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INTRODUCTION.

This look at the migrant child, his family and school 
was undertaken to gain a better understanding of the attitudes 
of southern European families toward Australian education in 
general and, more particularly, to the schools their children 
attended. There has been a growing concern in the community 
that these families face special problems and difficulties in our 
schools, and it seemed useful to gain some knowledge of how 
they themselves viewed the situation. This report is based on 
personal interviews with 80 children and their families, as well 
as contact with staffs of schools and other services within the 
Education Department and without.

Clearly, this sample is not large enough or sufficiently 
representative to extend the findings to all migrants in all 
situations, but the relevance of the material gathered should not 
be overlooked. Very little statistical or formal information is 
available on this aspect of our migrant population. It is hoped 
therefore that others whose experience leads them to disagree 
with the conclusions will be encouraged to add their contribution 
so that those in the field may have wider experience to draw upon.
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GROWING. UP
By Anna, 13, who has been in Australia three and a half years.

‘Othough I’m very young I find growing up very hard. I 
find it hard in these wayes, one is, going to work and getting up 
early in the morning; two is learning to grow up and understanding 
what growing up is really about.

When I understand what growing up is really about I find 
it funny, in the way the people who are trying to tell me try to 
explain it to me or the way they are trying to let me understand it. 
But sometimes I find growing up interesting; interesting in the 
things I do now that I could (not) do before, the different people 
I meet and different places that I go.

I think growing up is a very hard job especially childrens 
who are trying to learn to do things that is to hard for them. 
Olso people ranging the age seventeen to twentysix find growing 
up harder than us because their going to live in a knew world 
and have their own family, and they also have to think about 
the man or woman that their going to get married to, etc. (sic).

I now everybody is going to have this problem or as had this 
problem, eaven you.’

Tins IS A LITTLE POEM ABOUT GROWING 
'There was an old man 
Who fried his fishes in a pan 
But they grew all the time 
That they never came out fine.
So he caught them knew 
But only a few 
But they kept on growing 
So he started blowing 
One day it started to hail 
And at his fishing he always fail 
But the fishes kept on growing 
But I  stopped blowing 
Because I was tired that I 
Got fired.
So I  said to myself 
Before reaching the shelf 
Yll grow like the fishes 
So I won't wipe the dishes 
And I'll reach the tallest trees 
And chase the oldest bees.'

(Also by Anna).
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CHAPTER 1

Two Worlds
‘It hurts me in here.’
Mario is 14 — Sicilian — his hand is on his plump chest.
‘They call me a fat wop, miss. I know I’m fat — but 

my mum, she cries if I don’t eat everything she gives me. “I 
been cooking for you all day, son,” she says. “Don’t you want 
what I make you?” So I eat it. It’s bad enough being fat — 
but maybe one day when I’m older, I can fix that. But being 
a wop —  well, ya can’t stop being Italian, can ya?’

This is the country of mateship. Everybody lends a helping 
hand; Jack’s as good as his master; fair go for everyone.

This image has become somewhat tarnished in recent years 
as the inequalities and inequities in our society have been brought 
to the surface. The poverty of families and individuals living 
on pensions, differing amenities and standards of education, the 
problems of the aged and infirm, suggest that all may not 
partake in the comforts and advantages of our affluent society.

More recently we have come to realise that the many migrants 
who have come to Australia have not necessarily changed their 
lot for the better. Particularly, concern has been growing for 
Mario and the many other migrant children within our schools. 
Are these children getting a fair go?

Mario has come from a different land and a different culture 
to make a new life with his family in Australia. Far too often 
his efforts are frustrated and he is caught in a painful trap 
between the old and the new. His parents do not understand
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the school or their child’s efforts to adjust to its pressures. The 
school does not understand the family and tends to judge the 
attitudes of child and family by the basically British criteria 
of Australian society. Certainly the puritan ethic is vastly different 
from the values and pressures underlying actions and reactions 
of the southern European migrants in our midst.

While there are obvious dangers in overgeneralisation, it is 
worthwhile to attempt to clarify some of these differences in 
attitudes if only as a take off point for argument, discussion 
and further thought. Obviously, we must npt overlook the essential 
individuality and the unique situation of each Greek or Italian, 
or for that matter of each Australian. If this happens the differ
ences and the difficulties encountered by migrants can be reduced 
to an absurd simplicity.

However, to understand each individual we should have 
an adequate knowledge of his cultural beginnings. Such knowledge 
used selectively and perceptively can help migrant families in 
our community, and need not relegate them to rigid groups 
labelled ‘Greek’ or ‘Italian’. .

A. word of warning. Adequate knowledge is hard to acquire 
— it should not be. confused with a headlong dash to the attitude 
that ‘The Greeks are a wonderful people’ and the acquisition of 
a set of worry beads and a taste for dolmades. Superficial ‘under
standing’ is just as dangerous as prejudice and probably a good 
deal more trying to those being understood.

Travel broadens the mind, the adage runs, but it isn’t 
catching boats and planes, missing trains and booking hotel rooms 
that broaden the mind. It isn’t admiring views, however'breath
taking. It is the realisation that there is more than one way to 
view a catastrophe, brew coffee, educate children, entertain 
visitors or build a house.

In an immigrant country like ours we don’t need to travel 
to broaden the mind bn this level. The opportunity is right 
here at home. Unfortunately, far too many of us are reluctant 
to suffer the small uncertainties and misgivings that the contem
plation of another way of life brings with it. .
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All societies have rules of conduct: Indeed, the terms 
society and social regulations are co-terminous. All societies 
sanction their rules of conduct, rewarding those who conform 
and punishing those who disobey.1

People in immigrant countries which depend on migrants 
for continued affluence need to widen their views of what is 
acceptable social behaviour.
Honor and Shame

Southern European society tends to be made up of small 
face-to-face groups, where ‘everybody knows everybody else’.

Each group develops its own customs and habits — creates, 
in fact, a small monolithic society. It follows that the more 
monolithic the jury, the more trenchant the judgment.1 2

Some of the family or group judgments made may seem 
to us unnecessarily harsh, but we should remain aware that the 
preservation of these small towns, villages and extended family 
groups has been vital to the continued existence of their members. 
The peoples of the Mediterranean littoral regions have for 
centuries suffered invasion by surrounding nations, with all the 
consequent disruption of local social organisation. Where can 
one find security? Who can one trust? Only the members of 
one’s own particular group or family whose security is just as 
dependent on you as yours is on them.

Centuries of mistrust of foreign authority, which has become 
generalised toward all institutions of outside authority, are not 
going to be dispelled immediately just because we tell our southern 
European migrants that they are sure of a ‘fair deal’ here. This 
is especially so when our own bureaucratic organisations often 
seem bent on encouraging a continuation of the mistrust. If, 
for instance, there is conflict between ‘school’ and ‘family’, 
family will win hands down.

Before our new Mediterranean settlers can accept our social 
institutions, they must learn to live in a pluralistic society.

1. Peristiany, (ed.), Honour and Shame — The Values of a Mediterranean Society 
— Weidenfeld & Nicholson, London 1965.

2. Ibid.
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Pluralism thrives on the free exchange of ideas between 
socially mobile members of a community, the security of which 
is guaranteed by a strong network of legal sanctions. This network 
was for a long time, and to some extent still is, largely absent 
from the areas from which we draw most of our southern European 
migrants.

In these areas the lack of legal sanctions has been replaced 
by the bastion of family, or village, or the small walled town. 
Deviation from the norm (or pluralism) in a small group is 
felt as a dangerous threat to all members of the group. In a 
society whose security is guaranteed by a powerful legal system, 
people need not be so dependent upon each other for safety. 
Personal relationships are not so close-knit, and deviance among 
individuals is more easily tolerated because safety does not depend 
so directly upon solidarity.

If we are not to be in a constant state of misunderstanding 
—and satisfactory education certainly cannot go on in such 

an atmosphere — we must learn something about one another. 
We must learn to recognise often unspoken values, the culturally 
instilled criteria by which others live.

For example, all social groups have their own ways of 
‘placing’ an individual. In our society we say: What does he 
do? Where do they live? What school do the kids go to? 
What do you reckon he’d make in a year? The answers to all 
these questions are measures of affluence or poverty, the two 
poles of evaluation in our society.

Southern Europeans ask: How many children has he? How 
many are sons? Is his family prosperous and respected? Are 
his sons hardworking and respectful toward their father? Are 
his daughters virtuous? Are their dowries provided for? What 
sort of marriages are they going to make?

This is not meant to imply that southern Europeans are not 
interested in money — of course they are. But with an Italian 
or Greek badly worsted in a bargain, his neighbour’s ridicule and 
the loss of their respect will hurt him more than the loss of his 
money.
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To an Australian family, loss of a daughter’s virginity and 
possible pregnancy means social embarrassment, parental dis
appointment and sorrow.

To a southern European, it is a desperate threat to the 
family which is the repository of his pride and the source of his 
social safety — Who will marry my other daughters if this 
one is bad? If I keep her everyone will think the others are 
bad, too. What man wants to marry into a family that tolerates 
whores?

And so the erring members of the family are sacrificed, not 
without sorrow, to the good of the whole. Honor and shame 
are the two poles of Mediterranean social evaluation.

It is good for a southern European peasant to be prosperous, 
but he sees it more as a matter of luck than hard work. After 
all, hard though he may labor, there is a limit to what can be 
produced from his stony patch of land; eager though he is to 
work, the lack of jobs will leave him without food for his family. 
He attributes affluence or poverty largely to some outside force 
over which the individual has no control. If the rain does not 
come, if the crop is diseased, if the pig strangles — the peasant 
laments his fate. He does not feel his misery and hunger as a 
personal failure.

The poverty of the regions ixom which these migrants come 
is such that success or failure in the material sense is precluded. 
One has either sufficient to eat or one is hungry, as outside fates 
decree, but a man’s honor is something else again.

