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POLISH ETHNIC SCHOOL 
Grievance 

MS L.L. BAKER (Maylands) [9.35 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural 
Interests. The minister was aware that I would be raising this issue specifically about the Polish community in 
Western Australia and, in particular, the Polish Ethnic School in Western Australia. The minister might 
remember that the member for West Swan brought a separate but related issue to him around the 
Italian community schools funding. I start by letting the minister know that the Polish Ethnic School in WA has 
been operating for 62 years and has provided a year 12 Western Australian Certificate of Education language 
program for 20 years of that time. In association with the Ethnic Schools Association of WA, the Polish Ethnic 
School is a very strong voice for language schools in our state. In September this year, the chairperson of the 
Polish Ethnic School’s parent committee, its school coordinator and the high school coordinator of the ethnic 
school made me aware that the minister has changed funding levels and eligibility criteria for community 
language programs and also moved the administration of the program out of the Department of Education and 
into the Office of Multicultural Interests. I start by talking about the funding. I read what the minister said in 
response to the member for West Swan’s grievance earlier in the year, and I will still put on the record that it 
might have been the minister’s intention to spread or increase funding, but the net impact of what he has done is 
to radically reduce funding in one particular group and have the Italian government withdraw its support for the 
courses, as the Polish Ethnic School and the Ethnic Schools Association have informed me. 

In relation to funding, only schools that received funding in 2013 are eligible to apply in 2014. There was no 
funding available for new language schools. This means that there is no funding to support language groups for 
new and emerging communities. Further, funding for 2014 was capped at 2013 levels and based on the 
2013 enrolments. I will run through what the Polish Ethnic School has said the impact on their specific school 
has been. In 2013, it had 47 enrolments. In 2014, its funding was therefore capped at 47 when 55 students were 
actually enrolled. 

Dr M.D. Nahan: No, it was 49 students. 

Ms L.L. BAKER: I have been speaking directly with staff from the Polish Ethnic School—some of whom are 
sitting in the gallery at the moment—who taught the students. If the minister thinks there were 49 enrolments, he 
needs to double check his figures because according to those who were teaching the students it seems that there 
were 55. At the moment, the 2015 enrolment numbers are 40, and at this stage of the year it takes a while for 
enrolments to pick up—more students enrol over the summer break. If the enrolment numbers are 40, this means 
that the school will get funding for only 40 students in subsequent years. That is the Polish Ethnic School’s 
assessment of the situation. The funding provided by the WA government is pitiful.  

The funding is $65 a student. If it is more than that, I would welcome the minister to tell us that, because they 
will look forward to receiving more. The state government in Victoria provides $184 a student for the same 
program, in New South Wales it provides $135 a student, and in South Australia it provides $140 a student. The 
Polish Ethnic School considers that moving the administration of community languages out of the Department of 
Education Services has devalued the program. I get that. I completely understand why community language 
schools would be miffed at having their major WA Certificate of Education program moved out of Education 
and into the Office of Multicultural Interests. Part of my questioning to the minister will be about the resourcing 
of curriculum advice for these programs now that they have been moved to the Office of Multicultural Interests, 
which does not have a core business in education—that is not its mission statement or core business. 

The Polish Ethnic School is the only Polish educational institution in Western Australia offering year 12 Polish 
language studies. The year 12 students sit exactly the same exam as everyone else who studies Polish, whether 
they live in Victoria or Western Australia. Those students therefore have the right to receive the same treatment 
as other WACE exam candidates and to have access to the same resources, government funding and learning 
possibilities that are available for other year 12 WACE subjects. 

I will finish by outlining the four questions that the Polish Ethnic School has asked me to put to the minister. 
Firstly, can the minister provide hard evidence that the Office of Multicultural Interests has the resources, or will 
recruit the resources, in curriculum expertise and education personnel required to support the maintenance and 
constant upgrade of a community language program? Secondly, will the minister please lead negotiations with 
the education department to enable community schools to access public school facilities after hours free of 
charge, or to provide rent assistance to enable this to occur; and, in that same area, will the minister lead 
negotiations to examine the viability of the education department opening a secondary-level school of languages 
offering WACE exams? I think that is based on the Victorian model, which I am told is an example that works 
very well. Thirdly, the minister advised on 20 October, when the member for West Swan raised this issue, that 
a draft report by Erebus International would go out for public consultation. I understand from a brief 
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conversation with the minister that he thinks that report went out two weeks ago. We have a copy of the letter 
that the Ethnic Schools Association received from OMI dated 17 November, so something is very wrong with 
the information that the minister has been given. 

