, he always craved a university degree. He envied people like you. It wasn’t until he was in his 80s that he took on an arts degree at the ANU. For years he caught the bus across town to classes, revelling in his role as a very mature aged student. 
Ian was 88 years old when he finally completed his studies in late 2021. By then, his health was rapidly declining. Fearing he wouldn’t live to see graduation day, his family asked if he could 
have his degree conferred on him at home. Within hours, Nobel Laureate Brian Schmidt, the then vice-chancellor, turned up in his full academic gown to that modest little home in Garran. 
Ian lay in a hospital bed, set up in a room right near that home office. A graduation cap sat at his head. His daughter gently draped the black gown over him. 
Brian spoke admiringly of the graduate’s dedication to life-long learning. Ian spoke of his delight at having been at uni with young students like you. He even joked he’d now have to take a gap year and go traveling. 
It was incredibly moving, and I know this because I was there to record the moment. An editor back on the tools as a reporter. In a place both familiar to me and important. Ian died just three days later. 
This year, The Canberra Times is turning 100 and marking this milestone is my responsibility, just as marking the 50th anniversary was Ian’s way back in 1976. 
I’m blessed to have been gifted his files from that year by his family. They remind me that, for all the changes of half a century, our purpose, our ideals are the same. 
While we don’t get to choose the times we work in - believe me, I would’ve chosen easier times - it is a privilege to be a custodian of this masthead. 
To carry the torch once held by that kind man from across the street, to whom it gave real pleasure that his little red-haired neighbour had followed in his footsteps. I hope in your careers each of you are blessed with unlikely connections, of happenstance. I hope you seek out and find good mentors - the kind who see your potential before you do - and when your time comes you share your own earned wisdom generously. 
I hope you too become life-long learners. And I hope that whatever path each of you takes, you feel an enduring sense of purpose. 
Not just a job. Not just a career. But a calling. 
Thank you, and congratulations graduates.