Honor and shame — so little chance for honor in a society 
where no-one knows you; where no-one values the achievements 
which have brought prestige in the old country; where no-one 
realises how lonely you are without a common language; where 
even hard work seems, in some bewildering fashion, to be an 
insult to your workmates. There is so much threat of shame 
and loss of face amid strange customs; so many terrifyingly large 
institutions like hospitals and schools to be coped with; so much 
gnawing anxiety in the face of inability to help one’s children 
upon whom the upward mobility of the family as a whole depends.
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Whether a migrant opts for clinging to the old values or for 
changing to the new, there is bound to be a prolonged period of 
social stress. The generations will get out of step because the 
young are more adaptable than the old, and the scale of values 
will be different for each.

The Family
It will be found that if the southern European child has 

fulfilled his role satisfactorily within the extended family group 
the family will not show great concern over his personal 
eccentricities of behaviour. This attitude is likely to baffle teachers 
and others who figure in the child’s school life. How can the 
family describe Sammy as a good boy when one has just finished 
enumerating his delinquencies at school?

The family attitude is interpreted by the school as supporting 
Sammy’s aggressive raids on the school’s depleted energies. In 
fact, it is likely that the family is simply trying to tell the school 
that Sammy fulfils his responsibilities well in his family role — 
he is a good son. If he is not also a good pupil, if he does 
not accept the school’s authority as well as he does his father’s 
— then surely, the family reasons, it is the school’s fault. Why 
do they not make Sammy be a good boy at school? Why do 
the teachers let the kids talk and fool around? Who is going 
to make my Sammy work if they do not?

Probably some of Sammy’s non-conformism will be excused 
by his family as ‘just Sammy’. It will have no real understanding 
of how Sammy disrupts the organisation of the school because 
it expects his teacher to be an authoritarian figure whom all the 
children fear to offend.

His school is, consciously or unconsciously, attempting to 
guide Sammy to an individualistic orientation of family responsi
bilities. The fullest development and expression of a child’s 
individuality is likely to be seen as a desirable goal by most 
Australian teachers. However, although some individuality is 
allowed to Sammy, the roles and goals of his extended family 
group will have primacy for him over his own desires. Headlong
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collision with the collaterally which is dominant in the Mediter
ranean culture is inevitable and all the more serious for going 
largely undetected. . „

In the Australian family the dominant orientation is indi
vidualistic. Broadly, the Australian family is a network of criss
crossing relationships, the strength or weakness of which vitally 
affects the success or failure of family life. There may be some 
kind of hierarchy in the modern Australian family, but it is often 
obscured by changing roles and strained by the expectation of 
personal services from other members.

Individual goals will have primacy over group goals, and 
the family expects and accepts that each member will pursue his 
own satisfaction in his own way. This does not, of course, 
preclude consideration of other members of the family, but it 
does mean that both family and community commonly assume 
that it is the individual’s right to decide what course he wants to 
follow.

The southern European family, on the other hand, has not 
moved as far toward emancipation or dissolution as has the 
Australian family. The family is still very much a whole that is 
greater than the sum of its parts. It is an institution rather than 
a loosely-knit system of personal relationships. To keep such an 
institution secure and strong its members must understand their 
roles well and fulfil them satisfactorily.

Satisfactory role-playing is essential to every person’s well
being, whatever their ethnic values. The lack of sharply delineated 
standards for the various roles to be played in our families in 
some ways makes for uncertainty and bewilderment. At the same 
time it gives far more scope for individual differences and failures.

Role delineation and expectation in the southern European 
family are very well-defined, and each member of the family knows 
exactly what is expected of him. Uncertainty and bewilderment 
are at a minimal level, but failure is correspondingly obvious. 
Every member knows that it is his first duty to strengthen the
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family and leave it in a better position both economically and 
socially for the next generation.1

The school which encourages the southern European student 
to pursue personal goals rather than those his family has laid 
down for him must understand the conflict which will ensue. This 
is not to say that such encouragement is never right, but only to 
point out that a girl or boy concerned will need a great deal of 
support from the school. A teacher, social worker or guidance 
officer in this situation should weigh carefully the resources for 
support at his command. At the same time he must realise that 
a child who has been reared to regard service to the family as 
the ultimate achievement may not derive the expected satisfaction 
from individual success and may respond negatively to it.

1. See Kluckhohn, Florence, in 'A Modem Introduction to the Family', p. 304-15.
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CHAPTER 2

Exploring The Problem
The school plays a central role in the move by southern 

European migrant children into the new society.* The family 
is unable to help very much, if at all. Usually, the case is quite 
the opposite — the family tends to rely on the child, thus 
adding to his pressures, to help them in their struggles to under
stand the complexities and bewilderment of the new life.

If we fail in the schools, Mario leaves his school just as 
much a Calabrese as when he came to it. He may have a super
ficial veneer of ‘Strine’; he has no comprehension of the major 
institutions of our society. His chances of becoming a reasonably 
satisfied and satisfactory member of the community are no better 
than they were when he entered the ‘educational’ process. They 
might, conceivably, be worse.

We must accept that Mario now lives in the two worlds. 
His parents are apt to be past the age of flexible adaptation to 
a new culture. They are held in thrall, as we all are, by emotional 
and sentimental attachments, social conditioning, innate abilities 
and disabilities. In the main, they are simple, unsophisticated 
people whose comprehension of the complexities of the social 
change they have set in motion by emigrating is likely to be 
slight. The strong family organisation they maintain, bolstered 
by distrust and fear of the unknown environment in which they 
find themselves, is necessary for the child’s emotional security 
— he needs to inhabit this world and we should think very 
carefully before we disturb it.

* For the purposes of this report, it was felt that Greek and Italian migrants shared 
enough of a common culture to validly group them together and discuss them 

as southern Europeans.
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The task of his other world — the school — is to make 
it possible for Mario to accept something of the best of both; 
to help him achieve the social and educational skills which will 
prevent him from falling miserably between the two.

Clearly the task is not easy. It is one more burden added 
to an already overloaded, under-financed State educational system. 
We know that there is a limit to what even the most devoted 
teacher can accomplish; and that the numbers of essential ancillary 
personnel such as social workers and psychologists, health and 
hygiene workers, and interpreters are inadequate or non-existent. 
Perhaps in a small way this exploratory study will reinforce the 
efforts of those schools already attempting to deal with the 
problem. It may encourage others to press on with plans for 
what must often seem an almost impossible task.

The Method Used
This investigation was influenced by limitations of both 

time and money. It would have been profitable to visit more 
schools, particularly those which are doing excellent work with their 
migrant children, but time precluded more than brief observational 
visits. We thought it more important to try to discover what was 
happening to the majority of the children rather than the fortunate 
minority.

Four State high schools were selected for the following 
reasons:
SCHOOL A: This school is in an area where the population is 

largely artisan to lower middle class in status. The Southern 
European migrant population has increased greatly in this 
suburb over the past ten years. The school has an estimated 
(they have not been counted) migrant enrolment of between 
65% and 70%. The largest group is Italian, followed 
closely by Greek. There are many other nationalities in the 
school, but their numbers are small.

SCHOOL B: The area from which this school’s enrolment is 
drawn is alongside that of school A. The migrant enrolment 
was just over 50%. The socio-economic strata from which
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both these schools draw their students are similar. School A, 
however, is on a full-scale curriculum revision experiment 
(using the open class-room and discovery methods of 
teaching), while school B was largely traditional. While 
valid comparisons between the responses to subjects in these 
schools cannot be made (the sample from each school was 
20) it was felt that observations of differences could provide 
a profitable basis for further investigation. We also wanted 
to know how aware the parents were of changes in the 
curriculum. The quick answer to this is that they were 
not aware of it at all, but neither were the few Australian 
parents who slipped into the investigation from time to time.

SCHOOL C: This school is in an affluent middle-class area and 
has a firmly traditional attitude toward teaching methods. 
The migrant enrolment is approximately 30% — some of 
whom are Asian. There is a rapidly growing Greek and 
Italian component. The school itself is rather imposing and 
the staff more conservative in dress and appearance than, 
say, in school A.

SCHOOL D: This school is in a highly industrialised area where 
many Southern Europeans seek their first jobs as unskilled 
or semi-skilled laborers. This school has not counted its 
migrant enrolment. It is difficult to judge by glancing down 
the rolls because the migrant population is more evenly 
spread among nationalities. Northern European names, 
as such, are not as easily identifiable. Staff teachers estimate 
the enrolment at between 40% and 60%.

Work was continually hampered by the lack of even the 
most elementary population figures, in schools and out of them. 
The constant movement of migrant groups from suburb to suburb, 
and from one State to another, made estimates into guesses. 
In one school visited the headmaster had ‘acquired’ in a 
year 200 Jugoslav children in his predominantly Greek enrolment. 
Presumably some movement of population is going on locally, 
but just what the significance of it is for the surrounding schools 
is anybody’s guess.
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The demographic projections of migrant proportion of the 
population in years to come are informed guesses only, influenced 
by such things as the ‘staying power ’of different nationalities, 
the state of the economy, the improvement or lack of improvement 
in social services, the availability of housing and education, and 
so on. The birth-rate of migrant groups of the population could 
well be affected by different life-styles and increased incomes. 
Speculation is rife, but hard facts are almost impossible to come by.

It is hard to see how the Education Department or its schools 
can plan any efficient programme for what is virtually an unknown, 
uncounted client group. Individual schools have undertaken the 
responsibility of recording who, in fact, they are teaching, but no 
official departmental effort to rationalise the collection of infor
mation was discovered.

Vital questions, such as how many migrant children are 
in the school? does the enrolment wax and wane? when do they 
leave school? for what reasons? at what educational level? remain 
unanswered.

Twenty children were Selected for interviewing at each school. 
The definition of ‘migrant’ was: ‘A child born outside Australia, 
or a child born in this country of parents born outside Australia.’

The selection of children was not a random sample in the 
formal sense of the term. Pressure of time made it necessary to 
accept for interview any child of Greek or Italian extraction 
available. Examinations, excursions, special classes, sport, 
laboratory sessions and so on made it impossible to request certain 
children at certain times.

