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From school staff to prospective 
students, parents, and even your local 
Bunnings Activities Organiser, lots of 
people would love to know more about 
your HoL program. Fitzroy High’s HoL 
program runs out of an iconic Melbourne 
W-Class tram. The team recently packed 
the tram with displays of their work 
and threw the doors open, inviting their 
school staff to visit and learn more about 
what happens in HoL.

HoL calendars for all...one for every family

Win a greenhouse worth over $15,000
Food Ladder is a not for profit organisation dedicated to 
empowering schools to grow their own fresh, local and 
sustainable food with their hydroponic greenhouse systems. 
Sign your school up to the Food Ladder education platform 
at Foodladder and create a short video (2 mins max) about 
your school, how your school would benefit from the system 
and why you should win. Upload the video to Facebook or 
Instagram and tag @foodladder.  
APPLICATIONS CLOSE 1st May 2021. All schools will gain 
free access to the Food Ladder Online Platform with over 80 
teaching resources.

Visit foodladder.org/school-competition for information.

Open your Hut doors

Our cover 
Ever wondered about the trajectory of 
HoL alumni? Our front cover features 
Noble Park Secondary College’s Year 12 
student Adam Toafa, an outstanding 
leader who was part of HoL at both 
Noble Park Primary and Noble Park 
Secondary College. Adam’s story is one 
of four impressive HoL alumni captured 
in the pages that follow.

Thanks to the generosity of Neo printers, 18-month calendars, featuring projects and tips from schools across Australia, are now 
printed and being delivered to all HoL partner schools. Display them in your hut, send one home for every family, drop one at local 
businesses or your Member of Parliament’s office.

HAWKESDALE P-12 COLLEGE

Toolbox talk
In our latest quarterly top tips 
newsletter to our partner schools 
we highlighted the connection 
between your HoL precinct and 
belonging, and the power of 
creativity and sustainability. All 
issues of Toolbox Talk are located 
in the eLearning tile of your 
online school portal.

SAVE THE DATE 
9.00am to 1.00pm FRIDAY 18th JUNE
Online and packed with practical workshops, ideas and 
inspiration, don’t miss the 2021 HoL Conference.
Full details coming early Term 2.

A unique frame  
for your sign
HoL signs are being delivered to 
partner schools in two sizes – one 
for the office foyer, and one for 
the front fence. Let the creativity 
of your team run by crafting a 
unique frame for each location. 
The enterprising team at Mount 
Clear College in Ballarat are 
already off and running.

CONFERENCE

https://platform.foodladder.org/
https://foodladder.org/school-competition/
https://stc365.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/XCR02/elearning/EfEp-jhKu0FDokhmZE5xCOEB5NUX7sg_9pX_yDol9YWElg?e=pifwl9


“Some of our students are like square pegs in a round hole. Traditional 
classroom learning just does not suit every young person.” 

Rowville is a strengths-based school, with a diversity of programs from 
General Excellence, to an Institute for the Arts, and academies for Maths + 
Science, and Sports.

“We work hard to be able to truly celebrate all our students’ strengths. 
Over the years we have found less and less support available externally 
for students who struggle to engage in the standard curriculum.  This is 
particularly the case in the junior years, and we were finding by the time 
they got to the senior years, it was too late.

We introduced Hands on Learning in Term 4, 2020, having first started looking 
at the program when I became principal four years earlier,” Julie said. 

“Hands on Learning gives us a beautiful unique approach within the school 
environment to cater for the kids who need something different. I see HoL as a 
beginning. HoL is our dipping our toe in the water. It took us a while to plan and 
prioritise the funding, but we are thrilled with the early results.”

What outcomes are you seeing?
“One of the most powerful impacts is a Year 9 boy who started HoL last year.  
I met him in Year 7 and he was like a lost soul, struggling academically and 
having behavioral challenges throughout his classes because school never 
serviced his needs. He has now made a connection with students and staff in 
the HoL program, and he loves it.  All of a sudden, we are seeing his strengths. 
I would normally be talking to him about what has gone wrong. Instead, I see 
warmth and connection, a lovely atmosphere, and no tension. If every teacher 
had the opportunity to see students in that environment it would be wonderful 
– especially after such a short time. The pride these kids had when I visited HoL 
to see a table they had just completed was so lovely to see.”

