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Ms Liz Ellis AO delivered the occasional address at the Faculty of Science and Technology graduation ceremony #2 on 1 April 2026 at the National Convention Centre Canberra.
MS LIZ ELLIS AO:   Thank you so much for inviting me here today, and congratulations to the graduating class. I got a bit of a shock when I was sitting before thinking, "Oh, that was me 30 years ago." I know. I'm much older than I look. And I was actually sitting and reflecting on, particularly listening to the Vice-Chancellor talk, about how the world has changed over that last 30 years. 
When I graduated with a law degree from university 30 years ago, the internet had only just started. Websites were a very new thing. Restaurants had websites. You could check out their menus. Now you can order the restaurant stuff into your home through the apps. So the world has changed, but it got me reflecting about what has stayed the same. 
And for today, I just want to talk about the two things that I think have remained the same from when I graduated 30 years ago to now, you graduating today. The two things are the power of you and the power of values. And I'll tell a couple of stories to illustrate these.
So, when I was a little girl, I started playing netball. No one thought I would be any good. I was a little bit uncoordinated. In fact, my mum got a phone call from one of her friends, and Sheila said to Mum, "Would Liz like to play netball?" And Mum said, "No. No, she's not very coordinated, and she likes her books too much. I don't think she'd be into team sports." 
And Sheila went away and came back and rang my mum the next week and said, "Margaret, you won't believe it. Did you know that 95% of children who end up as juvenile delinquents have never played team sport?" I don't think that that was true, but good on Sheila for making the stats suit her. 
So, Mum immediately agreed to let me play team sport, and from the moment I stepped on the netball court, I loved it. I loved the ability to be competitive, to be loud, to test my body, to be part of a team. And I wasn't too bad at it.
So, a few years later, I trailed for the local rep team, and I made it, and I thought I was pretty good and pretty special. The following year, I turned up to trial, and I hadn't put the work in, and I just hoped that all my goals would go in, and it would be okay. And I didn't get selected. 
And when my name wasn't read out, there was no Liz Ellis on the list, I burst into tears. I could not believe that my netball career at the age of 12 was over. I know, and back then, there was no such thing as a netball career. But anyway, I digress.
So, I ran to my mom and I was crying, and I said, "Mom, I can't believe I didn't make the netball team." And she said, "Dry up, dinner's ready. We'll go home." This is the sort of woman my mom was. There was no time to get emotional, there was just the next thing to do. 
So, we got into the car, and I started to cry again about how the selectors didn't select me, and they should've selected me. And Mom said to me, "Well, did you practice your goals?" Because that was the position I was playing then. I said, "No." She said, "Did you do your summer fitness?" I said, "No, but the selectors know how good I am. They still should've selected me." 
And she said, "No. The selectors, it's not their job to select you. It's up to you to select yourself."
And it was such a wise piece of counsel to give to a 12-year-old, and it took me a number of years to figure out words to explain what that advice was. And that advice really boils down to, if it is to be, it's up to me. 
And for me, that was a really powerful moment. My first experience of disappointment, of failure on the netball court didn't mean the end. It actually meant the beginning because it put the power back in my hands to go to where I wanted to go.
So, for me, that meant going and playing for New South Wales and eventually making it into the Australian netball team. And it's a piece of advice that I still keep with me now.
Three years ago, I was asked to join the board of Netball Australia, and there were changes that I wanted to see in the sport, and there's still changes that I want to see. And I knew that sitting on the sideline and whinging and taking potshots in the media wouldn't quite cut it. 
If I wanted something to change, I had to get in there and be part of the change. If it is to be, it's up to me. It served me as a 12-year-old, and it serves me now, 40 years later. 
And it should serve you in whatever you want to achieve. If it's going to happen, don't expect for someone to give you the job. Because you're here today, you haven't expected for someone to give you the marks. You've gone and got the marks. You've gone and done the work. 
When you go for that job, make it be so good that they can't not give it to you. When you go for the promotion, be so good that they can't not give it to you. If it is to be, it's up to me, and that's the power of you.
When I played, I wouldn't let the team whinge about the umpire or the opposition because that takes control out of your hands.  It means that you're allowing the outcome to be dictated by somebody else, another team, the match referee, the other coach, the crowd. 
Always look to yourself when you want to improve because if it is to be, it's up to me, and that is the power of you.
The other thing I want to briefly touch on is the power of values. And when I think about how the world has changed from when I graduated to today, when you're graduating, even though technology has changed, even though the internet was in its infancy when I graduated, and now we're talking about Al, there are things that don't change. 
Not the skills that you've been taught. There are plenty of ways for people to develop skills.