The lack of any interviewing space in schools was another 
limiting factor and interviews had often to be arranged when, 
for instance, the laundry was not in use!

Organising the time, the place and a particular child simul
taneously proved a practical impossibility and became a case of 
accepting any child who met the broad specifications.

24



The sex and age of children interviewed, their age in relation 
to educational standard achieved, and the form levels from which 
they came are shown in accompanying tables.

FORM IN SCHOOL — AGE OF CHILDREN 

AGE

13 14 15 16 17 18

FORM 1   1
2 ...  8 23 3
3   1 8 11 3
4 ...  7 4 3
5   1 3
6   1 2 1

SEX — AGE

13 U  15 16 17 18

MALE Z 4 17 U  4 6 —
FEMALE .. 6 14 10 5 2 1

The study began with school interviews lasting an average 
of an hour and a half with individual children.

They were asked whether they felt their parents would be 
willing to talk about the school and what they felt about 
Australian schools in general.

It was arranged that the children should consult with their 
parents on their willingness to receive a visit and when it would 
be convenient so that both parents could be present, as well as 
any other family members or relations, friends and so on, who 
might be interested.

Only one family of the 80 in the sample declined a home 
visit. The visits were of about two hours, but many went on 
for three or four hours because of the keen interest of the 
parents.
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The children were assured of the confidential nature of 
the school interviews; that neither parents nor teachers would be 
told of information given by the child if he did not wish it 
divulged.

None of the children imposed any restriction, all expressing 
themselves quite willing to have even the most uncomplimentary 
remarks passed on. It seemed almost that they were looking for 
someone with appropriate status to pass on their complaints and 
difficulties to school and family.

The highly personal remarks were not passed on, either to 
teachers or family, on the grounds that there was no trained 
person available to ameliorate their possible destructiveness.

The children spoke frankly and without reservation, as did 
their parents, when they were quite sure that their opinion was 
being genuinely sought and valued.

Practically all parents expressed some disappointment with 
Australian education, saying they felt it was ‘just not as good 
as at home’.

We did not ignore the implications of this disappointment, 
but felt that most parents lacked the educational background to 
make an informed judgment of curriculum content.

Also, it was felt that a good deal of the disenchantment 
with Australian schools and teachers was emotionally based on 
the fact that schools and teachers were not Greek or Italian.

While eminently understandable, and significant in its way, 
we felt it best to concentrate on difficulties and disappointments 
of a more remediable quality.

The families came from a wide range of places within 
southern Europe.

Calabria, Sicily, the Isles of Lippari, the islands of Lemnos 
and Lesbos, and the districts around Fiorina in Northern Greece 
accounted for all but five exceptions. These were Northern 
Italian families of greater sophistication. Again, except for the 
Northern Italians, none of the parents had received secondary
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education, and many had received only two or three years of 
primary education, often interrupted by the necessity for helping 
parents in rural areas.

None of the women had worked outside the home before 
coming to Australia, largely through lack of opportunity. Sixty- 
three of the 80 mothers interviewed now work outside the home, 
the overwhelming majority in the textile trades.

The majority of families had been in Australia for several 
years — over half for nine or more years.

YEARS IN 
AUSTRALIA 2 3 4 5 6 7 8  9 10+

NO. OF 
FAMILIES 3 4 7 4 6 7 5 12 32

The interviews — with either child or family — were not 
rigidly structured. Conversation was allowed to flow freely and 
the answers to the questions listed here often developed without 
the necessity of actually putting the question.

Tape recorders were not used and no notes were made at 
the interviews, which were fully written up when completed.

Information was sought on the attitudes of children and 
families to the school generally, and in particular in the following 
areas:

#  Was the education the school was providing what they had 
expected and, if not, in what way did it differ from their 
expectations?

•  What aspirations did they have for higher education? Were 
the aspirations of parents and children identical, or at least 
compatible?

9  At what age was the termination of the child’s education 
contemplated? Was the answer to this influenced by the 
sex of the child or the economic condition of the family?
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•  How did the family feel about Australian schools in general? 
(Most families had been linked with several schools, either 
through their own children or those of relatives.)

•  Did the children and their families possess adequate know
ledge of what the school had to offer educationally? Did they 
have any real understanding or knowledge of the social 
opportunities and advice available (such as vocational 
guidance, school camps, counselling, excursions, etc.)?

•  What did the families see as their main motivation for 
migration to Australia? Had their expectations been fulfilled?
This report is based on the answers received, and is an 

attempt to interpret family attitudes in the light of what was 
actually said and observed in the interviews. We have tried 
to reproduce as far as possible the tenor of the interviews and 
the reasoning behind interpretation.
The Interview

‘Kaly spera, Mrs. Polites. It is kind of you to let me take 
up your time like this.’

‘We are honored. Please come in. Sit down, sit down 
— Jim, take off the plastic before the lady sits down.’

It is the usual spotlessly clean house, burgeoning with the 
inevitable crop of daily-dusted plastic flowers. For half-an-hour 
I wait for acceptance — the family measures me against racially 
conditioned criteria over which I have no control. I suspect it 
goes like this:

‘Why did she come?’
‘What’s in it for her?’
‘Is there something wrong at the school — has Jimmy 

been bad?’
‘Is she a teacher? I know Jimmy said she wasn’t — but 

if she isn’t, what is she?’ ‘What Does She Want?’
We exchange civilities — ‘What a wonderful housekeeper 

you must be, Mrs. Polites — and you work all day at a job, too!’
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Mrs. Polites disclaims any credit and is emboldened to ask 
how I manage to keep my house tidy, as it seems that I too work 
at night. I have a mental vision of the chaos reigning where 
my large Australian family is expressing its individuality all over 
the place. I tell Mrs. Polites I have someone to help me.

‘Ah! Lucky, lucky!’ she breathes. ‘Of course, Sophia 
and Maria, they are very good. Come straight home from school 
to help. Sophia, she gets the tea — Maria, she do the housework. 
My mother, here.’ Mrs. Polites’ mother beams genially under 
her black kerchief.

‘She get the little one from school, and take him — but she 
too old, you understand, to do any real work.’

Mrs. Polites’ mother looks a thousand years old. I wonder 
how she reconciles herself to the new life. I suppose she has 
thought, ‘if it has to be done, it has to be done’. So she ventures 
out into the threatening environment twice a day to protect her 
grandson from its dangers. It is her contribution.

I think of the old ladies’ homes where they sit propped 
around the verandah in their cane chairs all day — Mrs. Polites’ 
mother beams at me again, happy in the knowledge that she is 
needed and respected. Maybe it takes her three-quarters of an 
hour to walk the short distance to school and back — she’s 
frightened to get on the tram — she’s still lucky, she’s needed.

I express my admiration for the children’s grandmother. How 
do my own children get to school? Or perhaps, misfortune of 
all, I haven’t got any children? Yes, I have. Ah, enormous 
relief. We exchange family statistics and admire each other’s 
fecundity.

We discuss what the children will do when they grow up. 
This seems a good opportunity to introduce the school and 
explain my role. I point out that all our children, Australian, 
Italian, Greek and the rest are being educated in the same schools 
— we’re all in the same boat together. If the boat goes down
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we all go with it. We should get to understand each other better 
so that the children can make the most of their chances, yes?

Yes, this appeals to southern European pragmatism. 
If I presented myself as someone come to help their children 
they would regard me with distrust, or as soft in the head. Has 
she not her own children to look after? What sort of woman 
is she to leave them at home and come out to say she wants 
to look after mine?

But to say that all must do well together, to make a better 
country — yes, this makes sense. This is understood. ‘Sophia, 
bring the brandy and make coffee for the lady. You will 
take a little with us? And we can talk.’

Mrs. Polites feels that discipline is lax; that the children 
do not get enough homework.

I point out that children in Australia have a longer school- 
day than they do in Greece.

‘Yes, yes — but still they do not work hard enough — 
they have much to learn.’

I suggest that the family might visit the school next parent- 
teacher night.

‘Well — they are too tired after the day’s work.’

I say I know they must be tired, and I realise they work 
very hard, but isn’t it more that they feel a bit frightened of 
the school? Supposing, I suggest, that we had an interpreter 
so that you could talk to the teacher in Italian and not have 
to have the children with you to help you understand?

‘Ah, then, yes’ . . . then they would come, because then 
they would not be embarrassed.

I suggest further, perhaps the school might be able to send 
out notices in different languages — would this be appreciated?

Of course it would.
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‘Then it would, really would, seem like something for us,’ 
she said.

Mr. Polites, with many apologies in case I should think 
him impolite, asks whether I feel that sport is a waste of time? 
Would the children not be better if they had more English 
lessons instead? After all, what does sport do for the kids . . . 
especially girls?

I contemplate what happens in many schools.

What do the girls get out of sloshing around an unsealed 
playground after a volley ball, up to their ankles in slush? I 
tell myself the rationale is a healthy mind in a healthy body; 
‘the playing fields of Eton’, ‘sport is good for you’.

But can an hour of volley ball once a week really be counted 
on to keep the body sound? — none of these thoughts seem 
good enough to offer the expectant family. I find myself saying: 
“Well — um — well, we’ve always done it. . . .’

‘Ah! then it is traditional! Ah, well it is understood. What 
we have done, we always do, is it not so?’

The implications of this bit of the interview are so 
paralyzing to my intellect that I miss the next few remarks. 
I decide that I will have to think about it later — yes, later, 
that’s it — it’ll look different then. It didn’t.
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CHAPTER 3

"How Do You Explain Home To School And 
School To Home?''

‘My mum — she’s always asking “Why do they do that?” 
“Why do they do this?” “Why don’t you get more homework?” 
“Why you got to take those old sandwiches for lunch — why 
dontcha take some this nice salad I got ya?” She don’t under
stand — Australians don’t like ya if ya do anything different.’

‘How do you manage to explain home to school and school 
to home, Sophia?’

‘Oh, well . . . well, I don’t. You just put on an act at 
school. Put on an act like an Australian girl, y’know.’