What is the secret of HoL at your school?
“Strong leadership to embed the program so it aligns with our school 
philosophy. Our Assistant Principal and Wellbeing teams were the visionaries 
and driving force. We needed to look holistically, starting with prioritising the 
budget. Our APs manage the day-to-day making sure the HoL team has the 
resources and support required.  Jessica from the HoL school support team 
worked closely with them on staff training, intake of students and projects. Our 
HoL team of Mike and Steve are wonderful mentors for our students and also 
come to all our staff briefings to keep all our staff in the loop too.”

CELEBRATING OUR STRENGTHS
Rowville Secondary College started HoL in Term 4 2020 with principal Julie Kennedy reporting 
growing connections to school and new opportunities for her students to succeed.

“It gives me something to get excited about - especially 
on a Sunday. You get to do a bunch of different stuff, and 
the way you learn is more fun. HoL is definitely one of 
my favourite things about school.”
HoL student, Year 9



2020 was a challenging year for 
everyone, but particularly Victorian 
schools who spent most of Terms 
2 and 3 in lockdown. Staying 
connected was particularly tough 
so the HoL school support team 
responded with a HoL@home Kit 
featuring a HoL@home ‘Shape 
of the Day’ and a range projects, 
including the ‘idea of the week’ 
released across Term 3.

Over 70% of HoL students who 
experienced HoL@home reported 
that they enjoyed completing the 
home projects, with HoL becoming 
one of their favourite parts of their 
week. The same percentage said it 
contributed to their positivity and 
overall wellbeing.

67% of these students recognised 
that doing HoL over the lockdown 
periods helped them keep 
connected to school. Interestingly, 
67% of parents whose children 
experienced HoL@home felt the 
same way.

88% of students believed that 
having HoL made it easier for them 
to return to school and face-to-face 
learning, with 75% of parents whose 
children experienced HoL@home in 
agreement.

Family impact
87% of HoL parents in 2020 felt their 
children developed a better sense of 
belonging and increased confidence 
at school since being in HoL. 

94% said HoL played a key part 
in their child’s overall sense of 
wellbeing.

70%

67%

88%

87%

94%

of HoL students enjoyed 
HoL@home projects

of HoL students say  
HoL@home helped them 
stay connected to school

of HoL students say  
HoL@home helped them 
return to school

of parents say their child felt 
a sense of belonging and 
had more confidence

of parents say HoL is key 
to their child’s sense of 
wellbeing

PATHWAY TO THE FUTURE 
Finishing school, securing an apprenticeship, getting a job

• Still at school1 = 68%

• Apprenticeship/further study = 23%

• In full/part time employment = 4%

• School refuser2 = 3%

• Seeking employment = 2%

95% 
of HoL students:
finish school,
get an apprenticeship,
get a job.

2%
3%

Ultimately Hands on Learning is 
about providing students with 
the conditions to flourish and 
an opportunity to succeed. HoL 
specifically targets students who are 
at risk of disengaging from school 
and not continuing in employment, 
education or training.

The outcomes below are striking, 
demonstrating that HoL has 
supported 95% of this highly at-
risk cohort to remain in school or 
continue into further education or 
employment.

Staying connected during 2020

2018 HoL students  
destination/pathway analysis

In 2018, 88 schools were running the HoL program. The aggregated data below was 
provided by school leadership from 13 of those schools on the known destinations 
and pathways data for 219 students who were considered disengaged, or at risk of 
disengaging, and participated in the Hands on Learning program for a minimum of six 
months in 2018.

That’s almost 15% of Hands on Learning implementations running at that time across 
rural, regional, metropolitan settings in Victoria. The 13 schools included: Benalla P-12 
College, Brauer College in Warrnambool, Camperdown College, Elisabeth Murdoch 
College in Langwarrin, Hawkesdale P-12 College, Heywood District College, Kurnai College 
(Morwell), Mount Clear College in Ballarat, Noble Park Secondary College, Rainbow P-12 
College, Sale College, St Francis Xavier College (Berwick) and Wodonga Middle Years 
College. Fifty per cent are designated rural schools, whilst 25 per cent are metropolitan 
and regional. This is representative of the geographic breakdown of HoL partner schools 
in 2018 (and currently in April 2021).

1. Of the 148 students still at school, 52 are in Year 12 in 2021, a remarkable achievement considering the level of their disengagement in the middle years.
2. School refuser data refers to students that are currently still enrolled at the sample school, but have low, infrequent attendance.
3. Of the 262 students enrolled in HoL in 2018, who participated for a minimum of 2 Terms at the data sample schools, 219 had pathway data at the 
school whilst 43 had changed school and therefore pathways were not known.



