
Archived at the Flinders Academic Commons: 
http://dspace.flinders.edu.au/dspace/ 

Speech by Adam Graycar:

"South Australian College of Advanced Education 
graduation  address"

presented at the South Australian College of 
Advanced Education graduation ceremony, Festival 
Theatre, Adelaide, 28th June 1989

© Government of South Australia
This speech is made available under the CC-BY-NC-
ND 4.0 license:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ 

http://dspace.flinders.edu.au/dspace/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


125 

SOUTH AUSTRALIAN COLLEGE OF ADVANCED EDUCATION 

GRADUATION ADDRESS 

FESTIVAL THEATRE 

28 JUNE 1989 

ADAM GRAYCAR 

COMMISSIONER FOR THE AGEING 

PO Box 70 Rundle Mall 

Adelaide SA 5000 



AG0031 

It is my very great pleasure to be here today, to share with you 

this important day in your lives, this memorable day, this 

transitional day. While it is a day of transition for you the 

world around us seems to be in a state of dynamic transition 

of capricious transformation, of constant innovation. I am sure 

that all of us, for as long as we can remember - whether we are 

twenty one or eighty one - have always been told that we live in 

rapidly changing times - in eras characterised by dramatic, 

significant and monumental change. And, of course, that is true. 

Technological change has certainly brought enormous benefits and 

many irritants. It takes less and less time to get from one side 

of the world to the other, but more and more time to �et from 

one side of a modern city to the other. The time we spend in 

aeroplanes getting to our destinations keeps diminishing, but 

the time it takes to get to the airport, the time it takes to 

check in, and the time spent just hanging around waiting keeps 

increasing. 

We have all seen technological changes of astounding, stunning 

and overwhelming consequence. We can find technical solutions to 

many of our problems. We can think the unthinkable and do the 

undoable - yet are we a lot better off? We can do magic on our 

computers, land a person on the moon, analyse the gases 

surrounding Jupiter. We have learned brilliantly the means of 

accomplishing scientific and technical advance. When we look at 
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our present capacity to solve problems it is apparent that we do 

our best when the problems involve little or no social context. 

We're skilled in coping with problems with no human ingredient 

at all, as in the physical sciences or in the technologies. We 

can send people to the moon, yet we can't find jobs for all our 

young people; we can build in our big cities, gleaming 

skyscrapers with computer controlled talking elevators, yet we 

can't make traffic flow; we can keep people alive for twenty to 

twenty five years beyond retirement yet we can't always ensure 

that they can live those years in dignity. 

Technical and demographic change brings contradictions. 

Ambiguity and paradox will be part of your working lives -
\ 

everything you touch will have elements of ambiguity and 

paradox. Nothing is ever as simple as it looks, and in dealing 

with complex and changing situations you have to be aware of all 

the contradictions and not be discouraged by them. The great 

writer Scott Fitzgerald once wrote that "the test of a first 

rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in 

mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function". 

While opposing ideas, contradictions and paradox will confront 

you daily, the key to your future success will be your 

commitment to excellence. Whatever you do, you must do well and 

set out from the start to do it well. Now everybody probably 

says that all the time and it sounds boring, but in my field, 

and in all the fields you are going into, we must pursue, quite 

vigorously, two objectives. We must do the right thing and we 

must do things right. 
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To pursue ~xcellence, do the right thing, and do things right I 

would like to commend to you a commitment to quality assurance. 

If you remember nothing else today, just remember the words 

quality assurance. 

Quality assurance shows people where they are going and whether 

they're meeting goals. Good quality assurance - a concept and 

process widely used in all industries, shows problem areas and 

deficits in the system. It is a way of ensuring that favourable 

outcomes are occurring, and simply it means that quality, a 

degree of excellence, is assured, that is, positively declared 

and guaranteed. 

' Excellence does not come by accident, people do not stumble into 

excellence in the course of amusing themselves. All excellence 

involves discipline and tenacity of purpose. As John Gardner, 

the American Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare 25 years 

ago, pointed out "There may be excellence or shoddiness in every 

line in human endeavour. We must learn to honour excellence 

(indeed, to demand it) in every socially accepted human 

activity, however humble the activity. An excellent plumber is 

infinitely more admirable than an incompetent philosopher. The 

society which scorns excellence in plumbing because plumbing is 

a humble activity and tolerates shoddiness in philosophy because 

it is an exalted activity will have neither good plumbing nor 

good philosophy. Neither its pipes nor its theories will hold 

water." 
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How then, can we ensure excellence in our theory and practices? 

We have to be clear on our objectives, the strategies for 

achieving the objectives, and on the expected outcomes. As a 

bureaucrat dealing with policies, I often say that part of my 

task is to be a problem seeker rather than a problem solver. And 

in my field, believe me, there are plenty of problems to solve, 

but it is often necessary to seek them out first - it keeps us 

one step ahead. 

Dealing with the numerous myths and stereotypes takes up a lot 

of my time. When I started in my job four years ago, the most 

common set of stereotypes was that older people were almost 

universally debilitated and depressed, daggy and despicable, 
~ 

daft and dejected, demented and dotty. It was commonly assumed 

that before long our society would be swamped by a geriatric 

tidal wave. We know that that is demonstrably not so. It is a 

devious distortion. 

