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It is a great honour for me to join the other graduates in this ceremony and to receive from this University the Honorary Doctorate that makes me, for the rest of my life, a member of the University of South Australia.  Universities are not just bricks and mortar.  They are made up of human beings and the ideas and feelings that human beings generate.


Unlike the other graduates today, I did not earn my degree by study and examinations.  But in my lifetime, I have done plenty of those.  I earned four degrees from the University of Sydney, occasioning Gareth Evans' criticism that, unlike him with his Oxford degree, I had concentrated on quantity rather than quality.  I shall have to let him know that quality has arrived.


Graduation ceremonies are formal public occasions.  For all of Australia's egalitarianism and love of informality, we take such ceremonies seriously.  Why do we do it?


In part, it is to allow our families and loved ones to share in such occasions.  Often during the years of study, they have been neglected.  This is a moment in which they share the graduates' happiness and sense of fulfillment.  Statistics show that, on average, a hundred thousand cups of coffee has been consumed on the path to a graduation; ten thousand ballpoints and two hectares of trees, lopped for paper.  The photographs will freeze the memory of this day.  Years from now we, the graduates will return to it.  To those we love we say thanks, for we would not be here but for them.


In part, such formal occasions permit a university to present itself, in all of its finery, to the public it serves.  To display the variety of its disciplines, the strength of its teaching and the depth and originality of its scholarship.


It is normal to invite a speaker to address the assembly.  Exceptionally, that speaker is honoured (as I have been) with a Honorary Degree.  A speech seems a very small recompense to pay for such a high honour.  The only virtue of the speech - the last of the lectures that most of the graduates will have to endure - is that by convention it must be brief.  Most such speeches disappear into the ether and are quickly forgotten.  It is a sobering thought, as I present these words, that I cannot call to mind the contents of a single speech given at any of the hundreds of graduation ceremonies I attended during my twenty years service on three Australian universities.  Most sobering of all is the fact that I cannot even remember a single speech of my own on such occasions; and I have given quite a few.

EARLY EDUCATION

I am particularly proud that my degree is conferred in a ceremony devoted to the University's Division of Education, Arts and Social Sciences.  This allows me to pay a tribute to my teachers, especially my early teachers in pre-school, junior primary, primary and early secondary education.  Every one of us who graduates today went through the experience of early education.  We would not be here if we had not.  Those years are a specially important time in our lives.  As we enjoy this ceremony, we should think of those early teachers.  We also should think of the child to left and to right in our first classroom who did not make it to a ceremony like this.  They are our fellow citizens and we are no better, in value or worth, than they are.  Indeed, we are obliged by the gift of university education to remember those less fortunate and, in part, to turn our talents to their service.  In my experience, many who missed out on university education are brighter than we are - they just did not get the chances.


My first teacher, at a local kindergarten was aptly named Mrs Church.  Everything in the year was directed to her great concert at the end of the year in which we participated, to the delight of our parents and the irritation of our siblings.  Alas, once I got on that stage and heard the applause of the audience, I was hooked.  My mother, like Noel Coward's Mrs Worthington, should have received a very severe warning about such vanities.


From Mrs Church I went first to the North Strathfield Public Infants School in Sydney.  My teachers there were Mrs See and the suitably named Miss Pontifex.  My entire education was in the public school system.  I am the only one of the seven Justices of the High Court of Australia who received education, from first to last, in public schools.  They are the schools open to every member of the public.  Schools that make up the core of the Australian system.  Schools that are open to young people throughout our country, irrespective of religion, ability or parental means.


The fact that I am the only one of the High Court judges educated throughout in the school system that caters for the great majority of Australian children is itself worthy of note.  This is not an exceptional feature confined to the High Court of this decade.  Over the century of its existence, most of its members, and most other federal judges, were educated in private or church schools
.


In primary school I had wonderful teachers whose instruction and spirit is with me every day.  When I reached third class I went up to the big school at North Strathfield in Sydney.  Mrs Godwin and then Mr Casimir were my teachers.  And after that I went to Summer Hill Opportunity School where my teachers were Mr Gorringe and Mr Tennant.  In the classrooms of North Strathfield and Summer Hill was the latest in the technology of that time.  Like most Australian school students of that period I was linked to my fellows throughout the nation through the school broadcasts of the ABC.  Everyone of my age, and many much younger, will remember the school broadcasts of H D Black:

(Insert the first segment of H D Black from "Girls and Boys" … to "Amatesaru Ormikami" (segment 17.8 seconds))


H D Black, later Sir Hermann, like me, was a product of public education.  Like me, he went to Fort Street High School in Sydney.  He never forgot his debt to education generally, and to public education in particular.  He opened the minds of the students who listened to him to the world around us.  What will the school technology be fifty years from now?  Will it be implanted as a chip in the brain of the newborn child?


Whatever it may be, it will still be important in early education, and indeed throughout life, to search the spirit for the feelings that we share as human beings, not just knowledge.  Poetry can do this.  So can knowledge of the world's great religions and philosophies.  But so too can music.  For decades school students like me throughout Australia were joined together in song.  And the voice that did it was Terence Hunt's:

(Insert the second segment from "Hello Girls and Boys … " to the conclusion of children singing The Blacksmith) (segment 57.3 seconds)


None of us in Australia ever climbs so high that we should forget those precious, early days of education.  Next to our parents, no one generally has so much influence on our intellects, our feelings and our values as our teachers.  Especially our early teachers, when our minds and hearts are as malleable as plasticene.