Communication between school and parents is virtually 
non-existent, although many schools make valiant efforts to entice 
the parents to their functions. Notices about them are usually 
sent in English because of the difficulty of translation, but even, 
where this is overcome the attendance of migrant parents is poor. 
In answer to the question, ‘Do your parents come to the school 
at all?’, 76 of the 80 children interviewed said their parents were 
too tired after the day’s work to be out at night.

When this was followed up by asking the children if it would 
make any difference if there were interpreters or Greek or Italian 
speaking teachers at meetings, 73 of them gave a fervent ‘Yes’.

This bore out the information gained at the home interview. 
It appears that the real reason for non-attendance is that parents 
feel a risk of exposure to ridicule through their language difficulties.
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In any case, the lack of effective communication means that 
misunderstandings multiply between school and family and neither 
seems able to bridge the gap. Each brings pressure to bear on 
the child. The family wants social and employment advantages 
from education. The school is probably oriented, at least in 
theory, toward the acquisition of culture rather than the provision 
of vocational skills. The education offered by Australian schools 
is very different both in content and method from that in schools 
in rural Greece and Italy and parents are baffled and frustrated 
to find that what they regard as ‘real’ education is not available 
in Australian schools.

It is extremely difficult to explain or justify the Australian 
system to parents whose own education has been limited by 
economic circumstances to a few years of primary schooling.

It is unrealistic to expect the children of such families to be 
able to explain to their parents concepts which we ourselves 
find difficult to formulate or justify.

An example of this kind of misunderstanding is seen in 
the wide reading required for English expression courses. The 
child is urged by the school to read as many books as possible. 
Migrant parents, seeing their children immersed in reading ‘story 
books’, are very likely to bring severe pressure to bear on the 
child to ‘learn something’ rather than ‘waste his time reading’. 
Most of the parents have attended schools where they have been 
expected to learn long prose passages by heart and recite them 
perfectly at school the next morning. Failure to ‘produce the 
goods’ was met by swift retribution and an additional task for 
the following day. To this sweeping generalisation there are, no 
doubt, many exceptions.

Parents also fail to take into account the lapse of time since 
their own schooldays and the possible changes made in the inter
vening years to the system in their native land.

However, conversations with newly arrived families and with 
children who have had experience of both systems seem to indicate 
that the picture is still valid for many Mediterranean areas.
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Although this may seem rather a trivial area to discuss, its effect 
leads to a sense of general unease and insecurity in parents and 
a ‘feeling’ that their child cannot be receiving an adequate 
education. Parental distrust of school methods is often com
municated to the child, whose strong feeling for family values and 
loyalties conflicts sharply with new loyalties to school and school 
friends.

These children are really ‘sitting in the hot seat’ with con
flicting pressures, often diametrically opposed, producing a dis
comfort from which there is no acceptable escape. Parental 
aspirations, often quite unrealistic, keep the child in this unenviable 
situation, because parents cannot understand that the effluxion of 
time is not sufficient to produce the doctor or lawyer they yearn 
for. It is clear to them that education is the essential commodity 
for social improvement. They have made enormous personal 
sacrifices — the familiarity of home and quite often the support 
of their extended family group — to achieve education and its 
advantages for their children and, through them, for the larger 
family.

That the sacrifice may be in vain, for reasons beyond their 
comprehension, is an outcome not to be borne. Either child or 
school, sometimes both, must bear the blame.

Children who are caught between the school and the home 
attempt various adaptations.

‘When you’re an Italian you just keep quiet. If you just 
keep quiet and don’t argue with the other kids, maybe they leave 
you alone — but you can’t afford to be a nuisance. But then, 
see, they call my mum and dad names — your mum and dad are 
greasy wops, they reckon. If I say they can’t say that about my 
mum and dad, they go round bawling it out all over the place 
— they won’t let me sit with them to eat and that. . . .  If I 
don’t say it I feel like I ’m hitting my mum and dad myself.’

Giovanni is damned by other children if he defends his parents 
and damned within himself if he does not. If someone cannot 
help him to reconcile the two halves of his life he will become
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inert, sapped of initiative, criticised for his lack of success by 
his family, crucified by his peers for his inability to conform.

‘Sometimes I say something to the teacher in class and he 
reckons “Don’t be cheeky”. Honest, Miss, I didn’t mean to be 
cheeky. I just wanted to find out why Australians do some 
things. Now I reckon it’s better not to ask — if you just sit 
still you don’t get into trouble. If I get into trouble at school, my 
dad’d kill me. He reckons that’s what they come for — to give 
me a good education.’

The teachers say: ‘Why do they keep coming? Fourth form, 
fifth form — they just sit in the class and learn nothing?’

The children say: ‘You don’t have to work. The boy sits 
beside me — he don’t work. He gets put up just the same.’

‘Y’see, Miss, there’s a lot of people and relations my dad’s 
got back home in Sicily. . . .  He wants to show that it was a 
good thing to come to Australia. Lots of people in our village, 
they said it was silly, and my dad wants like mad to prove it 
wasn’t — show ’em what his son can do, like — you know. 
It’s no use me telling him I’m not good enough at school — 
he just says “Work harder”. I reckon he thinks you can do any
thing if ya work hard enough — he don’t seem to know the 
difference between ya muscles and ya mind.’

Southern European families are very much aware of the 
value of education for the advancement of their children. They 
have come from countries where a rigid class structure makes 
education the only way up for their children and where, because 
of cost and lack of patronage, it has been out of reach for most 
of them. Without exception, every one of the families visited 
gave better education for their children as one of the two main 
reasons for migrating, the other being job opportunities.

It is commonly asserted in the Australian community that 
migrant children leave school and go to work as soon as they 
reach the legal leaving age.

Comments of parents do not support this view. Again, 
unfortunately, there are no official records of the school-leaving
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age of migrant children. But the drop-out rate of children over 
15 years would appear to be much the same in schools with large 
migrant enrolment as it is in schools generally. Certainly there 
are families in which economic need forces the older children 
to leave school for work and it would seem reasonable to assume 
that the newest arrivals would provide the most examples of this.

Generally speaking, it would be true to say that southern 
European families regard the education of their sons as more 
important than that of their daughters. Again, this does not make 
them substantially different from the local population. What does 
set these families apart from their old Australian neighbours is 
their great insistence on the importance of education and their 
willingness to respect its practitioners.

It can be readily understood that such families have high 
hopes and aspirations for their children at school. Their dis
appointments and bewilderment tend to be felt on the same scale. 
Whether the child enters the education system at primary or 
secondary level, there is an immediate collision between the old 
and new ideas and expectations.

Yet for the southern European migrant child the school is 
the main and often the only significant source of socialisation 
into the Australian community. The family affiliations with other 
Australian institutions are, practically speaking, nil. If the father 
belongs to any kind of social club, it is sure to be ethnically 
based. If the family goes to any sort of entertainment, such as 
a dance once a month, it will surely be a gathering of the ethnic 
group to which they belong.

Contrary to popular belief, church affiliations are generally 
quite tenuous. Only 7 per cent of the families interviewed were 
regular churchgoers — that is, took part in a church service 
at least once a month. Children commonly did attend church 
more often than their parents but, with the exception of three 
or four, not regularly. In fact, the pattern is very much 
akin to that of the Australian community. Newly arrived families 
are more dependent on their church connections, but after they 
have lived in Australia for two or three years church attendance
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has, in general, dwindled to family weddings and baptisms, Christ
mas and perhaps Easter services. In effect, the Catholic and Greek 
Orthodox priests in the areas in which the investigation was 
conducted had little more contact with the families visited than 
the schools had.

For Greeks, the church of their choice may be quite distant 
from their homes. Probably both parents are working hard and 
Sunday is a time for ‘catching up’ at home. For Italians, the 
Irish-dominated Catholic Church in Australia is quite alien; also, 
many southern Italians are downright anti-clerical. Again, hard
working Italian families claim the need for a rest on Sundays. 
Probably more to the point for both nationalities is the often 
expressed explanation: ‘At home, everyone knew if you went or 
not, and the priest was angry if you didn’t. Here it doesn’t 
matter — nobody knows.’

Certainly the church cannot be said to be of major influence 
in the lives of many southern European migrants.

The numbers of Greek children attending ethnic schools after 
school hours is hard to assess, but most priests agree that it is a 
small fraction of the total Greek community.

Such community institutions as scouts, youth clubs, camps 
and so on are firmly rejected by the overwhelming majority of 
families interviewed. The grounds for rejection are that the 
activities permitted may be morally corrupting or that those in 
charge will neglect their child’s physical safety and welfare. Both 
these reasons very probably stem from the urgent desire to keep 
the family intact and strong and will be only gradually relinquished 
with the slow absorption of the family into the general community. 
This absorption usually begins for the migrant child with the 
commencement of his Australian schooldays.
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CHAPTER 4.

The School And The Family
It is clear that a number of the migrant children in our 

schools are enmeshed in conflict while parents suffer from an 
isolation caused by ignorance and misunderstanding. These 
difficulties begin with the family’s initial contact with the school. 
To some extent the total isolation from Australians is ameliorated 
as the years pass and some skill with English is achieved, although 
the very different rates at which parents and children learn tend 
to increase tensions between them.

We do not know about many of the factors which may be 
relevant to the child’s chances of successful adjustment. Whether 
the relationship of parent and child is more likely to suffer the 
longer the parent remains in Australia, whether or not there is a 
point in time when problems begin to lessen, is a matter of 
conjecture and also a product of the family’s unique situation.

The position for the newly arrived family is always 
difficult. The family cleaves together in the strange environment, 
emphasising its solidarity and placing an even stronger demand 
on children to maintain the whole. It is from this situation more 
often than not that the new arrival moves out into the school. 
The isolation of this child is overwhelming. Whether other 
children in the same position are beginning school with him or 
not makes little difference — the isolation exists between him 
and the school.

