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                                                        An open letter

We, the parents of students of Polish schools in Lithuania, students, graduates, teachers of Polish schools in Lithuania, supporters of the Polish educational system, living in Lithuania and other countries, all who are familiar with the fate of Polish schools are appealing to the highest authorities of Lithuania and Poland, very anxious about the plans of the Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania aimed at changing the legislation in force as regards functioning of the Polish educational system in Lithuania.

We are convinced that an approval of the current new bill will lead to eliminating the Polish educational system in Lithuania, a compulsory assimilation of Lithuanian Poles, and the loss of their national and cultural identity.

The Seimas of the Republic of Lithuania has prepared a new revisal of the Education Act according to which teaching part of the subjects in the state language will be compulsorily introduced to schools of national minorities.

This compulsory Lithuanization of the Polish educational system is strongly objected to, as it undermines the rules of democracy and self-determination in a free European country. For many years we suffered orders and suppression which the Lithuanian nation defied by taking on the fight against communist totalitarianism. We do not want to go through those times again. We want to have the right to make our own independent decisions about our own fate and the fate of our children. We respect the country in which we live and therefore we also want our rights to be respected by the country. The right to study in your native language, from the first class of an elementary school to the last class of a secondary school, has been enjoyed in Lithuania for almost a hundred years. The Polish educational system in this country has even deeper roots.

Authors of the bill explain that it is dictated by “the good of the children”. Unfortunately, successive provisions in the bill introduce a division between better and worse children. They give priority and a privileged position to Lithuanian secondary schools in areas, where Lithuanian schools and schools of national minorities co-exist. It contravenes the rule of equality of rights and observance of the law. Provision about unifying the secondary school leaving examination and a programme of teaching Lithuanian is also supposed to serve for “the good of the children”.  In keeping with this provision, the state language will have to become the native language for all children because the school leaving examination will be prepared according to this rule.

It is parents who decide about the fate of their children, they make decisions into what future they will direct their children. Some of these families decide to educate their children in Lithuanian schools. We respect other parents’ decisions as everyone has to have a right to such decisions. However, we also want to have the right to teach our children in the Polish language in a Polish school in Lithuania. This practice has been used for many years, it has been accepted by an independent Lithuania and the existence of such a practice has been proven reasonable many times. Now, when Lithuania joined the united Europe, is it to be discontinued? 

Polish schools in Lithuania have been getting along very well and they still can do so. It is an irrefutable fact. Graduates from Polish schools have no problems to be admitted to universities in Lithuania. Every year a rating of Polish schools is meticulously conducted, which shows that an average of people admitted to universities is very comparable to the national average. In 2009 71,8 percent of graduates of Polish schools were admitted to universities, which exceeded the national average. It is only one piece of evidence of a good standard of education in Polish schools. It is completely untrue that graduates of Polish schools cannot manage with their studies and life, and that they are being deprived of the rights that their Lithuanian peers have. We claim, with strong conviction, that graduates of Polish schools finish them with a perfect knowledge of the state language. We will strive for it in the future, so that the standard of teaching Lithuanian in Polish schools in Lithuania would be the highest.

However, education at school is not only teaching and the knowledge of a state language. School is supposed to raise, to educate multi-directionally and to develop interests. Many times it has been proven that education proceeds fully and most effectively when a child is taught in a native language. We think that we should not only concentrate on teaching the state language in this or another institution, but also on developing the whole educational system (irrespective of the language of instruction), on rising the quality of education, on modernising schools and a process of teaching, on implementing modern technologies and on the security of schools. This should become the priority for the authorities, schools, parents and the whole Lithuanian community.

And yet Polish schools are still being pressured. Instead of looking for new ways and opportunities for development, Polish schools have to constantly take a defensive stance. It is tiring, disheartening and humiliating. How are the children and families, uncertain of the future, supposed to feel if they continually have to participate in the never-ending talks about defending schools or encroachments on them?

The Lithuanian authorities still hold up other patterns of education as models, for example Lithuanian schools in Poland or Russian in Latvia. We deem such parallels completely unfounded, because every community has its own historically formed specificity. Lithuanian Poles are an autochthonous community and therefore examples of other countries with immigrant minorities are absolutely pointless.

Many attacks on Polish schools have been repelled. However, some of the dangers, such as eliminating a compulsory examination in the native language from the school leaving exam could not be opposed. Even the appeal of the Polish community supported by signatures of twenty five thousand people to bring back the school leaving exam in the native language did not convince the Lithuanian authorities. Today we can say with certainty that eliminating a compulsory examination of the Polish language from the school leaving exam did not perfect the Lithuanian educational system, it did not strengthen Lithuanian school, but it weakened the status of the Polish language among students of Polish schools. It also proved the system to be imperfect. In a civilised country it is inconceivable to have a twelve-year cycle of teaching a language that would not end with a compulsory examination. We think that eliminating the Polish language as a compulsory one from the school leaving exam was then one of the first blows struck against Polish schools in Lithuania, aimed at weakening it and losing its credibility. These were also actions taken for the “good of the children”. Later on there were more of such activities, and that unfortunately aggravates relations between people and causes misunderstandings and unnecessary conflicts.

About us without us and very often against us. These are the actions taken by the Lithuanian authorities towards Polish schools in Lithuania. All the amendments, changes in the functioning of Polish schools were made without any substantive consultations with the Polish community. One or a few personal opinions taken out of context do not reflect an actual position of the Polish community. Not even once a decision, especially as important as the last one, has been consulted with any representative Polish organisation in Lithuania. Even if an opinion has been requested – it has not been taken into consideration. We constantly hear lofty declarations. However, we have to say sadly, that these declarations do not correspond to true actions.

Compulsory introduction of education in a language which is not a native language in schools of national minorities means that the Lithuanian citizens belonging to national minorities will be deprived of the right to receive secondary education in their native language, which is guaranteed by the Polish–Lithuanian Treaty (Article.14.15), the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities (Article.14.22), the Republic’s of Lithuania Act on National Minorities, resolution of the Lithuanian-Polish Parliamentary Assembly and also the practice of European countries. All known international statutory assumptions grant that the situation of national minorities cannot absolutely be worsened. Approving of the new Education Act introducing compulsory obligation to teach a few subjects in Lithuanian into the schools of national minorities constitutes obvious deterioration of the Polish national minorities’ situation.

We are tired and we feel humiliated by constant attacks on the Polish educational system. We are loyal citizens of Lithuania and here, like other citizens of this country, we pay taxes. It is our country, in which we have lived and where we still want to live. We want to act for the good of our country, we want our children to feel good here and also we want to feel like rightful citizens of our Lithuania. Knowledge of languages is the basis of the modern world. It determines the future of every educated human being. Many of us, now grandparents and parents, have graduated from Polish schools and are proud of that. Many of us feel being Poles, LITHUANIAN POLES, because we live in Lithuania, we work here, we raise families: Polish, Polish-Lithuanian, and here is our place on earth.

We are asking you to stop having encroachments on the Polish educational system in Lithuania and to stop violating the rights of Lithuanian Poles. We request, we want and we demand retaining of the full-scale educational system in Polish as regards elementary, primary and secondary school. We are asking to retain the educational system, which has been functioning here for centuries and which has proven the validity of its existence.

December 1st, 2010.
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