OCCASSIONAL ADDRESS | March 2026 UC Graduations – Ms Nova Peris OAM
Ms Nova Peris OAM delivered the occasional address at the Faculty of Education graduation ceremony on 30 March 2026 at the National Convention Centre Canberra.
MS NOVA PERIS OAM:  Good evening, I too acknowledge we meet on the lands of the Ngunnawal Peoples, and I pay my respect to their ancestors past and elders of today and to the future generations who inherit responsibilities of customs and traditions. 
To the Chancellor, Vice-Chancellor, distinguished guests, proud families, and most importantly our graduating teachers.
Congratulations.
Tonight is not just a celebration of your academic achievement it is a moment where your life’s purpose begins to take shape in the lives of others. Because teaching is not just a profession. It is a responsibility to shape the future.
I want to begin with a short story of my mother Joan. My mother was taken from her own mother at just eight years old. She became part of what we now know as the Stolen Generations. She was sent to Garden Point Mission on the Tiwi Islands where she lived until she was seventeen. In her own words, she left there with the equivalent of perhaps that of a Year 4 education. She only told me that eight or nine years ago. And I remember being floored, floored with disbelief,
And I was upset because she had never really spoken about that part of her mission life and nor had I ever thought to ask about what education was like during her own childhood life on the mission. 
Sometimes in life, we are so consumed by what we think are our struggles that we never stop to understand the weight others have carried.
At seventeen, my mother was then sent to Adelaide. There was an advertisement in the paper: “Girls from the Tiwi Islands… well-trained as domestic servants.” That was what she thought her future was to be. It was not a dream. This is not just a sentence. 
But something extraordinary happened. Her foster parents said to her: “Joan… you are not here to serve us.  You are here to live as our child.” And in that moment… her life changed. That moment was her education. Not just reading and writing. But dignity, belonging, possibility.
While my mother lived a life of fighting just to survive as a young child. It was a stark opposite of mine; I was a little girl aged 9 watching the Moscow Olympics. I watched Nadia Comaneci from Romania score the first ever perfect 10 in gymnastics.  And I could dare to dream.
At nine years old, I said to my mum.  “I want to go to the Olympic Games.” Her response was “You better start training!” You see Education and sport became my human equaliser irrespective of me being a young aboriginal girl from Darwin.

The ability to dream gave me identity. It gave me purpose. It gave me dignity. I went on n finished Year 12. I became a 2-time Olympian. I represented this country for 13 years. I got to stand proudly on the dais and wore gold around my neck many, many times. 
I travelled to some 55 countries around the world with my sport, and later, I stood in the Australian Parliament as the first Aboriginal woman.  But none of that could have happened to me, without the power of education.
And this is where you come in. You are not just teachers. You are architects of identity. You are builders of confidence. You are the people who decide often without even realising whether a child believes in themselves… or not. 
I have fond memories of both my primary school and high school teachers. All of whom expanded my knowledge, taught me how to become a critical thinker, ask those questions and taught me to seek reality by listening and understanding and seeing truth. 
Because we are living in a time where truth is contested. Where misinformation spreads faster than knowledge. Where social media is shaping young minds faster than classrooms. We are not bringing into the world enough critical thinkers. And that… is dangerous.
So, I say this to you: Use your position wisely. Because you are in a position of power. Teach truth. Teach history. Teach your students how to question… not just accept. Because history is not just something that happened. History is the foundation of our freedom.
And I want you to ask your students this: Where does our freedom come from? Who paid for it? Who sacrificed for it?
Because we look around this country… and we live in peace. We live in comfort. We live in safety. But that was not always the case. 
War came to Australia. On the 19th of February 1942 more bombs were dropped on Darwin than on Pearl Harbour. Think about that. Right here. On this soil. And as I was writing this speech, I was sitting at the Darwin Military Museum. Watching a friend of mine, Bonnie, who has come from Kenya, studying now in Australia to obtain a double degree. His degree will help bring water security to remote Aboriginal communities. I watched him stand there, taking in the sound, the visuals, the history of what it was like when Japanese air raids came across the Tiwi Islands. And you could see it in his face. The realisation. That freedom is not guaranteed. It is earned. And it is protected.
That same Tiwi Islands, less than a decade later, is where my mother was sent. Where she lived under mission life for ten years. 
I watched Bonnie as he also walked through the Holocaust Museum. He walked through to see the truth of what happened. The systematic persecution that led to the murder of six million Jewish people.
You see, history is a thing of the past. But truth, truth lives in museums. Truth lives in stories.  Truth lives in what and how you choose to teach.
We are a lucky country. But it hasn’t always been lucky for everyone. Not for us First Nations people. We have endured historical injustices…and many still exist today.
But I will tell you this. My mother never allowed me to become a victim of her circumstance. She never allowed me to carry her pain as my limitation. She said to me: “Nova… you go and spread your wings. You go to school. You get an education. You play sport.” Everything she was denied…she made sure I had. And because of that…I stand here today.
And my sister, who also walked that same path—now lives in Uganda.
She served in the Australian Army for ten years…and has now spent sixteen years serving with the United Nations. That is what happens…when education meets opportunity.
So, I say this to you: We are all here, for a purpose in life. And you, seated here today, as our future teachers, You hold one of the most powerful roles in our society. Because you have the ability to plant a seed in a child’s mind. And that seed, can grow into confidence. Into knowledge. Into leadership. Into change.
But hear me when I say this: PLEASE Do not shrink a child. Do not silence curiosity. Do not allow a child to believe they are less than. 
It is your duty…to help them grow. To guide them. To give them truth. To give them facts. To help them become critical thinkers. To help them become citizens who contribute to this country.
Because Australia is a young nation. The median age is around 40 For Aboriginal people—it is closer to 24 We are shaping a young, growing future. And that future sits in your classrooms.
So yes—tonight is a celebration. But tomorrow…your real work begins.
Congratulations. Go well. Teach well. Teach truth.
Because what you do from this moment forward…will shape this nation.
Thank you.