When the new immigrant arrives most schools use the time- 
tried method of allotting the new student to one or more of his 
peers to be ‘looked after’ until, optimistically, he settles down.
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There are disadvantages in this method. Perhaps the school 
will choose a student of the same nationality as the new arrival 
to look after him on the grounds that at least they share the same 
language. It is true that this is essential part of the time, but 
perhaps a ‘consultant’ interpreter who would be available to 
several new students would meet this need with less stress. The 
‘older’ New Australian may easily feel very resentful at what 
he may regard as his relegation to the same level as the new 
arrival. They may come from areas of the same country which 
are unsympathetic to each other politically, or in matters of 
religion. They may not speak the same dialect although both 
may understand imperfectly the ‘pure’ language of their 
homeland.

More important than all these objections is the very real 
sacrifice that the ‘older’ student is asked to make in his own 
group relationships. Perhaps these relationships have been 
recently won with difficulty and are cherished all the more for 
this. Is he expected to introduce this stranger — possibly quite 
incompatible — into his own group? Where do his loyalties lie? 
Can he reasonably be expected to risk his own valued relationships, 
even temporarily?

To expect as much philanthropy as this from a child is 
unrealistic, and it is probable that even if the sacrifice is made 
it will be in vain.

Membership of a group which is, socially, the aim of initiation 
into the school situation, cannot be forced from outside — it must 
grow from within. No group operates in a vacuum. All members 
of the group are the product of their conditioning and environ
ment; all will have two loyalties to reconcile, to themselves and 
to their group.

Most people are continually looking into the eyes of others 
to see the impression they are making. After all, standards are 
in the first instance derived from other people.

‘Another factor which lends additional force to the pressure 
to conform is that in situations in which there is no objective 
basis for determining the validity of one’s judgment -—■ and such
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situations are common enough — a consensus of judgments 
expressed by a group helps us to make up our minds and — this 
is the main point — relieves us of an uncomfortable feeling of 
doubt and uncertainty.’1

The most cohesive social groups are those which have 
interests in common. It is interesting to note that in the school 
which has embarked on experimental curricula involving the 
operation of small and large groups the children insist that they 
have met no discrimination.

There are, admittedly, other variables operating in this school, 
but the ‘discovery method’ of teaching is the largest single one. 
Speculation on the influence of different methods of education is, 
as always, inconclusive. This should not stop us from observing 
the very real differences displayed by children whose education 
is being gained by the attainment of common goals, the sharing 
of common experiences.

The children’s identification with their classroom groups 
is an expressed and observable fact. One fourteen-year-old Greek 
boy remarked that the discovery method, which relies on the 
successful use of group inter-action, let him ‘get to know people’s 
insides better than their outsides.’ He and other students in 
this school were in the process of discovering that visible signs 
of race and religion do not need to be interpreted as barriers to 
intellectual compatibility, social inter-action, or a recognition 
of common goals. It is at least reasonable to suggest that ties 
made under these conditions could prove to be real and lasting.

The general problem of lack of communication between 
family and school has already been discussed. More specific 
instances of the reasons for parents’ isolation which came to 
light during this investigation concerned confusion caused by 
forms and notices sent from the school printed only in English, the 
physical impossibility in most schools of providing privacy for a 
meeting between parents and a staff member, the undesirable use 
of children as interpreters between school and parents and the

1. Sprott, W. J. H., "Human Groups", p. 34 ff.
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difficulty of obtaining trained interpreters, the lack of knowledge of 
the future possibilities for their children in employment or future 
training, the absence of culturally conditioned signs of success or 
failure and the need for some intermediary between school and 
parents.

Our visits, and discussions, with children and families were 
not only intended to provide information. They gave people an 
opportunity to discuss their problems, to ask questions and to 
listen to explanations. In their own homes, they gained confi
dence and many minor worries were dispelled simply and easily. 
The time span of the visit was long enough and the situation 
sufficiently unthreatening for parents to bring to the surface deep- 
seated fears and to formulate more abstract queries. Solutions 
were not necessarily available, but the process of clarification 
was in itself of assistance. Possibly the most trenchant illustration 
of the isolation and worry lay in gratitude they showed at a chance 
for discussion.

The use of an intermediary in the form, for instance, of a 
sympathetic home visitor could immensely improve contact and 
relationships between school and home. Such a person could be 
made available to the school on demand or permanently attached 
where the numbers warranted.

At present the school’s approach to parents is generally 
limited to roneoed notices. Comparatively few schools send notices 
to parents in languages other than English. Not surprisingly, one 
boy commented: ‘When I take notices home from school my dad 
just says, “where do I sign?”.’ Those who have made the experi
ment of communicating in the native languages of the parents 
have found it rewarding in increasing understanding between 
school and family. Members of migrant communities can usually 
provide facilities for the translation of school notices if they are 
approached by the school, and some kind of explanation in 
their native tongue of such things as claims for composite fees 
would be greatly appreciated by both parents and children. Many 
children interviewed were very anxious about their inability to 
explain the need for the composite fee to parents who have been 
assured by immigration authorities that education in Australia is
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free. Some students told of parental refusal to pay the fees on 
these grounds, and of student embarrassment by the school’s 
refusal to grant a locker key or some other facility.

Such misunderstandings and their consequences increase the 
already severe stress suffered by some migrant children at school. 
It would not seem impracticable for the Education Department to 
provide printed explanations of these matters in the main migrant 
languages spoken in the Australian community and so avoid this.

It would also be helpful if the Immigration Department gave 
prospective immigrants accurate information about the cost of 
education in Australia.

A staff member at one school suggested that a group of 
senior students of each nationality co-operate to translate and 
explain school notices for parents. This idea has merit in 
involving the students in the line of communication and so helping 
them in the difficult task of interpreting school to home. As it 
is, many students interviewed said it was easier to toss 
‘unimportant’ notices in the litter bin than to explain them to 
anxious parents at home. Not surprisingly, all the families visited 
expressed great interest in the idea of receiving notices in their 
own languages.

Physical difficulties encountered by staff members willing to 
interview individual parents at the school are inhibiting. There 
is practically never a spare nook or cranny in the overcrowded 
schools which could be used for this purpose in school hours. 
In some schools not even a chair is available for waiting parents 
called in for discussion of their child’s difficulties. Occasionally, 
office staff lack the skills or the time to deal with the public. 
Visitors may be treated casually or with indifference. This is 
discouraging and annoying to most people, but disastrous to 
already insecure migrant parents. It is possible for parents to 
be left standing in a draughty corridor for half an hour or more, 
southern European parents feel a nacute loss of face in such 
circumstances, aggravated by the passing parade of students who 
speculate audibly on the reasons for their presence in the school.
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As well as increasing the problems for migrant parents and 
children these physical difficulties obviously have implications 
within general education policy, school-parent relationships and 
the ‘openness’ of the school to the community.

A possible solution to the lack of space could be to ask 
already overburdened staff members to interview parents in the 
evenings. This would also obviate the loss of much-needed wages 
by parents. Staff members could be given time off to com
pensate for the extra duties involved. School administrators 
will object to this as unfeasible in the present circumstances — 
perhaps they should weigh the waste of teaching time and energy 
these children cause in the classroom against the time needed 
to find out why they are such a nuisance.

Lack of funds for payment of a professional interpreter has 
meant that schools must rely on the generosity of ordinary 
members of the migrant community. The difficulty of finding and 
involving people in this way frequently forces schools to use 
children as interpreters between school and family. Most teachers 
are aware of the obvious disadvantages of this practice. Children 
in trouble are apt to realise that it might be better for them if 
their parents don’t understand too well what the teacher is 
trying to tell them.

There are other disadvantages, perhaps not quite so well 
understood. The use of southern European children in this way 
reverses the normal structure of the highly authoritarian family 
and reduces already insecure parents to a dependence on their 
children just when this authority should be reinforced for family 
solidarity. It is an affront to parental dignity, and a source of 
friction and disintegration in the family.

Another area of poor communication is vocational guidance. 
Migrant students and parents assert that they have been told 
virtually nothing about the opportunities for their eventual 
employment nor about the educational prerequisites involved. 
Vocational guidance is generally given at fourth form, but the 
migrant child is often older than his Australian counterpart, and 
needs to plan at an earlier stage in his schooling.
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Schools tend to defend their vocational guidance organisation 
by pointing out that the information is there if students care to 
ask for it. For various reasons it seems that migrant children, 
like many Australian children, fail to ask for it.

Perhaps it is lack of confidence — language difficulties again 
— perhaps just sheer lack of awareness. In any case, the over
whelming negative response to this question among southern 
Europeans would seem to indicate the need for a more positive 
approach by the school. The service offered may seem to be 
adequate, but obviously it is not; putting the blame on the 
inability of the client to use the service is not very productive.

Another general misunderstanding that leads to poor com
munication is the notion that migrant children are naturally 
bi-lingual. They are not. Under the impact of education con
ducted in the English language and their natural desire to join 
the social life of the school by speaking English as quickly and 
as often as possible their language of origin quickly deteriorates 
into ‘kitchen’ Italian, Greek or whatever. At the age of 14 
to 15 years, when they are most in need of communicating with 
their families on the abstract and complex ideas of higher 
education and its demands, they find themselves unable to do so.

The question of ability to retain a native language more or 
less efficiently would seem to be related to the age of the child 
on arrival in the new country. The older the child, the more likely 
he is to remain fluent in his original language. Dr. Michael Clyne 
of Monash University2 has done interesting research into this 
aspect of language which substantially supports observations made 
over many home visits with families in this situation.

Teachers commented that at 14 years plus, most migrant 
children begin to exhibit serious disability in English expression. 
No doubt the disabilities are thrown into focus because of the 
increasing demands of more advanced education. There is a plethora 
of theories among language teachers and English teachers, all un
fortunately unproven, about what is really happening to the child’s

2. See Bibliography.
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language skills. It is certain that no one solution will be effective 
in all cases and, fortunately, there is no need to fear any such 
bureaucratic blanket solution. Teachers will, as always, apply 
individual methods to individual situations. They should benefit 
from the improved aids and funds for this task which the Com
monwealth Government has provided.

Whatever the educational implications of this breakdown 
in language of origin ability and consequent ‘crossed lines’ 
between child and parents, the social implications are alarming. 
Clear communications are basic to the social stability of any 
family. For the migrant family unambiguous verbal communica
tion is particularly necessary, because culturally conditioned 
communication tends to be out of context in the new country.

