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AIEF graduating students Jaxson Taylor and Larve Nona at an event in Sydney’s Taronga Zoo to celebrate completing year 12

GLENN CAMPRELL

‘Just want to help my mob”.
Students do nation proud

GEORGIA PALGAN

Jaxson Taylor swapped a mango
farm in Tully, far north Queens-
land, for a boarding house almost
2000km away in Brisbane, while
Larvo Nona left Badu Island in the
Torres Strait in her first year of
high school, travelling 1000km to
board at St Patrick's College in
Townsville.

Forthe twoyoung students, the
long distances and the pain of leav-
ingfamilies and loved ones behind,
wereworth it for an opportunity to
chasetheirdreams.

On Monday, the 17-year-olds
stood among more than B0 fellow
graduates at Taronga Zoo, cele-
brating the completion of year 12
as part of the Australian Indigen-
ous Education Foundation's Class
of 2026.

Their cohort was drawn from
58 communities across the coun-
try, crossing thousands of kilome-
tres to learn and follow their
passions as part of the scholarship.

The decision to leave her Badu
Island community and close-knit
family was not easy to make for Ms
Nona, a proud Torres Strait Is-
landerwoman.

“It was very hard in the begin-
ning because I'm so close to my
parents” she said. But the oppor-
tunitiesto learn at 5t Patrick's Col-
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lege in Townsville and train to be-
come an Indigenous Nurse Officer
were too great to passup.

Hersights are set firmly on giv-
ing back. “I've had so many oppor-
tunities, learning opportunities,
meeting new people ... [ just want
to helpmy mob out and be an Indi-
genouswomanin health,”she said.

Six years on, Ms Nona is com-
pleting a school-based traineeship
as an Allied Health Assistant, ro-
tating through hospital wards
while juggling her HSC subjects.

She plans to pursue a Certifi-
cate [Vin Allied Health A ssistance
before further study at TAFE.

“They (my parents) feel really
proud of me,” she said.

“On graduating ... | feel really
happy and proud of myself.”

For 17-year-old Jaxson Taylor,
the opportunity arrived unexpec-
tedly when a teacher pulled him
aside at school in Tully about an
open spotin the scholarship.

“At first, we were scared and
hesitant, but in the end we all de-
cided it would be better — it opens
up a lot more opportunities,” he

said. Arriving at St Peter's Luther-
an College, an early interest in
hands-on  construction work
evolved into a passion for engin-
eering. Mr Taylor has since ap-
plied for an apprenticeship in
Qantas’s Engineering Mainten-
ance Program, one of AIEF's cor-
porate partners.

“It's something different to cars
—it's working on planes, so it's in-
teresting, it's something new,” Mr
Taylor said. He said AIEF had
opened his eves to “a biggerworld
than sugar cane and mangoes and
bananas”.

“Back home I feel like [ wasn't
making the most of my potential,”
he said. “Coming down to Saint
Peter's has really allowed me to
further grow myself and reach my
potential.”

His advice to other Indigenous
students considering the same
path is to “reach out, do your re-
search, find out what's available,
make the most of your opportunit-
1es and really take the step to grow
yourself”

Both students will graduate
alongside cdlassmates preparing for
careers spanning medicine, law,
teaching and trades, reflecting the
organisation’s growth from a sin-
gle scholarship recipient in 2008
to more than 1500 students today
drawn from over 400 communi-
ties across the nation.