The Act of Parliament under which I work requires me "to achieve 

proper integration of the ageing within the total community" and 

to do so requires a flow of education and information - the 

development of a rigorous data base for planning and the 

injection of some commonsense into our general societal 

attitudes. We like to think that through our Office we are 

turning community attitudes around and dispelling many of the 

inappropriate myths and stereotypes. 
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There are many myths that we continually try and dispel: 

* It is a myth that older people are too old to learn new 

things. 

* It is a myth that most older people are unfit. 

* It is a myth that most older people are neither willing 

nor able to lead an active, satisfying sex life. 

* It is a myth that most elderly people would be better off 

if they move away to seek greener pastures once they 

retire. 
\ 

* It is a myth that most older people are senile. 

* It is a myth that it is too late to give up smoking. 

* It is a myth that long standing dietary patterns are too 

difficult to change. 

* lt is a myth that exercise is no longer necessary after 

retirement. 

However, we must all be aware that after lots of use some of 

your moving parts don't move as well - as they say everything 

put together falls apart sooner or later! However, it's usually 

better to have things wear out than rust out! 
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It is a myth to think that older people want anything different 

to what those of you graduating today want 

enough money to live on 

adequate and appropriate housing 

suitable and relevant community services 

close companionship. 

Our population structure is, however, changing significantly. 

Australia has been able to achieve, over the last 100 years, an 

increase in life expectancy at birth from 51 to 73 for males, 

and 55 to 80 for females. This is a notable achievement, though 

some see it as a calamity because of the perceived additional 
\ 

pressures on our health, pensions and community services 

systems. But with a commitment to excellence, a problem seeking 

mode, a quality assurance approach, and~ skills and 

abilities, we will manage skilfully and compassionately. 

While our South Australian population aged 65 and over today 

stands at 12% of the whole population, it is projected to rise 

to around 18% over the next 35 years. This is not a cause for 

alarm, for a dozen wealthy countries in Europe today have higher 

proportions of elderly people than that projected for Australia 

in 2021, and they manage to support their elderly population 

with dignity. 
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But what is old? One quarter of our population today is over 50 

and in 20 years time one third will be over 50. The steady rate 

of ageing of the population will nevertheless mean a rise in 

absolute numbers. In 25 years time, there will be in South 

Australia approximately 213,000 more people over the age of 50 

than there are today, but more significantly, there will be a 

change in the age distribution of elderly people. While our 

population as a whole will increase by 22% over the next 25 

years, our population over the age of 50 will increase by 57%, 

our population over the age of 80 by 117% and our population 

over the age of 85 by 155%. 

We are seeing a notable change not the size, but in the 
\ 

structure and age distribution of our elderly population. We are 

seeing more people surviving to advanced ages. Nearly half of 

our population survives to age 80. Of all the girls born in 

1909, 60% are still alive today, as are 40% of the boys born in 

that year. Four times as many people now survive to age 80 than 

did at the beginning of this century. Surviving to 65 is really 

no big deal at all. 84% of our population makes it to age 65 

compared with just 50% at the beginning of this century. 

The South Australian College of Advanced Education is preparing 

people to deal with many of the changes on the horizon, 

including the ageing of our population. I'm thinking not only of 

those of you in the human and health services, but those in 

education, those in design, and in all other fields - all are 
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able to make a contribution to the well being of our elderly 

population. Some of you have acquired the skills to keep the 

body functioning, others to keep the mind functioning, others to 

keep the environment workable and manageable. But all of this 

works only against a backdrop of change. You have your skills to 

offer, but they come to full fruition only in a society which 

recognises the importance of resource allocation and broad 

flexibility. 

Significant technological, labour force, and demographic change 

mean that many of the organisations in our society have a 

structure that was designed to solve problems that no longer 

exist, or that themselves have changed. You have learnt certain 
\ 

techniques, but on their own they may be quite limited. You have 

to ensure that they are adapted to the community at large, Hard 

as it may have been to acquire the knowledge you have, to be a 

success you have to know the society you live in - what sorts of 

things change and what sorts do not - as they say, "you have to 

know the ropes in order to pull the strings". 

It is important that as we adapt to change and practice our 

skills, we all become not only problem solvers but problem 

seekers as well. We must remain vigilant to ensure that we 

understand how to apply our skills in changing times. Our 

professional lives will be enhanced by variety and challenge. 
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Some will argue that a life of continuous problem solving bears 

a depressing resemblance to the life of Sisyphus. In the Greek 

legend, Sisyphus was condemned to push a great stone to the top 

of the mountain, and just as he reached the top it would slip 

from his grasp and roll to the bottom and he would have to push 

it up again - and so on for eternity. But one recent commentator 

pointed out that it was the monotony, not the futility, of the. 

task that made it punishment. If he could have rolled a 

different stone each time, or the same stone up different 

mountains, or if he could have experimented with improved ways 

of rolling it, it might not have been so bad. 

\ 
Anecdote 

For the last few years you have learned a lot about things in 

the abstract. The time has now come to do things in the concrete 

and I wish you well. 