Culture has been defined as that which gives ready-made 
answers to the problems of life.

If we interpret ‘problems of life’ as being those difficulties 
arising from individual and group relationships which are common 
to all human beings, it can be readily understood that the migrant 
who has left the land of his own culture to come to a very 
different one will also have left his ‘ready-made answers’ behind. 
Previously held frames of reference and values have little relevance 
to the new life. New attitudes and perceptions must be painfully 
hammered out to cope with new situations. This, of course, is 
a long, slow process and the culturally taught attitudes and signs 
which form so large a part of relationships are likely to be altering 
much faster in the children than in the parents. The child may 
expect approval for some achievement which the parent may not 
even recognise as one. If the expectations and disappointments 
are verbalised, than at least each has the opportunity of realising 
that the differences exist.

How then can communication be maintained? It seems 
that the community in general has the attitude that the parents 
‘must’ learn English if they are not to lose contact with their 
children. Disapproval is expressed of those who ‘won’t’ learn 
English. Varying degrees of despair are felt by those expending 
their energies attempting to persuade migrant parents to take 
advantage of the Migrant Education Branch’s free evening classes*
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Nobody seems to have asked the migrants how they feel about 
it all. It would be reasonable to change ‘won’t’ into ‘can’t’ in 
the vast majority of cases.

Imagine the case of a middle-aged Greek migrant newly 
arrived from Fiorina where he has spent the first half of his life 
as a shepherd. He is now employed by the automobile industry 
endlessly painting the left front mudguard of ‘Australia’s Own 
Car’. To make enough money to keep up the payments on his 
little weatherboard house he must work overtime. Probably, his 
average working day is something like twelve hours. His wife 
also works — probably for the garment industry, which enjoys 
one of the lowest financial returns of any occupation in Australia.

The general feeling is that this must represent a life of ease 
compared with the peasants’ lot they have come from, but this 
is not really the case. Hardship they have certainly suffered in 
their own country, but there have been many times when, through 
under-employment or the enforced idleness of harsh winter seasons, 
they have not been engaged in such remorseless physical labor.

None of the migrant families visited complained of this. 
Indeed, they regard it as an opportunity to earn money to improve 
their standard of living. But their work day must be taken into 
account when urging such parents to hasten home from the 
factory bench, prepare an evening meal, do what household chores 
must be done, bed the children down, change dirty work clothes 
for clean garments and, English books in hand, hurry off to the 
local State school to acquire a difficult, illogical language. Many 
Old Australians who have had a ‘go’ at whipping up a little 
Greek have realised that wishing is not enough. Every migrant 
parent would like to be able to speak English, whether to com
municate with children or to make life easier here. Their failure 
to learn to do so deserves more sympathy than the ‘they could 
if they wanted to’ attitude.

Those who advocate incentives to increase motivation can 
be assured that no motivation could be stronger than the southern 
European’s desire to keep his family united, and to take his 
rightful place in training his children. We should remember that
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intense motivation does not always guarantee success, and can 
make failure the more bitter to endure.

Short of coercion, there seems little possibility of substantially 
improved attendance at the English classes given by the Migrant 
Education Branch. Perhaps we must again come to grips with 
the idea that the service offered is not seen as usable by those 
whom it was set up to serve. Can we examine the question from 
the other side and attempt to keep the children reasonably pro
ficient in their language of origin so that they can continue to be 
communicating members of their family? The difficulties would 
certainly be great, but the advantage of retaining a large pool 
of truly bi-lingual people in a country committed to large-scale 
immigration cannot be overlooked.
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CHAPTER 5.

Fields For Action
Education of any sort is impossible without adequate instruc

tion in the English language.
Without education, employment opportunities are sharply 

restricted and the community will lose the services of many talented 
workers.

Whether integration, assimilation or profitable co-existence 
be the goal, lack of language ability will frustrate it.

For a fair share of the rewards of the environment one 
must be able to operate on it. Lack of language skills locks 
the rewards away more surely than lack of hands. Without 
appropriate language skills there can be no ability to assess the 
relative value of the rewards, let alone the ability to attain them.

Whether or not migrant children gain anything like an 
adequate control over their language difficulties is largely a 
matter of luck.

In many schools individual teachers are accepting profes
sional responsibility for coping with the needs of these students 
and working wonders out of nothing for them, but there is no 
official recognition at the administrative level of the first priority 
for these students — the attainment of language skills.

There is recognition of the desirability of their acquisition, 
but not of the absolute necessity.

This lack of acknowledgment of the urgency of the problem 
can be traced to many inter-relating factors — historical, 
sociological, economic and organisational.
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Without recognition of the continuing need and the 
irreversible quality of its deprivation there is, naturally enough, 
no departmental edict that language skills are to take precedence 
over all other education for these students.

In the absence of such an edict, schools are left to take 
action or not as their perception of the problem and its degree 
of urgency dictates.

Departmental edicts are not desirable if they mean strait- 
jacketing different schools with individual problems into a common 
inadequate solution. However, there is no denying that many 
schools are run to regulations and what is not laid down or 
‘permitted’ by regulations takes a low priority in school 
activities. Perhaps a flexible directive on the importance of 
the language aspect of the migrant child’s education may bring 
more action than is forthcoming in many schools.

There should, of course, be no need for such direction.

For a number of years the Victorian Education Department 
has made it plain that schools have almost complete autonomy 
in their programme choice. Innovations and experimental studies 
are welcomed by the Department and this policy has often been 
publicly expressed.

However, a great number of principals of schools and some 
members of their staffs still seem to feel that retribution will be 
swift and horrible if they start acting on the assumption that 
the Department means what it says.

This attitude, plus the tradition-oriented quality of many 
older members of staff, means that teachers who are prepared 
and eager to introduce ways of coping with the problem often 
find that their worst frustrations come from the schools, not the 
Education Department.

‘To what extent teachers are willing to forsake the conveni
ence of established practice remains to be seen. . . . Many schools 
in Australia continue to operate much like factories by submitting 
their human material, irrespective of individual differences in
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ability, emotional maturity and home background, to one uniform 
process of fact grinding.’1

There are many other tangible causes for this inadequacy. 
Lack of trained teachers; misunderstanding, or lack of recognition 
of the problem; lack of equipment; lack of space for special 
classes; inflexibility of timetables; subject, rather than child, 
orientation in secondary schools; the universally pervasive myth 
that ‘children pick up languages easily’; the astonishingly wide
spread acceptance of the idea that the children of ‘peasants’ 
will obviously not have the intelligence or motivation to make 
use of intensified English teaching; the strong disagreements 
between English teachers as to the best methods to use are some 
of the causes.

All tend to coalesce into a very resistant barrier to teacher 
acceptance of professional responsibility to diagnose and provide 
for the needs of students.

It is well understood that lack of facilities is a very real 
disadvantage in setting up courses in schools; but none of these 
reasons is sufficient excuse for teachers to opt out of accepting 
what is basically their professional responsibility. Nobody else 
is going to tell them what to do, and nobody else is going to 
accept the responsibility for their failure to do it.

The lack of trained special English teachers will never be 
overcome adequately.

If we can produce enough to teach new arrivals the rudiments 
of English we will be doing well.

For the long-term goal of equipping migrant children with 
the kind of skill in language that will allow them to meet society 
on equal terms all the resources available will have to be used.

Basic teacher training should include enough information 
to allow individual teachers to make an informed assessment of

1. "The Secondary School at Sixes and Sevens", page 102, R. T. Fitzgerald, A.C.E.R., 
1970.
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the needs of students. In-service training schemes for experienced 
teachers will have to be provided. A start has been made with 
a four-week training course for small numbers of teachers but the 
problem must be recognised on a far wider basis. The number 
of children involved runs into thousands, not dozens.

It cannot be repeated too often that the school is the only 
gateway into our society these children have. However willing 
their parents are to help them — and they are very willing — 
they do not have the social skills or cultural background to 
enable them to do so. They must rely on the school.

Many teachers do not recognise the language problems of 
this group of children for what they are. There is a strong 
tendency to lump all ‘disadvantaged’ children together — ‘I 
could show you lots of Australian children who don’t write any 
better’ — and so fail to diagnose their special needs.

Knowledge and experience of the culturally conditioned 
bases of these groups is not easily acquired in the normal course 
of events in the predominently Australian middle-class milieu 
from which most teachers come.

The constellation of disadvantages which frequently prevents 
the Australian child from making use of the educational oppor
tunities offered to him are not present, generally speaking in 
the southern European child’s background. There are, of course, 
many exceptions; but we are mainly concerned here with the vast 
majority of southern European children whose family organisation 
is strong and whose educational motivation is excellent.

It must be remembered that virtually all of the families 
interviewed migrated to Australia at their own expense, organising 
themselves the whole process from first to last, and making 
considerable sacrifices to achieve their goal.

They do not lack direction or aspiration. The children of 
these families are well able to use opportunities to improve 
language skills if they are available.
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The lack of space and equipment for special classes, and 
the inflexibility of the timetable which compounds these diffi
culties, can nearly always be traced to the subject-orientation of 
secondary schools.

An overall educational philosophy is conspicuously missing 
from most schools and the effects of its absence can be seen in 
the lack of agreed upon goals.

All too often the curriculum and the programme of activities 
in the school reflect the need for satisfaction of individual teachers 
rather than a desire to meet the needs of the children.

The god in the timetable can always be successfully petitioned 
for time to run the school play, for excursions, film going, school 
concerts and school sports. No one, except perhaps some of 
the students, is suggesting that these are not desirable activities; 
but if it is possible to fit these into the school programme it is 
hard to escape the conviction that they are regarded as more 
important or desirable than special English teaching.

The belief that children pick up languages easily and there
fore need only enough special English teaching to enable them 
to fit into the school organisation without too many loose ends 
hanging out can be disproved so eloquently and persistently that 
it is quite remarkable it still holds credence.