PATHWAY TO THE FUTURE The faces behind the numbers

TOP TIP
“In HoL you learn how to work in a group – 
knowing when to step in, and when to take a 
back seat.  It’s all about how to communicate 
with people – learning how to be a happy 
person, to welcome others and ask how they are 
going? I learnt how to help kids have their voices 
heard. Now I can pretty much talk to anyone. 
In HoL you learn how to talk, and how to find 
something to talk about.”

Callum Slee is one 
impressive young man 
who started HoL near the 
end of Year 7, and is now 
a school vice-captain at 
Elisabeth Murdoch College, 
with plans to study 
architecture next year.

“I love building and seeing projects 
to fruition. I am really ‘hands on’ 
myself. Every week in HoL I had a 
mental checklist of what we wanted 
to get done, and at the end of the 
day I would reflect on what we 
had achieved. If the project wasn’t 
completed, why not? Didn’t we have 
the materials, was it the budget, the 
timeframe, the way I collaborated 
with the people I was working with?

It is great going back even now. I 
can say to people, I helped with 
that, I did this. Because I was in 
HoL I can see other people’s point 
of view. I really developed project 
management skills, teamwork, 
and collaboration. I learnt how to 
figure out people’s strengths and 
weaknesses. A lot of kids struggle 
with school. HoL is a space where 
kids can be centred. In HoL you 
learn people, leadership and project 
management skills.  It is a good area 
to see the start and end of projects. 
You feel safe to be yourself, you feel 
part of a group of people you can 
rely on and ask for help. In class you 
can feel like you are by yourself.”

TOP TIP
“HoL gave me the confidence to trial things 
and work out what I was good at. I found I 
was really good with my hands and using tools. 
That helped my confidence grow, and it helped 
back in class too. I started to become much more 
confident with English and started writing 
more.”

There wouldn’t have 
been a dry eye when 
Camperdown College’s 
Meg Pickles graduated 
from Year 12 in 2020 and 
scored herself a first-year 
chef’s apprenticeship at 
the local Hampden Hotel.

“We were all blown away by just how 
much she has blossomed into the 
confident young adult standing in 
front of us. A far cry from when Meg 
arrived at Camperdown College in 
Year 8. Meg was so shy back then 
she struggled to make eye contact 
and answer questions,” says Assistant 
Principal Vicki Angus.

“I sort of wanted to leave school back 
in Year 8. I was so shy. I was new to 
the school and HoL helped me get 
to know kids in other year levels. 
We would all cook and eat lunch 
together. We shared the cooking and 
cleaning. The other kids in HoL were 
really welcoming and we built strong 
relationships with the teachers in 
HoL. They were fantastic. There was 
a real sense of belonging. Our HoL 
group felt like a family.  You were not 
doing the work by yourself, you were 
doing it with others.”

The Meg of 2021 is a warm, friendly, 
18-year-old loving her apprenticeship. 
“They are great people to work 
with. They are not all the same, they 
have different backgrounds and 
personalities. It is really good.”

Meet an impressive group of young people, part of the 2018 cohort of students captured in the destination pathway data. Here’s what they are doing now.



TOP TIP
“I used to do things by myself, but as I 
progressed through HoL I started asking 
for help.  I tried to work with other people 
instead of working by myself. Every day you 
come here you always learn something new, a 
different perspective. There is always someone 
who can teach you something new, especially 
with so many kids from different, diverse 
backgrounds.”

Year 12 Noble Park 
Secondary student Adam 
Toafa is a strong leader 
with the calm, confident 
nature of someone who 
is comfortable in himself, 
with a clear picture of 
where he is going.

The accomplished rugby player 
has his sights set on a professional 
career and credits Hands on 
Learning as pivotal to him staying at 
school and opening greater options 
for his future.

“I’m more into practical stuff than 
theory – theory burns me. Doing 
HoL took the stress out of me. It 
kept me mentally stable, and happy 
at school.  

HoL is a place to be, you feel like 
home, a place to belong, and a 
place to belong to.”

Adam first started Hands on 
Learning in Year Five at Noble 
Park Primary school – the very 
first primary school HoL program.  
He then spent Years 8 to 10 as a 
leader in the program at Noble Park 
Secondary College. 

“It prepares you for the future. 
When you are young you don’t think 
about what’s ahead of you. 

