
YEAR 10 student Michael Meany and classmates at Mornington Secondary College are desperate to finish building their 
meeting hut but have had to down tools because the school cannot pay the staff who run the program.

For two years, Michael has been working on the hut one day a week as part of Hands On Learning, a practical program 
for students at risk of dropping out of school.

‘’I really want to see it finished and if we can’t, then I think I’d rather leave,’’ he said. ‘’It gives me something to do 
rather than being all stressed out.’’

Many of the 23 high schools that run HOL programs - in which tradesmen and support staff undertake building projects 
with their most challenging students - say they lack the money to run it effectively and fear students will drop out.

Mornington Secondary principal Sarah Burns said her school had to axe the program this year. ‘’It’s awful. These high-
needs students keep asking, ‘Why isn’t it running?’ But I can’t afford to pay the tradesman who works with them. I 
know we will struggle now to keep them at school.’’

Educators and welfare agencies want the state government to fund Hands On Learning, saying it keeps disengaged 
young people at school and helps counter involvement in antisocial behaviour.

Hands On Learning chief executive Russell Kerr said it was important to keep at-risk students in education so they did 
not end up hanging around the streets, in some cases being aggressive towards others.

‘’Violence against Indian students and others is not just criminal behaviour but is also a sign of the distress these young 
people feel. They are outsiders who feel rejected so they reject others,’’ Mr Kerr said. ‘’They often have low self-
esteem, poor relationships and no role model to look up to, so instead of going to school they hang around.

‘’If you get to them early then it is possible, with mentoring, to reverse the trend.’’

Josie Howie, a co-ordinator at the Pavilion schools for high school drop-outs, said young people with no place to go got 
into trouble. ‘’They may look like hoodlums when they stare you down at Flinders Street Station, but it is facade and 
bravado. They are really vulnerable, often homeless kids, who need different opportunities.’’

Monterey Secondary College in Frankston North has also axed Hands On Learning. Principal Janine Leed said this was 
disappointing because it gave disengaged young people confidence and was a stepping stone to later study.

In Frankston, Mount Erin Secondary College principal Allen McAuliffe is not sure he can run the ‘’valuable’’ program 
this year. ‘’What we really need is for this program to receive specific funding.’’

Schools must run the program, which requires a ratio of two staff to 10 students, from existing budgets, and many 
cannot afford to do so. An Education Department spokeswoman said there were no plans to alter the funding 
arrangements for schools wanting to run the program.
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