
What is the typical Lutheran school?
A true story
At a gathering of Lutheran principals I was 
asked which school I was from and upon 
hearing ‘Sunshine Christian School’ the 
questioner replied, ‘So why is the principal of 
a non-Lutheran school attending a function for 
principals of Lutheran schools?’

People often say that Sunshine is not a typical 
Lutheran school but then again, what is the 
typical Lutheran school? We may not have 
‘Lutheran’ in our title but as you will discover, 
Sunshine Christian School reflects the very 
heart of the educational and pastoral ministry 
of our church.

A little school in Melbourne’s west
As you drive through the western suburbs of 
Melbourne, it’s easy to miss our little school, 
as most school gymnasiums are bigger than 
our entire campus. Many principals like to 
walk around campus to take a break from 
paperwork – this takes me 20 seconds. 

Our current enrolment of 91 students, from 
prep to year 6, share four classrooms, one 
meeting/worship space, a library, basketball 
court and administration block. No grassed 
oval is in sight so we make use of local parks 
and ovals when we can.

82% of our students have English as a 
second, third or fourth language and they 
speak more than twenty different languages. 
Of all Lutheran schools in Australia, ours has 
the highest percentage of students from non-
English speaking backgrounds. We have a 
significant refugee population with many of our 

recently arrived students born in Malaysian 
refugee camps. 

‘We don’t want our daughter 
to go to a public school. We 
know your school is a good 
school. You will not ignore 
her soul. You will teach her 
about God. You will teach her 
about duty to others. This will 
not happen at the other local 
schools. This is what we want.’

The school receives enrolments from 
practicing Christian families – but also 
practicing Hindu and Buddhist families. Only 
three students are Lutheran and these hail 
from non-European Lutheranism. Our school is 
blessed by a practicing Christian staff coming 
from many denominations including Baptist, 
Anglican, Uniting, Presbyterian and Lutheran. 

Sunshine Christian School was opened in 
1982 by the Uniting Church of Australia. The 
key founder, Isabel Bell worked hard and 
sacrificed much to provide the funds for the 
school to be founded. Faced with closure by 
the Uniting Church in 2004, Principal Diane 
Milnes contacted Lutheran Education Victoria, 
New South Wales and Tasmania (LEVNT) and, 
with St Matthew’s Lutheran Church embracing 
the role of supporting congregation, Sunshine 
Christian School officially joined the Lutheran 
system in late 2004.

Through the tireless and dedicated work  
of staff, council and church members, the 
school has continued to grow and blossom 
as it serves the multicultural community  
of Sunshine. 

Why do parents choose Sunshine?
For many of our new migrant families it is 
a necessity of their faith that their children 
attend a Christian school. 

For families fleeing persecution, it means a 
great deal to them that their child is known by 
name by all school staff. It means even more 
to them that they can send their children to a 
small, safe and openly Christian school.

Last year I met with a family who wanted to 
enrol their daughter. Knowing that they were 
practising Buddhists, I asked them why they 
chose a Lutheran school and they said: ‘We 
don’t want our daughter to go to a public 
school. We know your school is a good school. 
You will not ignore her soul. You will teach her 
about God. You will teach her about duty to 
others. This will not happen at the other local 
schools. This is what we want.’

How wonderful it would be for all families in 
our system to have this desire for their children 
– that their soul not be ignored and that they
learn about duty to others.

A usual day at Sunshine
Of a morning you will find Pastor Cecil 
Schmalkuche (from St Matthew’s congregation) 
greeting the families in their mother language. 
He has learnt many languages as new migrant 
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communities have moved to the area. He 
makes a mental note of prayer needs and 
possible welfare concerns. He notices that 
due to new enrolments we need to add a new 
mural to the current collection to ensure every 
child’s language and culture is represented.

The secretary is ringing a partnering 
organisation to find out about the outcome of 
a funding application. A prep student arrives 
at her desk without lunch and she takes the 
time to ring the person in the phone tree who 
can inform this child’s parents of the need 
for the lunch to come to school. With that out 
of the way she rings a translator to book an 
appointment for a teacher-parent  
conversation, remembering to check the 
specific dialect needed. 

The bursar pops into the office to ask whether 
a particular parent has asked about fees 
as she wants to ensure they know help is 
available if they need it. The doorbell rings 
and a new family wants to enrol. With minimal 
shared language, the secretary sits with the 
family and finds a way to get the information to 
complete the form. 