Every time I went to HoL it got 
me more prepared for secondary 
school. It got me working with 
different kids and learning to work 
in a team.”

TOP TIP
“The biggest part is pulling your weight in the 
team. You had to do your part for everyone. You 
noticed when kids didn’t do anything, and you 
could see how much that holds everyone back. 
We learnt to be persistent and determined.  It 
has paid off massively. I’ve carried that work 
ethic through to my part-time work and never 
call in sick because I know that would let the 
team down.”

Mount Clear College school 
captain, Angus Bigmore 
has always loved getting 
along with everyone and 
getting his hands dirty. He 
is now working with a local 
builder as part of his VCAL 
program.

“Everyone should get behind Hands 
on Learning. When I look back at 
my mates, some got into mischief 
now and again, but all are now in 
apprenticeships. Without HoL, they 
wouldn’t be where they are today, and 
I’d still be running around trying to find 
something to do when I leave school.

Being in HoL was a big thing for us. 
To get us on the tools, and be shown, 
not only how to use them, but 
without us realising, showing us the 
importance of teamwork, persistence, 
independence, having trust 
thrown on to you, and developing 
responsibility to complete the task.

Our artisan-teachers were brilliant, 
and a big reason why I kept going 
back every week.  They would show 
us how to do it, have a joke and a bit 
of fun, whilst getting the work done, 
and everyone got along with them so 
well. They would still be teaching you 
everything, but  it was their approach 
that really worked. And the best thing 
was cooking and sitting down to lunch 
together, and that they would be in 
the conversation with us.

Being on the tools, having a laugh 
with your mates, the day going 
quicker than any other day but getting 
lots of stuff done, that’s the story of 
my time in Hands on Learning.” 



•	The Sorell School

•	Cosgrove High School

•	Huonville Primary School 

•	Natone Primary School 

•	West Ulverstone Primary School

•	Hillcrest Primary School

•	Winnaleah District High School

•	Scottsdale High School

•	New Norfolk High School

•	Kingston High School •	Existing schools 	 •	New schools

TERRIFIC TASMANIA

With the support of the 
Tasmanian Community Fund 
and Tasmania’s Department 
of Education (DoE), we have 
welcomed a Tasmanian based 
HoL school Support Manager 
in 2021, Monique Austen.  

Monique is working closely 
with the DoE’s Learning 
Services student engagement 
team to train the new HoL 
teams and support the day to 
day running of new café and 
building programs that have 
started in seven new partner 
schools in Term 1, 2021.

The power of learning by doing continues 
to flourish in Tasmania.

HILLCREST PRIMARY SCHOOL

NATONE PRIMARY SCHOOLWINNALEAH DISTRICT HIGH SCHOOL

STATEWIDE TRAINING 
HOSTED BY THE 
SORELL SCHOOL

SCOTTSDALE HIGH SCHOOL



BUILDING COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS
There are so many ways to lend a hand

Purpose built stage
Rainbow P-12 College, Victoria

Who do you call when you 
need a purpose built stage and 
curtain backdrop, for the first 
musical act at the Rainbow 
Arts precinct in more than 12 
months? Rainbow P-12 College’s 
enterprising HoL crew of course. 
The team planned, tested and 
built the stage.  It is not hard 
to imagine how they felt after 
a shoutout recognising their 
skills by five-time Golden Globe 
winner Peter Denahy during his 
Sunday session!

It’s a balancing act
McClelland College, Victoria

Hands on Learning students from 
McClelland College have been 
busy building vegetable garden 
boxes and balance boards for 
Ballam Park Pre School – located 
literally next door. 

With an eye on sustainability the 
students upcycled timber pallets 
instead of purchasing new 
timber, choosing these projects 
at the request of the preschool.

Nesting boxes for local fauna
Lavington Public School, NSW

After a visit from the local council 
highlighting squirrel gliders and the 
loss of tree hollows and habitat, 
the HoL team decided to make 
nesting boxes for them. They 
engaged the local Men’s Shed to 
cut out the templates and made 
six boxes at school. Inspired by the 
lack of habitat for the gliders, Isaac 
and his dad made another six of 
them. These were delivered to the 
local WIRES group. For his efforts, 
Isaac got to meet all the injured 
wildlife in their care.



A place to belong

People to belong to

Real things to do

A chance to give back

0413 426 376	 www.handsonlearning.org.au	 info@handsonlearning.org.au	 @handsonlearn


