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Pro-Chancellor, it gives me great pleasure to present Aunty Roslyn Sackley for admission to the degree of Doctor of Letters (honoris causa) in recognition of her substantial life-time contributions to Australian country, human rights advocacy, and service to the community. Her enduring collaboration with the University of Sydney has served to assist students, teaching staff and researchers to better understand Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and disability. 

Aunty Ros is a proud Ngiyampaa and Wiradjuri woman from the central west of NSW, who acquired total vision loss through meningitis as an infant. Before she was two years of age, she was forcibly removed from her family and initially sent to the Far West nursery. At the age of six, she was moved to Wahroonga School for Blind and Vision impaired children and later to North Rocks School for Deaf and Blind Children, where she lived until the age of 16.

Aunty Ros was aged 17 when the infamous Uncle Charles Perkins graduated from the University of Sydney and 18 when the 1967 referendum when Australia voted to include her in the national census. Less than 10 years later, during an era prior to assistive technology, she graduated from Charles Sturt University with a Diploma of Teaching and went on to become an educator for most of her working life, teaching in the primary, senior secondary, TAFE, and university sectors in NSW and the ACT. As far as living memory goes, it is thought that Aunty Ros was the first Aboriginal woman with a disability to complete a university degree in Australia. To be able to engage with her academic learning, she had to wait for reading materials to be converted into braille. Decades later, she completed a Bachelor of Arts, Education and a Graduate Diploma of Sociology. For any person with total vision loss and for a young Aboriginal woman without family or community support, these are astounding achievements. Aunty Ros helped thousands of students graduate from school despite experiencing ongoing racism and disablism from staff and government officials. Her motto for education and teaching is “heart-led learning.” 

Today Aunty Ros is one of the leaders of the national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander disability rights movement. Over many decades, she has provided leadership, support, and guidance to research teams working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities regarding disability and health. She has advocated for research in the field of Indigenous disability studies through several universities. and is a co-founder of the first advocacy network for carers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability, which was established in Redfern in the mid-1990s. Shortly after the network was established, the first government-funded major academic research project was led by the University of Sydney, on the service needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability. Following this study, Aunty Ros provided formal advice to government departments, politicians, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander controlled organisations on the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability. 

In the early 2000’s, Aunty Ros was on the committee informing the development of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. She advocated for and represented Aboriginal people with disability and the broader community of blind and vision impaired Australians.

In 2011, she was a pivotal lead in creating the first online accessible university course for Aboriginal people with disability living in rural and remote regions of Australia. The project delivered by Macquarie University and funded by the Commonwealth Government’s Office of Learning and Teaching, developed e-books customised to the learning needs of students studying through the Australian Centre for Indigenous Knowledges and Education (ACIKE). The project was based on concerns raised to Macquarie University Accessibility Services (MQAS) surrounding lower levels of assistance being sought by students with disability, compared to the general student body. The premise of the study was that if all students received materials in an accessible format on a device with inbuilt assistive technologies, students would not need to identify as having a disability to receive materials in a format they could access. 

In recent years, Aunty Ros has provided guidance, input, and wisdom to the reworking of Indigenous content in the Faculty of Medicine and Health curricula at the University of Sydney. She is a primary advisor to the Faculty’s Indigenous Curriculum Committee and contributes to project advisory committees funded by the Australian Research Council for the University of Sydney and University of Melbourne. Aunty Ros continues to improve how students learn and gain a visceral understanding of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander content by providing ongoing advice and mentorship to University of Sydney PhD students in disability studies. 
Presiding Pro-Chancellor, I present to you Aunty Roslyn Sackley and invite you to award the degree of Doctor of Letters (honoris causa). 