Children like Anna, whose poem appears at the beginning 
of this book, just do not ‘pick up’ the skills in comprehension 
and written English unless they receive intensive instruction.

This means a special on-going programme of English instruc
tion, as well as normal English expression lessons, throughout the 
child’s school life. Every secondary school teacher who has 
experience with migrant children knows that as the educative 
process begins to accelerate around third or fourth form they 
are in almost certain danger of being left far behind. The abstract 
concepts of higher secondary and tertiary education need to be 
formulated in words before they are comprehended.
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Skill in mathematics and science may seem unaffected for 
longer than in the humanities subjects; but abstract mathematical 
concepts are out of reach of the linguistically deprived.

The language of mathematics, being almost entirely based 
on abstract concepts, will prove a serious barrier as soon as the 
student moves out of the sequential framework of elementary 
mathematics. The inescapable fact is that no subject or complex 
of subjects can be tackled successfully without the essential skill 
of language.

In many schools timetabling difficulties and the opposition 
of some teachers result in the practice of teaching ‘subjects’ to 
classes which could be as much as two-thirds migrant. Most of 
them will have serious language disability.

Teachers often defend this practice on the ground that they 
were trained to teach geography or German, history or science 
— not English.

Ideally, specially trained teachers would be available in 
sufficient numbers. They are not.

Every Australian-born teacher has received a lifelong 
instruction in the English tongue, and has received also some 
form of training in the general techniques of teaching.

These two attributes could be used as a substitute for special 
English-teaching training until that training becomes available 
for all who need it.

Victorian secondary schools are already well supplied with 
teachers teaching subjects for which they have not been specifically 
trained. The French teacher is co-opted into needlework; the 
phys. ed. man teaches junior science; the woodwork man helps 
out with junior mathematics. The list is endless.

Seeing the need for it, can we not add all kinds of teachers 
to supply extra tuition in English? Is it impossible for the 
timetable to be made flexible enough to gather together the 
children who need it?
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As we know, there is disagreement among teachers of 
English on the ‘best’ or ‘right’ methods of teaching English 
to migrants. Paradoxically, it is possible to see every method 
fail and every method succeed. Teaching, after all, is a highly 
individual art.

Each method will be taken and moulded by a teacher’s 
individual talents; each method will work well in some cases and 
fail in others. The needs of migrant students are not identical.

None of the methods has been studied by any really definitive 
research. None, therefore, has been proved better than another.

It is possible that individual methods worked out by teachers 
with no formal special English training could be as good as some 
of the methods more generally accepted.

We need to bring together elements of every approach, and 
to make use of all the work done in this field.

Whatever the outcome of the controversy, it should be kept 
in mind that the main aim is to teach the children English, 
not to prove that one way is more efficient than another, even 
if this were possible.

There is little or no logic in the argument that ill-educated 
parents necessarily breed ineducable children. The vast majority 
of under-educated Southern European parents are that way 
because their families were too poor to keep them at primary 
school for long enough, and certainly too poor to pay for 
secondary education. Economic opportunities in their countries 
of birth are still restricted. They were more sharply restricted 
25 or 30 years ago when these parents were of school age.

Their attachment to the land has bound these families to 
low productive areas for generations. The land attachment of 
many of the world’s people is only dimly understood by the 
mobile people of the industrial societies, but it can surely be 
said that it is not a function of dim-wittedness. It seems sensible 
to assume that the normal curve of intelligence operates in these 
societies just as in others.
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The unfortunate consequence of the argument that the 
children of ‘peasants’ cannot be expected to take advantage 
of education is that it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. What 
is expected of a child is very often exactly what is obtained.

‘The Rosenthal effect’,2 so called after the social psycho
logist who first demonstrated systematically the effects of teacher 
expectations on the performance of pupils, is particularly important 
when dealing with children whose cultural background conditions 
a strong negative response to ‘loss of face’.

The assumption that lack of literacy is correlated with lack 
of adequate verbal communication, and consequent cultural 
deprivation for the children of such parents is unwarranted, to 
say the least, on present evidence. The complexities of research 
in the field of linguistics, complicated as it is by social upheaval, 
difference in ethos and educational standards, among many other 
variables, leave definite conclusions remote.

In the meantime, the only reasonable assumption to work 
on in a society committed to mass education is that all children 
are capable of taking advantage of educational opportunities.

2. Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson, "Pygmalion in the Classroom" (N.Y,; Holt, 
Rinehart & Winston, 1968).
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CHAPTER 6.

Counting The Costs
The particular problems which migrant families have with 

the education system are often symptomatic of the general 
situation in which they find themselves.

Access to many of the accepted institutions in the Aus
tralian community may be restricted for the migrant by language 
difficulties, differing cultural expectations and a necessarily in
adequate grasp, in the early years, of how things are done here.

Employment, health and social services, and community 
facilities are often as confusing to the migrant as the education 
system. Many manage in spite of the problems, but for others the 
situation becomes critical. For example, the Institute of Applied 
Economics and Social Research uncovered a significant group of 
migrants living in poverty.1 Many of them were involved in 
abnormally high payments for housing, often of a poor standard. In 
some cases things would improve after a period of hardship, but for 
others accident or ill health could mean that the family got 
further into debt with little prospect of a solution.

Those in poverty make up only a small group of the overall 
migrant population, but it would appear that much of their 
problem stems from the fact that ways and means to help them 
settle into Australia are piecemeal or often non-existent. While 
there are those who might debate a moral responsibility for 
our newcomers on the basis that they were lucky to be able to 
come here at all, it is difficult to ignore the financial contribution 
they have made.

1. "People in Poverty — A Melbourne Survey", Henderson, Harcourt, Harper.
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Commonwealth figures quoted last year2 showed that migrants 
formed 56 per cent of the Australian work force in the manu
facture of motor vehicles, parts and accessories. There were 
1.3 million migrants in a work force of 5.1 million and in 1966/7 
they produced $7000 million worth of goods for Australia.

The recently announced plans of the Department for 
Immigration for a detailed investigation into the immigration 
policy and its social and economic effects in Australia is 
thus a welcome move. An overall attempt to clarify the position 
of migrants rather than publishing ‘success stories’ should make it 
possible to plan facilities and services intelligently and to under
stand the relationship between benefits and responsibility.

Whether such a study results in changes to our immigration 
policy in the future the necessity remains to meet sensibly and 
sensitively the needs of the new settlers amongst us.

Industrialists and businessmen generally tend to look no 
further ahead than satisfactory profits. If satisfactory profits can 
be gained by the employment of unskilled labour rather than a 
heavy expenditure on automation, then unskilled labour will be 
called for. It is, however, unlikely that Australia will not follow 
the general trend of industry to automation eventually — probably 
when the Immigration Department is no longer able to provide 
the necessary amount of unskilled labour.

While automation may not markedly decrease the overall 
number of jobs available, its effect on the unskilled section of the 
labour market will be disastrous.

At the same time we should be aware of longer term, but 
equally disastrous, social and economic repercussions if we do 
not provide the children of these workers with the education 
necessary for them to survive in an automated society.

Donald McLean, one of Australia’s leading educationalists, 
has this to say: ‘Some industrialists, deny it, but the irrefutable 
fact is that, although automation has obvious advantages for an

2. 'The Australian", January 7, 1970.
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intellectual elite with knowledge and skills to sell, for the vastly 
greater number of people it may mean permanent unemployment 
and all the negation of life that enforced idleness carries with it. 
We in Australia still have the chance of averting the worst effects 
but we do have to move fast. Uneducated, and so unemployable, 
young men and women become a menace to society and all its 
social values. . . . Unless we adapt our systems of education 
to meet the challenge of constantly accelerating change it is 
quite inevitable that, perhaps less than a decade hence, the advance 
of technology, like a panzer attack, will leave behind it the ruins 
of many Australian lives.’3

The increasing commitments of both State and Common
wealth funds to education still leaves an enormous gap between 
what our education systems should offer and what in fact is 
available.4

‘Change and development in educational techniques, the 
extension of compulsory schooling, the growing need for better 
educated students and the natural increase in population have 
placed greater demands upon government finance.’5

At present Australia’s expenditure on education taken as 
a percentage of gross national product compares unfavourably 
to that of other industrialised nations.

Canada, for example, spends 8.5 per cent of its G.N.P. on 
education, Sweden 7.3 per cent, Britain 6.4 per cent, and Australia 
4.3 per cent. ‘Whatever happens by way of administrative 
change, Australian governments need to devote greatly increased 
funds to education. The replacement of much temporary and 
obsolescent school buildings, the provision of a wider range of 
sophisticated learning materials, the introduction of large-scale 
schemes of in-service training and of incentives for teachers to 
improve their professional skills, the mounting of curriculum 
projects which utilise a wide range of talent on a national scale 
and the reduction of class size at a more rapid rate — these

3. "It's People That Matter", edited by D. McLean, Angus & Robertson, 1969.
4. See "The Secondary School at Sixes and Sevens", R. T. Fitzgerald, Chap. 2, A.C.E.R., 

1970. ‘
5. "The Cost of Free Education", by O'Neill and Paterson, F. W. Cheshire.
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are some of the important tasks which require immediate attention. 
In view of these and other pressing needs, Australia’s allocation 
of just over 4 per cent of the gross national product to education 
is clearly not high enough.’6

All children in this country should have access to an 
education which will help them grow into mature and useful 
citizens. Both Australian and migrant children suffer from the 
inadequacies which we have allowed to develop in our schools 
and we cannot afford to be complacent about their future. The 
migrant child and his family have created special needs and 
pressures on the education system. Many of the problems cannot 
be defined and therefore answered because so little systematic 
information exists. We do not even know precisely how many 
migrant children there are in our schools nor in detail which 
schools they attend.

Teachers experience the effects when a child without English 
first enters the classroom and when he later meets the barriers 
to conceptual understanding. Yet information on the part played 
by specific differences such as length of time in Australia, age 
at entry to the school system, rates and levels of learning, is not 
available. Thus, though special migrant teachers may be pro
vided for schools, the information which would allow them to 
be most effectively deployed does not exist.

