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Genius Found:
Unlocking potential
through Hands on

Learning

NATHAN BATLEY |

Queensland School Support Manager, Hands on Learning

MORRIS DIDN'T ENJOY the classroom,
and Morris’ classroom teachers didn't
always enjoy him. It's not that Morris
wasn't clever, but he struggled to see the
relevance in much of the work. For him,
school lacked meaning and purpose,

he could easily become disengaged and
distracted. There was one class however,
in which he thrived - the workshop of

a young teacher named Russell Kerr.

It was a smaller class, which enabled
Russell to build strong relationships
with his pupils, and Morris was a learner
who like to use his hands. ‘He was

good with his hands and liked to solve
problems that way, recalls Russell. ‘He

had developed a reputation as a bit of
a troublemaker, but he was never any
trouble in my class. Eventually, Morris
had a run-in with another teacher which
became quite heated, and the teacher
succeeded in having Morris expelled
from the school. The year was 1972.
Fifty years later, statistics paint an
alarming picture as stories like Morris’s
continue to play out in schools across
the country. A 2017 study by the Grattan
Institute found up to 40% of Australian
school students are unproductive in any
given year. While only extreme cases
end with outbursts and expulsions,
the report indicates a more prevalent

issue is students who simply switch
off and avoid the work. Causes of
disengagement can be varied, nuanced,
and interrelated. A level of fairness and
equal treatment is expected of teachers,
yet the playing field is inherently
uneven. Classroom environments are
naturally more suited to some learners
than others, while trouble at home or in
the playground, poor sleep and nutrition
and parental disengagement with their
education all affect a child’s readiness
and capacity to learn.

Russell Kerr (OAM) went on to
found Hands on Learning in 1999.
This is an innovative, not for profit

Hands on Learning founder Russell Kerr,
outside the first hut built with students
at Frankston High School in Victoria.

early intervention program designed

to engage students by addressing their
basic developmental needs first and
injecting some meaning and purpose
back into their educational experience.
The four pillars which are the bedrock of
the program’s success are: ‘Somewhere
to belong, people to belong to, real
things to do, and giving back’, and an
underpinning philosophy is a belief

in the innate ability of every child.

‘We need to cater opportunities to the
learning needs of every student,’ says
Russell. Tthink of schools a bit like soil.
We know that if the conditions are right,
the nutrients are there and the climate

is good then plants will grow. We need
to wrap our heads around that, if a child
isn't doing well at school it’s not that
there is something wrong with the plant,
the soil isn’t right.

Hands on Learning is a strengths-
based program that cuts across year
levels. Primary school Hands on
Learning groups are made up of students
from Years 3 to 6, in secondary settings
most participants are in Years 7 to 10.

As part of the selection process, school
leaders and classroom teachers identify
an individual's qualities to be further
developed, as well as specific obstacles
to success in the classroom. In the small

group, supportive environment of Hands
on Learning, reflective practice enables
strengths to be nurtured, while learning
barriers can be systemically broken
down and addressed.

For most Hands on Learning students,
the formula proves to be a refreshing
change to their normal experience of
school. ‘The quality staff have created
a unique learning environment and
built amazing bonds with the group of
children participating in the program,
reports Mark Creedon, Principal at
Darling Heights State School, where
Hands on Learning has been running
for almost a year. “‘We have worked
hard on getting the student intake
mix right, prioritising students who
need engagement, the opportunity to
experience success, take a leadership
role, feel like they belong and are
part of a community, rather than only
students with challenging behaviour
and entrenched disengagement. That
has been really important, Mark says.
The ratio of 10 students to two staff
members allows students to build social
connections and develop relationship
skills - something not possible for many
in a room of 30 of their same-aged peers,
an environment that can be competitive
and overwhelming.

Students take one day out of class each
week to attend the program, and while
some teachers question whether this
may negatively impact their learning,
the data collected by Hands on Learning
using refined impact and measurement
tools generally reflect remarkable
increases across engagement, wellbeing,
and even academic performance.
‘Hands on Learning is the best part of
the week for these students. It provides
the chance for them to be hands-on,
produce something they have made
themselves, and be proud of their
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achievements. Classroom teachers
have reported greater engagement

of these children in their classrooms
throughout the whole week as they
await Friday and their “special” day,
reveals Mark Creedon. Tasting success
in Hands on Learning gives students the
confidence they can achieve at school,
and the belief they can tackle yet to be
encountered challenges. These benefits
flow back into the classroom.