DR M.D. NAHAN (Riverton — Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests) [9.42 am]: I thank the 
member for Maylands for providing some information on this matter. I want to give a bit of history about this 
program. This program was designed some three decades ago to help community language schools—that is, 
community organisations that want to teach, after school, on a non-profit basis, people, often children, but also 
adults, language and culture. It is a national program. Initially, it was funded by the commonwealth and state 
governments. It was for a long time administered by the Department of Education Services, as the member 
indicated. As a local member of Parliament who is very active in culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities, it came to my attention that the funding was inadequate; as the member indicated, at $65 per 
student, it had not increased for decades in aggregate, and it was allocated primarily to the Italian insertion 
program. Therefore, when I became the Minister for Citizenship and Multicultural Interests, I inquired into this, 
and I found out that very little information was known about the program, it had not been evaluated for decades, 
it had not been upgraded for decades, and the policies and funding arrangements were opaque. We understood 
that there was some commonwealth funding for the program, but it was not clear. As the member knows, the 
commonwealth is cutting programs, especially joint grants programs, and my concern was that the 
commonwealth would cut this program. The rumour that we heard was that the commonwealth funded half of it. 

I undertook a review. We had a transition period in 2014. We wanted to understand the program, understand the 
funding and understand its allocation. The program had been going for 30 years essentially, with no change. So, 
that is what we did; we just freeze-dried the program for a year. We kept the exact funding to the exact programs 
to the exact schools for one year. We hired Erebus International, which had conducted inquiries into the 
programs in New South Wales and Victoria, and into the national program—so we hired a good firm—to 
undertake a review. I knew that the Victorians in particular, who have the best program, were paying twice our 
level, so I had to come to grips with why. I am a strong supporter of community-based language programs and 
non-profit CALD communities. I have been very active in many of those communities, not just the Chinese 
community but a range of them. We found that about $1.058 million is allocated to this program. Sometime in 
the past—we are not sure when—the commonwealth bailed out. Again, the documentation on this program is 
abysmal. DES has not run this program well. I therefore arranged to have the program shifted to OMI so that 
I could undertake the review and tighten up the program. Erebus found that 80 per cent of that $1.058 million 
goes to the Italian insertion program. The Italian community has an after-school program, and that is great. 
However, 80 per cent, or just shy of $800 000, of that $1 million goes to the Italian insertion program run by the 
Italo–Australian Welfare and Cultural Centre, which hires teachers to teach Italian in Catholic schools and in 
eight public schools—not after school, but in schools. Erebus found that 80 per cent, or just shy of $800 000, of 
the money goes to that. That is a large share of the money. 

Ms R. Saffioti interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for West Swan, I call you to order for the first time. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: We also made extensive inquiries with all the 26 community language schools—Erebus did 
this, as did OMI—including the Polish community, to find out what their issues are. Many of the issues that the 
member has raised were also raised with Erebus, particularly the lack of funding. The Polish community teaches 
Polish for the Western Australian Certificate of Education and it has accreditation for that. However, many other 
communities also do that, such as the Hindi and the Chinese — 

Ms L.L. Baker interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Maylands! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: Just let me finish. The programs will continue. In fact, they are going to expand. 

Ms L.L. Baker interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Maylands! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The truth is that we had the study, and we put it out there widely, and the report has been 
sent out. I do not know whether the Polish community has it. 

Ms L.L. Baker: No, they have not. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: It has been sent to them. I checked it. 

Ms L.L. Baker interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Maylands, I call you to order for the first time. 
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Ms L.L. Baker: Will you take an interjection, minister? 

The SPEAKER: Member for Maylands, I am standing up! 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: No. I am running out of time. 

We have sent it out widely, including to the Italo–Australian Welfare and Cultural Centre. The recommendations 
are to reorientate money from the insertion program to the community program. That is what is going to happen, 
and eventually we are going to get feedback from those groups. Be clear: the purpose is to reorientate money to 
the community language programs so that we can pay more per student and expand them, because there is 
a rapid increase in demand for the study of languages in new and emerging communities. Three Swahili schools 
have opened up. They get no money. There has been an expansion of the Hindi program, which gets no money. 
Also, they have to hire teachers, and the start-up costs are high. In Victoria, for example, as the member 
indicated, students get double the amount. The whole purpose of this is to reorientate the program from the 
Italian insertion program to communities, to give existing schools more money per student, to enable the 
expansion of those schools and to allow for the expansion of other schools. The reason for that is we have found 
that, amongst other things, Catholic schools and public schools already get money to teach languages. 

Ms L.L. Baker interjected. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: They do. That is the problem. 

Ms L.L. Baker interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Member for Maylands! Let the minister speak. 
Ms L.L. Baker interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Do not talk to me when I am standing up. Just let him finish. If you are not happy, you can ask 
questions later today. 

Dr M.D. NAHAN: The whole purpose is to get more money to address properly the Polish community and 
many other community language schools. I wish the people on the other side of the house would support it, but 
they do not. We are going to issue the report and make some changes to it to increase the amount of money 
going to community language schools on a student basis and on an aggregate basis to expand the school 
program. That is fair and equitable. There have been some tough issues. The member’s colleague the member for 
West Swan argues against it. So be it. We will make a policy statement in a short period. I look forward to the 
Polish community flourishing. 
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