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A formal education is a wonderful thing. A formal tertiary education is a privilege, a challenge, an opportunity and - as it is for some of you here today - a required pathway to the practice of a profession. Professor Jeff Borland, Head of Economics at this University, told a recent conference that "studies show average lifetime earnings increase 5 to 6 percent for every year of education after the school leaving age. University degrees increase earnings by 10 to 12 percent."

But I would argue, that although a formal education is a decided financial advantage it is not the whole education story and neither is it a necessary nor a sufficient condition for a life of personal success and fulfilment. As the 19th Century English Philosopher, Herbert Spencer, put it "Education has for its object the formation of character." Or as the English writer and Dean of St Paul's Cathedral London, in the first half of the 20th Century, William Inge said, "The aim of education is the knowledge not of facts but of values".

And perhaps my favourite, from a letter written by the Scottish novelist and poet, Sir Walter Scott, to a colleague in 1830 - "All men who have turned out worth anything have had the chief hand in their own education."

Now I believe that I have one of the best jobs in Australia. Not one of the most powerful nor one of the most well paid but one that is immensely satisfying. And I have to say that my tertiary education is not the only or even the main reason that I hold it.

To understand why I say this, you need to know what I do and you also need to know something of how I came to be doing it. That requires telling a part of the story of how a young migrant child of working class parents who had £50 (just over $1,500 in today's money); a few belongings; and no jobs, family or friends when they arrived in Australia in 1951; came to be where I am now.

Let's start with the job. I manage a charitable trust for five Trustees who have the legal responsibility for its operation.

The R E Ross Trust was established in 1970 when Roy Ross, a Victorian engineer, businessman and investor died. Mr Ross left all of the assets that comprised his estate, "in trust", in perpetuity, so that the income these assets earned, could be given away to benefit others.

Charitable trusts in Australia are governed by State law. To over-simplify greatly, their purpose is to hold and invest the money given in trust by benefactors and to give away the earned income for charitable purposes. The meaning of "charitable purpose" is another complexity I will have to oversimplify - it has its origins in Elizabethan England but essentially it means a purpose which benefits the general public. Charitable trusts are also affected by Commonwealth law, particularly tax, and in some cases, company law.

Roy Ross gave his five Trustees maximum discretion in investing the millions of dollars he bequeathed and in deciding to whom the Ross Trust's income should be given; the only restriction was that it should be given within Victoria. As decided by the Trustees, the aim of the Trust is "to assist communities of people who are helping themselves and others in ways that can be sustained into the future. It provides grants to projects which are designed to develop, test, and implement creative solutions to persistent, difficult social and environmental needs and problems.

So my job entails working with the Trustees to comply with all relevant laws, to manage invested assets now worth around $55 million and to decide for which charitable purposes the annual earnings of around $3 million should be given. As you can imagine, this involves meeting a variety of legal requirements, detailed financial management, staff management, the conduct of research and the provision of information and advice.

The job thus draws on all my education, skills and experience but just as importantly, it lets me apply them within a framework of values that are similar to my own – one that includes respect for others, prevention and alleviation of disadvantage and repayment to society for privilege. The job gives me the opportunity to contribute to the social and economic wellbeing of Victorians.

Such a contribution is very important to me; the imperative to make it comes from my personal experiences and the values I imbued at an early age from my parents - values which have matured as a result of those experiences. 

When I arrived in Australia as a small child, my parents, older brother and I, spent our first six weeks or so in two migrant hostels. The first was a collection of old corrugated iron huts at a former army camp located outside a country town in New South Wales. I think it was the rats running around the piles of garbage rather than the poverty, remoteness and freezing cold of the camp that made my parents wonder whether it had been such a good decision to come to the land of a more hopeful future. My young parents had just lived through the Second World War – my mother in London for the duration, including through the bombing, and my father in the British Army – and then the rationing of post war England.

After two weeks in the army camp, my parents were asked where in Australia they wanted to go. They gave Sydney as their first choice and Adelaide as their second, so of course, they found themselves being sent to Melbourne! The second of the migrant hostels was another corrugated iron building – a huge wool storage shed sited conveniently next door to the Kensington abattoirs – you can imagine the smell! This large shed was divided by more iron panels into family units with ceilings made of chicken wire: it was impossible to heat these spaces. My parents threw themselves into looking for work – anything to make a start and leave these hostels behind.