As the principal does a morning walk around 
the school he sees the 1/2 class learning a 
song about the different cultures in God’s 
big family – complete with show-and-tell 
of traditional clothing some of the children 
have brought to class. The Christian Studies 
teacher had the same class consider initiation 

experiences in different faith traditions and 
Christian denominations earlier in the week as 
a way of exploring the Christian concepts of 
communion and baptism.

The prep class is doing some intense work 
on sentences this morning using visual 
learning cues to ensure all can access the 
learning activities.

The 3/4 class are studiously silent in their 
Auslan lesson as they practice conversing in 
sign language. Having Auslan as our LOTE 
provides students who are already working 
in their second language a greater chance 
of success and affirms our commitment to 
inclusivity through support for Australia’s 
deaf community.

The 5/6 class is exploring a theme of journeys 
caused by war. The students are considering 
what it would feel like to be displaced by 
events well out of their control. 

Our challenges
There are three boys in year 1 from three 
different cultural groups (South Sudanese, 
Vietnamese and Myanmarese) who are the 
best of friends. From the first day of prep 
these boys formed a strong friendship and 
are always seen playing in the yard together. 
Their parents do not have a common language 
to communicate or enough English to help 
their children learn to read in English. Our 

parent teacher interviews involve the services 
of translators and it is a continual challenge 
for us to innovatively involve parents in their 
children’s education. We have regular parent 
learning evenings to engage parents in gaining 
skills to support their children, while one of our 
wonderful Student Support Officers (SSOs) 
runs prep readiness classes covering basic 
literacy and how schools function. We also 
run English classes for parents when desired. 
Despite this, most of our prep students 
come to school without basic readiness in 
language. As a result, we employ skilled 
SSOs to work in each class during literacy 
and numeracy teaching each day to provide 
increased individual and targeted learning. Our 
data shows that the majority of our students 
entering prep without English are on par with 
peers from English speaking backgrounds by 
the end of year 1.

Last year, I was about to nod off on a bus 
ride to a camp north of Melbourne. One of 
the students said ‘Mr Brennen, why are there 
so many trees here? I have only seen a few 
trees at the same time.’ It is a reminder to us 
that closely tied to language learning is real 
world experience with the vocabulary you are 
learning about. The student and I talked about 
the difference between ‘the country’ and ‘the 
city’, ‘forests’ and ‘parks’.

We have a core belief that families should 
not be excluded from a Christian education 
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based on economic status. Last year we 
made changes in order to reduce school 
fees for a majority of our parents. Our school 
fees are among the lowest in the system and 
we undertake to ensure that once a child 
is enrolled at the school they do not leave 
through a change in economic circumstances. 
Valuable camps and excursions are funded 
in a manner that does not see parents bear 
additional cost.

There are occasions where families struggle to 
access health care and we provide assistance 
where we can. We work with local optometrists 
to ensure students receive glasses, and foot 
the bill if necessary. We are mindful of the 
sometimes traumatic background of our 
refugee students and connecting families  
to counselling services is an important part 
of our ministry. Our staff cannot ignore 
the background of our students or ignore 
what happens outside the school gate as a 
majority of our children come from ‘at risk’ 
backgrounds. We work to do everything we 
can to help whole families.

Our biggest challenge is dealing with a growing 
waiting list without room to expand and 
managing the disappointment of many families 
seeking a Christian education. 

Our Lutheran heritage
I was in our little hall setting up for assembly 
when two boys walked past and asked if I 
needed help. One of the boys has severe 
hearing loss and also comes from a non-
English speaking background. In my rush to 
get things done I had not remembered that I 
needed to adjust my communication in order 
for both boys to understand my instructions. 
One of the boys noticing this, turned to the 
boy who could not understand what I was 
asking, and using sign language explained 
clearly to the other one what I wanted him to 
do and off they went. We seek to foster this 
very love of learning and serving others in our 
students, staff and community.

We seek at all times to be inclusive – 
regardless of learning needs, language 

barriers, cultural background or financial 
status. God freely gave the gift of love through 
Christ to all and as a school we do everything 
we can to share this love with our community 
without restriction.

I firmly hold that our Lutheran ancestors would 
look kindly upon our school which serves a 
marginalised community. We recall a prime 
reason the Lutheran church in this country 
was formed was the desire of a persecuted 
minority to educate their children as they 
saw fit. Persecuted because of their beliefs, 
language and culture, the first Australian 
Lutherans were a refugee group not that 
dissimilar from many in the Sunshine Christian 
School community.

Thomas Brennen
Principal 
Sunshine Christian School 
Sunshine Vic
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