How long do they stay at school and to what end? How 
many of them complete their secondary education and find that 
they are still not qualified to do the things they want because 
their educational needs were glossed over by the school?

Finally we might ask how often the problems of children 
are explained away on the grounds that they are migrant or poor 
or both rather than recognising that the system itself is at fault.

6. R. T. Fitzgerald, Op. Cit., p. 56.
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APPENDIX I.

Specific Solutions
In the course of investigations many teachers and ancilliary 

staff stated needs and suggested action which could be valuable 
to those schools facing the migrant problem.

A great many of their suggestions have been frustrated by 
lack of money.

School Handbook:
Schools should supply parents with a handbook describing 

the school’s activities and expenses and which can be consulted 
in case of doubt. This would save much worry and doubt about 
activities, charges and suitable clothing and many other small 
details which may seem unimportant until seen in the perspective 
of culture and language differences. Many families are thrown 
into confusion by plans for an excursion—what is an ‘excursion’? 
Will they be supervised? Do they wear uniform? And so on. 
The handbook could deal generally, with brief, plain explanations 
of such events. It could cover such occasions as staff meetings 
and consequent early dismissal of classes, composite charges and 
the use to which they are put, and a host of other details which 
are the subjects of separate instruction given to the students 
throughout the year. Migrant children often find it very difficult 
to explain the necessity for fees and book payments to their 
parents. It would help enormously if the school provided such 
information in easily consulted, semi-permanent form.

. It would, of course, be desirable to have such a book printed 
in many languages. This is not always easy to accomplish. 
The Immigration Department has indicated its willingness to
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examine the feasibility of giving help to schools in this. The 
Education Officer is the person to consult.

Staff Vacancies:
It would be helpful if staff vacancies advertised in the 

Education Department Gazette were labelled to show teachers 
which of the schools have significant migrant enrolments. Special 
skills and attributes are desirable in these schools and it would 
be better if teachers could make an informed choice about whether 
they wish to work in this situation.

Bi-lingual Teachers:
There have been cases where bi-lingual teachers, in painfully 

short supply, have not been placed in positions where their special 
skills could be used to the full. Perhaps special care could be 
taken to place such teachers in the schools which desperately need 
them.

It is apparent to some interested teachers that migrant 
children in their first months at school in Australia could benefit 
enormously by being taught in their own language. This would 
soften the cultural impact and lessen the feeling of personality 
destruction experienced during this time. It would not be possible 
to supply this service for all children, of course, but we should 
supply it for as many as possible. The needs of more could be 
met by an intelligent use of resources.

Liaison Officer:
A trained person — social worker, teacher, or both — would 

be invaluable as a means of communication with families who 
are too shy and embarrassed to visit a school. An initial visit 
to the homes of children newly enrolled in the school would 
give teachers much vital information to help them settle a child 
into school. In this way, too, many difficulties could be checked 
before they reached crisis proportions. Financial aid from the 
Education Department and relief from various interested agencies 
could be offered to parents instead of being sought by them as 
charity.
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Solutions could be suggested by the liaison officer of housing 
difficulties, sickness, social service payments and so on. No child 
from an anxious and disorganised family is in a ‘learning situation’ 
at school.

National Cultures:
Many schools already do an excellent job encouraging pride 

in the migrant child’s own national culture. There could be 
even more of this with great benefit to the children.

General Studies:
Many teachers have pointed out the advantage to migrant 

children of the more flexible classroom which characterises general 
studies programmes. Opportunities for language practice in the 
open classroom are extensive and constant. In the traditionally 
oriented classroom enforced silence during school hours is much 
more common. With the more flexible classroom, difficulties of 
removing children for special tuition are fewer and more easily 
settled; and flexibility of the programme makes it possible to use 
trained staff in the most productive way.

Language Centres:
Selected schools could be used as comprehensive language 

centres for surrounding schools.* Students could be transported 
to these schools to use special language teaching facilities. This 
would be particularly applicable to the adolescent newcomer whose 
time in school may be quite short and who needs all the intensive 
English teaching available.

Alternatively, these centres could be used for three to six 
months intensive language teaching for secondary age pupils 
coming to Australia without English. After this initial period they 
could be placed in normal schools where they would be able to 
participate in classroom activities and develop social contact 
rapidly.

* A specific course is available in at least one Melbourne high school, but the 
facilities are not available for comprehensive work.
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More sophisticated methods of intensive English teaching 
should be available for adolescents and young adults at these 
centres. The Situational English course provided at the evening 
classes for adults is appropriate in many cases but cannot offer 
the speed of learning possible with audio-visual and language 
laboratory methods.

Adult education classes should be given in places and at 
times as convenient as possible to users. Some teachers have 
suggested Saturday morning classes for parents who work long 
hours usually at tiring manual tasks during the week.
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APPENDIX II.

Resources
In many schools available information of interest to staff 

and students is not always collated and passed on in an organised 
fashion to those concerned. It would be of great value to staff, 
students and parents if in schools with migrant enrolments a 
particular staff member were given the job of collecting and 
distributing such information. It does not suffice merely to 
collect the information and wait for inquiries.

Migrant parents are not likely to initiate inquiry how to 
naturalise their children and take advantage of government 
scholarships if they have only the haziest notion of such scholar
ships and no notion at all of the feasibility of separate 
naturalisation for their children.

Information answering such inquiries needs to be sent by 
schools to migrant parents as part of a positive policy of taking 
the initiative in communicating with them.

Here are some of the facts which should be widely known: 

Naturalisation:
Parents may apply for naturalisation of children under the 

age of 16 whether or not the parents themselves intend to be 
naturalised.

Immigration Department Form No. N5 is the one to use 
for this. Schools may obtain supplies from departmental officers 
in capital cities.
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Commonwealth Scholarships:
The Secretary of the Victorian Education Department 

circularises schools before the Commonwealth Secondary 
Scholarship Examinations are held, pointing out that only about 
7% of students in Form IV will win a scholarship. The examin
ation will therefore be for students well above average level. 
The circular shows that decision whether an eligible student should 
enter rests with the parent, but that no encouragement should be 
given to students who are not clearly above average.

It is likely that some migrant parents would need an explan
ation in their own language if they are to understand their power 
of decision. They are entitled also to an explanation of the 
informal selection taking place at the school at this point.

Many migrant parents are also under the impression that 
their children are discriminated against because they are migrant, 
not because they are lacking in academic talent.

The Victorian Universities and Schools Examination Board 
gives special consideration to migrant students. This special 
consideration is given on the grounds of comparative unfamiliarity 
with the English language andlis limited to those students whose 
native language is not English and who have lived in Australia 
less than three years at the time of the examination. Principals 
may apply for this' special consideration oh behalf of students on 
the special form supplied by the Board. Principals may also 
apply on ordinary Special Consideration forms on behalf of 
students who, although resident in Australia for longer than three 
years* :are still, in the Principal’s; opinion,- in need of special 
consideration. While these concessions are welcome, it is obvious 
that the problem needs to be dealt with long before this stage is 
reached.
Vocational Guidance:

Many migrant children could make use of vocational guidance 
at Form 2 level. Most schools leave extensive information on 
vocational possibilities until Form 4. Such a service needs to be 
positively taken tp the students, Many will be too unsure of 
themselves to ask for it.
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At Form 4 level the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 
will provide a visitor to schools for talks with individual migrant 
students and their parents on vocational problems. The R.M.I.T. 
counsellors will bring their own interpreters.

Any school wishing to take advantage of this service should 
apply to the Institute for it.

Commonwealth Grants:

The Commonwealth Government has promised to spend 
$16,000,000 over the next four years on migrant education. 
This is welcome news, although pleasure must be qualified by 
doubt as to whether this is a really adequate sum to ameliorate 
the problems of the schools. The Commonwealth meets the 
entire cost of the adult migrant education courses, and it is hard 
to see why it does not regard children’s education as at least as 
important. Perhaps this is another manifestation of the comforting 
myth that children learn a language quickly without instruction.

The grant is available in the form of equipment (type 
stipulated by the Commonwealth), salaries for teachers and 
assistance in paying for the training of teachers.

Psychology and Guidance:

The Psychology and Guidance Branch of the Victorian 
Education Department is co-operating in the organisation of some 
interesting projects. One of these is the use of volunteers in 
treating the families of children in trouble. For example, some 
volunteers encourage the mothers of such children to meet in 
groups in their homes where the volunteer helps them to learn 
some English and to gain a better understanding of their children’s 
difficulties.

Detailed information is available from the Migrant Education 
Officer, Curriculum and Research Branch of the Victorian 
Education Department. This officer works in the Child Migrant 
Education section established by Mr. Alan Humphreys early in 
1968.
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As well, members of this branch are available to help with 
individual problems with children and parents. They provide, 
also, consultative and lecturing services to teachers and act as 
a liaison between the national groups and the schools. An 
increase in specialist staff would make this Work more effective.

Australian Council For Educational Research:

At the time of writing, the Australian Council for. Educational 
Research was setting up a research project designed to gather 
information about the special needs of migrant children in schools.
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Mario, Sammy, M aria are caught in a trap between 
two worlds —  their fam ily and their school.
They are the hope of their fam ilies in a new and 
often bewildering country, and at school they must 
struggle with an alien language and alien customs.

T h is  book reveals how little help some of these 
children get. Parents do not understand the 
pressures and demands of the school, and teachers 
are often ignorant of the attitudes and aspirations 
of our migrants.

How can they make a bridge between the two?

Education is one of the most important reasons 
fam ilies give for com ing to this country, and they 
believe it is the only way up for their children.
Are we really trying to give them a successful 
education? Are we trying to give them 
an education at all?

If we are to successfu lly assim ilate the newcomers 
to this country, we must see that Mario, Sammy, 
Maria and the many thousands of children like 
them keep afloat in their new envirmonment.
It is our environm ent, too.

PUBLISHED BY—
EDITO RIAL AND PUBLISHING SERVICES, 
STO CKLA N D (HOLDINGS) PTY. LIM ITED.


