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TROUBLED teenagers could receive more help within weeks as the State government turns its attention to
preventing students from dropping out of school and to dealing with youth not studying or working.

But educators and welfare agencies are worried the money will be spent on bureaucracy instead of those in
need.

Premier John Brumby last week promised $11 million over three years to establish a secretariat within the
Education Department to co-ordinate agencies that work with young people. The money will fund pilot projects
in seven regional areas, with boards comprising police, schools and welfare agencies to ensure information about
each child is co-ordinated and to trial new approaches.

A student mapping tool — a software package that draws together school data and information from youth
services that has been successfully trialled in some schools — will also be rolled out across all government
schools.

In a wide-ranging interview, Education Minister Bronwyn Pike pledged that more money for disengaged
teenagers would be forthcoming within weeks, but made it clear she was more interested in investing in the
wider policy area than in funding specific programs.

Educators and welfare agencies welcomed the funding for the policy framework, but are worried that further
funding will be inadequate.

State school principals, the Australian Education Union, welfare agencies and key alternative education providers
are in rare agreement, saying they fear that funding won’t get to the neediest young people.

They are calling for direct funding for programs such as Hands On Learning, a practical building and support
program for at-risk students operating in 23 schools. They also question why areas of disadvantage, including
Melbourne’s northern and western suburbs, were not part of the pilot program and therefore could not get co-
ordinated help for at-risk teenagers for three years.

The president of the Victorian Association of State Secondary School Principals, Brian Burgess, says the funding is
welcome but overdue. “If $11 million — which is peanuts — and a policy framework is all we get, then | am very
disappointed,” he says.

Mr Burgess describes the $6.5 million the Education Department spends on alternative education programs each
year as “a joke”. “This sector has been chronically under-funded for years. We need direct funding for programs
such as Hands On Learning, but also more for more social workers, psychologists and other support staff in
schools. | am also disappointed that money is finally found during an election campaign when there have been so
many reviews, but nothing has actually happened for four years.”

Ms Pike says it is “not fair” to claim the extra funding is related to the election and defends the funding system.
“Disadvantaged schools in disadvantaged areas get considerably more funding in their base budget than schools
in non-disadvantaged areas.”

She says more money was invested in the allied health professional workforce two years ago. “It’s one thing to
have extra programs but quite frankly more of the same is not good enough and | think what Brian (Burgess) is
talking about is just more of the same.”

That may prove to be cold comfort to Brendan Murray, who runs the Pavilion schools for teenage dropouts. He
struggles to fund the running costs of the former Preston East primary school, which his students occupied last
year after a public campaign to find premises better than the rundown changing rooms they occupied for three
years.

The Pavilion has grown from 68 high school dropouts to 126 (90 at Preston East, 36 from its rooms in the Mill
Park shopping centre) in 18 months. Its students are ranked as having the most complex needs, with drug and
alcohol abuse, mental iliness, learning difficulties, backgrounds of abuse and other issues.

Many have been expelled from several schools.

Yet Mr Murray receives the same $6600 a child as other state schools, despite the need for a lower staff:student
ratio. “It’s crazy,” he says. “Our teachers are working incredibly hard with students with extreme needs yet we
are funded at the same rate as other schools.”

Mr Murray says the waiting list jumped from 20 last year to 45 this year, despite an expanded program. “There is
massive demand and we can’t meet it. Inquires keep flooding in.”

Hands On Learning founder Russell Kerr says thousands of young people are desperate for help. “Their need is
urgent,” he says. “The Education Department has to drop this academic and theoretical approach.”

AEU Victorian president Mary Bluett says these programs must receive more money. She welcomed the $11
million in funding, but did not understand why the department had left out so many areas.

Marg Hamley, the director of services at welfare agency Berry Street, says areas such as the La Trobe Valley
should be included in the pilot scheme. She also calls for a viable funding model for Hands On Learning.

Professor Stephen Lamb, a senior researcher in the Graduate School of Education at the University of Melbourne,
has identified Hands On Learning as a program that prevents young people leaving school. He welcomes the new
framework and increased use of student mapping tools but says the department needs to better target funding
for disadvantaged students.
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