I do not say that my education was perfect or that my teachers were all intellectual paragons.  For example, unlike my partner, who grew up in the Netherlands at the same time, I received no real instruction in appreciation of art, painting and drawing.  I am sure this has now changed in schools throughout Australia.  When puberty came, nobody at my school talked about sexuality.  Absolutely no one mentioned homosexuality.  This, I discovered, was a deep dark secret I had to struggle with alone.  I hope that this too has changed in schools throughout Australia - public, church and private.  No child today should be abandoned with inflicted shame and ignorant prejudice.  Every child has a right to the truth and to the knowledge of science on such matters, not just dogma.


Yet in my public school classrooms I certainly learned the values of Australian democracy and equality.  I learned to share and share alike.  I mixed with children of many religions, and of no religion at all.  Just by observing, I came to understand the value of diversity.  A great Chief Justice of South Australia, Dr John Bray, poet and lawyer, once rightly said that "diversity is the protectress of freedom".

PUBLIC EDUCATION

In recent years there has been a significant drift away from public education in Australia.  The figure of 67% of school students in public schools that survived for most of the twentieth century, has begun to fall as parents seek out private schools for their children.  To some extent this trend has been encouraged by substantially increased government funding for private education.  Of course, I do not oppose private education.  In education, as in everything else, diversity and competition are generally good things.  In the past decade enrolments in private schools in Australia increased by nearly 2%.  According to the Federal Government the drift to private schools is expected to increase a further 7% in the present decade
.


The main reason given by parents for this shift has been a concern about teaching quality and expertise.  Ninety percent of parents have listed this as their priority in choosing their child's school.  That is why the standards set by this University, marked in this graduation, are so important for the future of education:  private and public.  Some parents are anxious about bullying and a perceived lack of discipline in the public school system
.  Yet the widely reported recent cases of bullying in Australia have involved private and not public schools.  Sometimes one gets an impression that bad mouthing of public education by people who should know better is encouraged by some sections of in the media which seek out simple solutions for complex social trends.  Those who study social sciences know that the reasons for such trends are rarely simple.


A survey of Australian parents in the past year revealed that 94% of 300,000 people interviewed believed that public schools in our country were not receiving adequate funding
.  There is a perception of a distinct shift in government subventions towards private schools.  It is not a wrong perception.  For the first time, recurrent expenditures per child in private ("non-government") schools is now higher than in public ("government") schools;
 the teacher/student ratio is significantly better because of funding and, most worrying of all, the education retention rate is substantially higher.  In 1999, retention to year 12 in Roman Catholic schools was 77.4%; in other private schools it was 95.5%.  In public schools it was only 64.4%
.  This is an irreplaceable loss for the future of the students who leave - and for the nation that must be a "clever country" or sink economically.


Yet if parents see new private schools with better facilities, pretty gardens, fresh paint and public relations units, but public schools that are shabby, run down, overcrowded, closed or ill funded, with students and teachers drifting away, it is scarcely surprising that they too join the drift from public education.  The fact that 94% of such a large cohort of Australians surveyed has come to this conclusion suggests that this group includes many who themselves were educated in, or have sent their children to, private and church schools.  When such a high perception about imbalance is reached, it is time for alarm bells to be ringing.


Those citizens who, like me, as children, received their education in public schools then have a duty to speak up.  That duty is derived from the honour they owe to the fine teachers in the public school system that got them where they are.  It is also a duty owed to the boys and girls who shared their lives with them in the classrooms open to every child of this nation.  I hope that the response to the public perception of any defects in public education will include proper funding to remedy those defects.  By all means let us support private and church schools.  They also cater for the Australian citizens of tomorrow.  But it should not be at the cost of governmental support for the schools that are the government's primary responsibility:  the public schools of the nation.  I believe that most Australians think this way.  Surveys confirm it.  And if people like me, the beneficiaries of the public school system of Australia, do not express their concern, who will?

THAT'S ALL FOR TODAY

My time is up.  I end once more with words of thanks to this University for the honour it has done me.  With words of praise for the new graduates.  With words of gratitude to my teachers, indeed to all teachers.  With words of thanksgiving for all schools but particularly the public schools.  Let us strengthen them for they are the nurseries of the minds and hearts of the nation.  It is in the interests of all of us to enhance public education and not to knock it.  To make sure public schools and their pupils get a more generous share of the education budget.  And to give our top priority, in this centenary year of the Federation, to reversing the high and seriously disproportionate drop out rate that falls most heavily on children in Australia's public schools.  

So that's all for today.

(Third segment "And that's all for today" to the music of Terence Hunt; fade out music and conclude 
(segment 48 seconds).

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

GRADUATION CEREMONY FRIDAY 27 APRIL 2001

ADELAIDE FESTIVAL THEATRE

IN PRAISE OF PUBLIC EDUCATION

The Hon Justice Michael Kirby AC CMG Hon D Univ
* 	The Honorary Degree of Doctor of the University was conferred at this ceremony.


** 	Justice of the High Court of Australia.


� 	A J Goldsmith, "A Profile of the Federal Judiciary" in B Opeskin and F Wheeler (eds) The Australian Federal Judicial System (2000) 377-379.


� 	M Denney, "Parents want school funds to go public, not private" in The Australian, 31 January 2001, 5.


� 	Ibid.


� 	Australian Scholarships Group, Survey, reported in Denney, above n 2, January 2001.


� 	G Burke and A Spaull, "Education and Training - Centenary Article - Australian schools:  participation and funding 1901-2000, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Year Book Australia, 2001; table C7.4.


� 	Ibid, tables C7.1, C7.2 and C7.3.