There's a graduating cohort here that all have – In your cohort, in your class, you have similar skills. You've been able to prove similar things The things that will set you apart are the things that haven't changed from when I graduated to now, and that is the things that aren't skills. 
And lots of athletes talk about this, about perfecting the things that don't require skill. Sounds a bit weird, doesn't it? What are the things that doesn't require skill? 
You've just spent a heap of time doing a university degree to get the skills you need to move forward in whatever field you want to. But the key is to think about the skills or think about the things that aren't skills that will help you to progress. 
And from an athlete's point of view, they're things like – Well, an athlete's point of view should be no different to your point of view.  It's things like turning up on time. Doesn't take skill. Punctuality, manners. 
We used to talk about this with the Swifts, the team that I captained for a number of years. If you're on time, you're late. Turn up 10 minutes early. That doesn't take any skill other than skill to read a clock, but I'm going to assume that everyone can do that, but it takes no more skill than anyone else. 
And the key is that whilst you are entering a world that is ever-changing due to technology, with any number of people who have a similar or same university degree as you, what will set you apart are the things that don't require skill. 
And one of the ways to express that is your values, and I reflect on my time when I became captain of the Australian netball team. I was really clear about the fact that the team had to define its values. 
We didn't need a psychologist, a sports psychologist to do that or our coach to do that for us. As a team, we sat down together and worked out our values, and we did it as a sentence. 
The Australian netball team is proud, united, relentless. Great words. Nothing would've stopped the Silver Ferns, the New Zealand netball team, our greatest competitor, from having exactly the same words, pronounced slightly differently, but exactly the same words. 
Anyone can have the words. They're lovely. The thing that will make the difference is the behaviours. 
So proud, united, relentless. What did that mean for us? 
For proud, we all just made sure we all wore matching uniforms to training When we went down to the hotel breakfast, we all looked really neat. When we flew together, we were dressed as a team. We're proud. We're proud to be part of the Australian netball team. 
For united, we resolved that when the national anthem was to be played before a game, we would put our arms around each other and show the opposition that we weren't 12 players, we were one cranky group of women about to take them on. United. 
It didn't cost the organisation anything, but it was so valuable to us. 
Proud, united, and relentless. And relentless, we decided the actions and the behaviour that was expected around that was what are you doing when no one's looking? How are you making sure that your actions contribute to the team outcome? 
None of these are skills. Proud, united, relentless. It's not a skill to be proud of the team you represent. It's not a particular skill to show unity with your teammates. It's not something you need to go to school or university to learn.
Being relentless, not being satisfied with the status quo, not shirking the responsibilities, not thinking, "Well, no one's around, so I won't get up and I won't do that training." Making sure that you do what everyone else in your team expects you to do. 
And the final key part of that was accountability. So, we empowered everybody in the team to hold everybody else to account. The youngest person in the team could hold the oldest person to account. And we created a culture where everybody felt that they could speak and speak freely as long as it was done respectfully. 
And I want to encourage you now to think about what that means for you.
What are your values? What are you? Are you relentless? Are you punctual? Are you well-mannered? What are the things that you can exhibit that actually have nothing to do with the skills that you've learned over the last three years?
Because if you do those things, it will enhance the skills that you've learned. It will enhance the things that you've picked up at your university. 
So before you go too far away from today, I do want you to all spend some time thinking about what is the sentence that describes you and your values 
And then the last bit is accountability. And if it is to be, it's up to me. Nobody else is going to hold you to account. 
You might ask your parents or your partner or your children to help you. Tell them what your sentence is.  I am punctual, I am hardworking, I am grateful. Whatever it is. 
Think about the behaviours that you put under that to bring that to life,  and then think about the accountability. 
And yes, other people might help you, but you've got to give them the tools to do that. But most importantly, if it is to be, it's up to me.  
Hold yourself accountable. Spend time reflecting. The ability to take feedback, again, is not a skill, it's a value. Reflect. Think about how you might improve. 
Don't allow the umpire or the opposition, the other team, to take the power out of your hands to control your destiny. 
So, congratulations. It was lovely walking in here today, seeing the families who are here to support these young people who are graduating. I must say, I was the first in my family to graduate from university, and it was a really proud day for my parents, and I saw plenty of proud parents today. 
I got a bit emotional, actually, when I came in, watching you all be really proud of the people you're here to support. It's fantastic. And this is as much about you as it is about anything else. 
So enjoy your day.  Congratulations to those who are graduating today. This is a really special moment for you. Having been there and done that, it's a moment that you won't forget. 
But as you go out today, be thinking about what's the sentence that describes you. What are your values? What are the things that don't require skill that are going to set you apart from everybody else? 
And if you're going to achieve them, remember, if it is to be, it's up to me. Thank you.