A job offer that came with guaranteed rental housing seemed like a minor miracle in the 1951 recession. That it was in a country town called Sorrento, about which my parents knew nothing, was not a deterrent – and so we were on our way. Urban London to 1950s Sorrento was a contrast of major proportions, made even more so when my father's job didn't turn out as expected and going to a new job meant losing the small rented house we had occupied briefly and moving to a three roomed shack in the middle of a paddock. Subsequent moves took us to other rented and shared housing in Rosebud where we were able to stay until I had almost completed my primary schooling.

Primary school for me was a strange experience – a mix of terror and delight. Terror as the small cultural outsider struggled to understand what was going on around her and where she fitted and delight at learning and making new friends. In those years, Rosebud was a paradise for children; we had the freedom that then went with a small country community - we groups of children roamed the beach and the nearby bush with safety.

During those years I became more aware of why my parents had brought me and my older brother in Australia. It was, of course, for us – to ensure that we had the education and opportunities that had not been given to them. Luckily for us, their aspiration for education was not limited to formal schooling. They showed us other ways to learn; twice a week, almost without fail, the four of us would walk to the public library, return the books we had read and walk home with the piles of new books we had each chosen; and once a week, we would go to the movies.

To work hard but also have fun and a sense of humour, to respect other people and to accept personal responsibility, were other early lessons our parents gave us through the example of their own lives.

Moving from Rosebud in 1956 started another round of living in rented houses, caravans and garages until the magic day of moving to a house we owned ourselves – albeit mortgaged. Secondary school at a relatively new government High School in a middle class Melbourne suburb was another new and initially strange and daunting experience. Nevertheless, it was here that I started to see that maybe I had the ability to do something interesting with my life. Not that coming top of my year in maths and sciences was not enough in those years for the school to help a girl like me stay beyond Year 11. My parents' financial position also made it hard for me to stay and so I chose to leave school and take a trainee position that paid a salary.

It was the first of many more jobs – which I now look back on as a series of unplanned adventures. Some were terrible and I stuck at them because I needed the money and I had begun to complete the school education I had abandoned. Through them, I met people of all ages, backgrounds and skills which helped me to understand the value to society of such a mix and the satisfaction that could be gained from doing the right kind of job. By this time I was working in the Commonwealth Public Service and some of my colleagues actively encouraged me to pursue both a Public Service career and a University education. After six years of part time study and full time work, I took a year without pay to undertake my third year of University and won a Public Service Fellowship to study for my fourth and final year while receiving my normal salary.

During this time I had moved to Sydney but while finishing that final year of University I had won a significant promotion to a position in Canberra. I stayed in Canberra for nearly 12 years, eventually holding senior positions responsible for community services policy and programs. Returning to Melbourne to take up another senior position, firstly with the Commonwealth and then with the State Government, was followed by establishing and operating my own consultancy business for 5½ years in Melbourne and Sydney until I returned to another senior position in Canberra for three years.

When a position with ANZ Trustees in its charitable services area became available in Melbourne, it seemed an opportunity too good to miss. Here was a chance to use my experience in community services policy, management and operations, in a different and more direct way. The time at ANZ paved the way for the move to the Ross Trust and here I am 4½ years later. 

Most of you are of an age where you have a life of rich experience and opportunity ahead of you. Perhaps some of you have already had experiences similar to my own. 

How are you going to use the degree you have just been awarded – not just the formal achievement it signifies but the broader insights it provided?

There are many directions that your life experiences can lead you. For me, my life experiences, education and the guidance of my parents have led me, with many twists and turns on the way, to "one of the best jobs in Australia".

The eminent black UK Professor, Stuart Hall, commented recently on the perceived discrepancy between the privileged education of a well-known woman who holds a very senior government position, and the approach she brings to her work. He said "This suggests she's 'smart' but not, in a deeper sense, a person of tough intelligence or moral conviction."

Which path will you take and what will be said of you? The challenge is yours.
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