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Cash push for
program that
is class above

Tony Wright

A program designed to keep “at-
risk” students at school, which is
reported to help save taxpayers
billions of dollars, has won over-
whelming support from formerly
despairing parents.

But 20 years after it began at a
single school on the Mornington
Peninsula, Hands On Learning still
has no federal government fund-
ing.

The education program, which
has spread to 90 schools, mostly in
Victoria, aims to prevent disen-
gaged students from dropping out
by involving them, one day a week,
in practical exercises outside the
classroom to teach them responsi-
bility, teamwork and problem solv-
ing.

A recent survey of parents of
children involved in Hands On
_ Learning at 21 of those schools
‘. found extraordinary support, with
99 per cent of parents reporting
the program had given their chil-
dren the chanece to learn by doing
real and meaningful projects.

The survey of 149 parents by aid
group Save the Children also found
95 per cent believed their children
had improved their chances of em-
ployment by undertaking such
projects, and 85 per cent said
Hands On Learning was the main
reason their children had been mo-
tivated to attend school.

Save the Children, which oper-
ates Hands On Learning through
philanthropic donations, has ap-
pealed to the federal government
for $10 million to extend the pro-
gram to 300 schools across the na-
tion.

However, federal Education
Minister Dan Tehan, who said yes-
terday he wouldn’t speculate about
what might be in the April2
budget, wasn'’t offering hope.

“The Department of Education
and Training has not previously
provided funding or support for
Save the Children’s Hands On

Learning program, and there has
been no assessment by the depart-
ment of the impact of this pro-
gram,” Mr Tehan said yesterday.

The opposition, however, is tak-
ing new interest.

The Deputy Opposition Leader
and Labor’s spokeswoman on edu-
cation, Tanya Plibersek, will visit
Hands On Learning at Mount Eliza
Secondary College on Tuesday.

Though she did not mention any
potential funding commitment, Ms
Plibersek said she was undertak-
ing the visit “to see the terrific
work firsthand”.

Apart from Save the Children’s
funding, the Victorian state gov-
ernment provides two “artisan”
teachers to each school hosting the
program. These teachers have ex-
tensive life and work experiences
outside the education system.

Save the Children chief Paul
Ronalds said the case for expand-
ing the program was overwhelm-
ing.

“Right now, Australia has
80,000 or more kids who are not
finishing year 12. That’s a social
and educational problem of epic
proportions,” he said.

Mr Ronalds said the financial
cost was huge. He pointed to a 2014
Mitehell Institute study that calcu-
lated the total cost to the taxpayer
of those who didn’t complete sec-
ondary school at $12 billion over
their lifetimes.

A Deloitte Access Economics re-
port had found the net benefit of
providing Hands On Learning
between 1999 and 2012 had been
$1.6 billion.