In Hands on Learning taking risks,
accepting new challenges, and trying
again after setbacks are part of a
typical day in the program. These are
fundamental skills for citizens of the
future. In a world of rapid change and
transformation, traditional modes for
assessing capability are fast becoming
outdated. Michael Fullan, Canadian
author and global educational reform
advocate suggests schools need to shift
paradigms to a model based around
the Six Cs: character, citizenship,
collaboration, communication,
creativity and critical thinking. Fullan
adds two learning outcomes to the four
espoused by some pedagogical experts:
the values of ‘character’ and ‘citizenship’.
‘If we are not meeting a child’s basic
needs of community and connectedness,
we are wasting our time trying to teach
them above the shoulders stuff; says
Russell Kerr. Social-emotional skills,
resilience, and adaptability are traits
of increasing importance for survival
in the 21st century. These qualities
are nourished and celebrated through
Hands on Learning.

Hands on Learning student Chloe says
about her personal journey, ‘T was so
close to dropping out in Grade 8. Back
then you would have seen me at school
one day a week max. I hated having to
sit all day in the classroom. The change
for me was being part of Hands on

Learning. When you go to Hands on
Learning you actually do things. You see
an outcome. You look at your work and
you can see what you have achieved. You
work as part of a team. If you get stuck,
you can lean into another person. You
can ask what do you think? You can chat
as a group and figure out the solution.
These days, Chloe is happy to take
charge. She is described by teachers as
‘a real leader with impressive practical
skills’, and she has developed the self-
confidence to hold down two customer
service jobs. ‘Being part of Hands on
Learning has opened my eyes to what is
possible and in front of me in my life’

Taking risks, accepting new
challenges, and trying again
after setbacks are part of a
typical day in the program.
These are fundamental skills
for citizens of the future.

A few years ago, Russell Kerr received
an email from Morris, who had seen
him on TV when Hands on Learning
was featured on Channel 10’s The Project.
After a brief phone conversation, they
agreed to have lunch, and Morris
insisted on paying. It turns out Morris
had pursued his interest in mechanics
and metalwork. He had become an
engineer and invented a machine that
presses metal sheets for construction.
These were used on, among other
projects, the building of Melbourne’s
Federation Square. Morris now flies
around the world selling his machine
to leading international construction
companies. Forty years after they first
met, Morris wanted to shake Russell’s
hand and thank him. ‘You trusted me,

he said ‘and believed that I could be
something. That made all the difference’

When asked whether aspects of the
Hands on Learning methodology which
made such powerful impressions in the
lives of Morris and Chloe are scalable
across the education system as a whole,
Russell is measured, and realistic. ‘The
structural and philosophical challenges
facing policy makers and school leaders
are enormous, but not every child needs
an intervention like Hands on Learning.
A lot of kids do fine in the classroom.
For others, who don't thrive in that
environment or need a bit of extra
support, Hands on Learning can give
them the self-belief to tap into their own
genius, whatever that may happen to be.
We don't have to be the whole answer,
but we are one piece of the puzzle’

It’s a piece that’s gathering size and
momentum, now running in over 130
primary and secondary schools on the
eastern seaboard from Tasmania to
Queensland, with students, parents, and
school leaders alike championing the
program. ‘In all, it's been an excellent
choice for our school to be involved in, a
program that is engaging and providing
our students with a new way to succeed
and indeed flourish at school, says
Mark Creedon. They are sentiments
echoed by Chloe. ‘You think school is
not important, but deep down I know it
is. Now I keep thinking of all the sorts of
things that I can do. I would love to be
a builder. Now I turn up to school every
day. It does make a difference to what
you can do in life’

For more information about Hands on
Learning, contact the author on

0438 158 913 or via email at nathan.
batley@savethechildren.org.au.

Hands on Learning is a program supported
by Save the Children.
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