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CULUNGA ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY SCHOOL 

Statement 
HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.53 pm]: I rise tonight to draw members’ attention to the 
plight of the Culunga Aboriginal Community School. Culunga is a special little school in West Swan that caters 
for a very specific and very important student cohort. The majority of students at Culunga come from some of 
the most profoundly disadvantaged family circumstances in our community. Many of these students come from 
highly dysfunctional families and are dealing with often very serious social and emotional issues. Many of their 
home lives are characterised by poverty, violence, sexual abuse, substance abuse and incarceration. The 
educational and social disadvantage they experience is profound. The majority of Culunga’s students are also 
known to the Department for Child Protection. 

Some of them have trouble hearing as a result of serious chronic ear infections. Some live in incredibly crowded 
conditions; many live with family members other than their parents. Many of the students regularly turn up to 
school tired and hungry. For some, the food they receive at school is their only meal for the day. As a result of 
the children’s backgrounds, they often demonstrate significant behavioural issues and have high educational 
needs. They are unlikely to attend school, let alone succeed, unless they are schooled in an environment in which 
their own personal experiences and cultural needs are recognised. For many of these children the choice is to 
either go to Culunga Aboriginal Community School or not go to school at all. Unfortunately, Culunga has to 
close its doors on Friday. This will occur for a number of reasons, one being that the historical governance 
structure of the school is no longer acceptable to funding bodies. The current board has not met the directions 
required by the Minister for Education. The school’s principal advised me that the school worked very hard to 
overcome this obstacle and that she believed this could be accomplished.  

Another challenge faced by the school is that a gas pipeline is located too close to the lovely school grounds, 
which means that the school will need to be relocated. This is obviously a significant issue but one that the 
school is confident could be resolved with support and assistance from the state government. I understand that 
funding for the pipeline could be made available to assist with the school’s relocation. Prior to being made aware 
of the constraints that were imposed by the location of the gas pipeline, Culunga was allocated $850 000 for a 
multipurpose building funded by Building the Education Revolution moneys. That funding is probably sitting in 
the federal coffers somewhere, and I do not see any reason why it could not be used to assist Culunga to set up in 
another location. 

The primary, and probably ongoing, challenge faced by the school is the sustainability of its funding. Culunga’s 
core funding is based on the census data of the children who attend the school. However, this is not an 
appropriate funding model, given the vagaries of school enrolment and the attendance of this particular student 
cohort. We are all aware of the complex cultural and social factors that impact on the attendance of many 
Aboriginal students, including high mobility and cultural obligations such as attending what are becoming all too 
frequent funerals. Suffice to say that enrolment and attendance are anything but regular and predictable for this 
school. Some children attend Culunga while their parents, who are from remote communities, visit Perth to 
receive medical treatment. Currently there are children in the school from Wyndham and other remote 
communities who have been picked up from refuges and other temporary accommodation in the metropolitan 
area. Some children attend the school while they stay with relatives for other reasons, or they are moving 
backwards and forwards, depending on a huge range of factors. If Culunga did not exist, these children would 
not attend school at all; it is as simple as that. I do not know how to adequately reflect the complex nature of the 
school attendance record in the census data. It probably cannot be done. The standard formula is being applied 
and the school is funded without taking into account any of these complexities. The school may have 38 students 
on the roll one week or 64 later in the year, none of whom may be the same children or some of whom might be 
the same children who have returned from another school. Funding according to the number of students at the 
school on any two given days of the year might be appropriate for the vast majority of schools but it certainly is 
not appropriate for Culunga. 

An important part of the school’s attendance strategy is the provision of transport to take students from across 
the metropolitan area to the school, including students from as far away as Maddington and Langford. I 
understand that many students would not attend the school if they were not picked up by the school bus. Some of 
the students live at the Cullacabardee Aboriginal community. Many members know that there is no public 
transport to Cullacabardee, so the provision of a school bus is very important in ensuring that those children can 
go to school. Unfortunately, transporting the students to and from the school comes at a significant cost to the 
school and is eating into its core education funding. The school must also use its funding to provide food to 
students who, in many cases, have not been given breakfast at home and who go to school without lunch. That 
service is not considered optional. Students also often receive other essentials at the school such as toothbrushes, 
clothing and even haircuts. Again, these come at a cost to the school but the current level of funding the school 
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receives is woefully inadequate to address this. For many of the students, Culunga Aboriginal Community 
School represents a last chance to engage in the formal education system. For many reasons many of the children 
at Culunga are unable to succeed in mainstream schools. Many of them have been asked to leave these schools, 
and other schools that have been set up to cater for Indigenous primary school children are not necessarily 
appropriate for the children who attend Culunga. Many people are very passionate about this school. They 
generously give of their time and expertise to help and support Culunga. The school staff believe in what they 
are doing to the extent that they are willing to go above and beyond their duties to ensure the school remains 
open, even to the extent of accepting significantly reduced levels of pay. I note also that a number of very 
committed and reliable volunteers are helping in the classrooms.  

No-one is arguing whether this school faces some major challenges, but I truly believe the team behind 
Culunga—I particularly want to acknowledge the passionate and very talented principal, Diana Downs-Stoney—
is up to the challenge. They have articulated a clear path forward for the school, but all they need is enough 
money and some extra government support.  

This is an urgent issue. If no assistance is given to the school, it will close this week and WA will lose this 
resource. There is nowhere else for these children to go, and allowing the school to close will be a false 
economy. We will lose the $850 000 Building the Education Revolution building that had been approved for the 
school, and we will lose an important culturally appropriate set-up in the Swan Valley. What is most concerning 
is that we will end up with children who are completely disengaged from the education system and run the risk 
of having no future prospects. 

When the children at Culunga learnt that the school was to be closed, they were, understandably, very upset and 
asked, “What have we done wrong?” The answer is that the kids have not done anything wrong. I am asking the 
state and federal governments not to abandon these children. I understand the Minister for Education has been 
sympathetic to the school’s cause. I was writing to her extensively several months ago on this issue and I wrote 
to the Ministers for Transport and Child Protection. I am encouraging both those ministers to recognise the 
importance of the work of the school and to provide funding for the school’s bus service and to provide child 
protection services support. I am calling on the government to throw this school an urgent lifeline, because I 
believe that the loss of the essential services provided by Culunga is not an option and the solution is needed 
now.  
 


