
At a school in Melbourne’s south-east, two male figures stand huddled together, talking car racing.
One is nervous Year 9 student, Harper Ross, and the other his hero — world-famous Formula 1 driver Daniel Ricciardo.
The moment is a world away from each of their daily lives, and Harper is visibly buzzing from the experience.
“[Daniel’s] such a great guy and when I met him he said he was nervous,” Harper said.
“He was a bit awkward, he was like everyone else meeting new people [but] I found conversation very easy, even though it’s a 
guy that I look up to that I’ve been dreaming to meet.”
And the experience is as surreal for the mega-fan, as it is humbling for the mega-star.
“Sometimes my life doesn’t seem real in terms of the places I go, the kind of the pace it’s at,” Ricciardo said.
“I think this just brings me back to where it started, and in a way, it also grounds me.”
Daniel Ricciardo is back in Melbourne for the Formula 1 Australian Grand Prix, but this year, as Red Bull’s reserve driver.
With more time on his hands than in previous years, he’s spent one morning at Rowville Secondary College to meet students 
from the Hands on Learning program.
It’s the first time he’s been able to do an in-person visit since joining as an ambassador in 2021.
“There’s a little bit of nerves [because] you want to, in a way, live up to their hopes of what the experience will be like, and like 
even hearing a school bell before, it feels like another lifetime ago,” he said.
“But it also feels very, very familiar.”
The F1 star decided to get involved with Hands on Learning after his own trouble paying attention in class.
“I wasn’t good at sitting still for long, and as a kid it’s hard to stay focused on something for so long.

‘The one day my child will talk to me’
Hands on Learning has been running since 1999, when it was started by a Frankston teacher passionate about targeting kids at 
risk of disengaging with education.
While the program particularly appeals to neurodiverse students — like Harper, who lives with ADHD and autism — anyone who 
feels they might benefit from it can apply.
“There’s a whole heap of reasons that kids can be disengaged in school,” Hands on Learning’s Cam Wiseman said.
“Sometimes it presents itself in acting out behaviours in the classroom, sometimes it’s withdrawal … flying under the radar.
“Sometimes it’s high absenteeism, even to the more extreme end around school refusal.”
Ricciardo said while he has never been diagnosed with ADHD, he always had trouble sitting still.
“I was a little too high energy to be sitting still all day at, at a young age,” he said.
“So, talking to some of the kids, I could relate or I definitely understood where they were coming from.”
Ten students spend one day of the week outside the classroom, designing and building things with their hands, as well as 
chipping in to prepare the group’s meals for the day.
“We often hear from parents that ‘it’s the one day my child will talk to me about what happened that day at school’, which I 
know as a parent, it can often be difficult to get information,” he said.
The program’s now available for students between grade 5 and year 9 in 130 primary and secondary colleges in Victoria, 
Queensland, Tasmania and NSW.
Over the years it’s grown with the help of state governments and philanthropists, but now Mr Wiseman is hoping it will go 
national, with the help of the federal government.
“We’ve got a proposal before them now, for an investment of $14.6 million over four years, which would see the program 
expand into every state and territory and nearly triple our footprint to over 380 schools by the end of 2027,” he said.

Maths and science hidden in pizza and wetlands
At Rowville, the class is joined by Harper, who’s been lucky enough to come along, despite attending a different school.
The group is working on their long-term project of making a pizza oven.
Over at Harper’s school, his Hands on Learning Thursdays start with a “pondy”, where the group of 10 students and their teacher, 
Dave Colcott, walk around an impressive wetlands the group has constructed as part of their learning.
“We’ve built a wetlands, we’ve cut holes in walls and put doors in,” Mr Colcott said.
“We’ve modified and built a workshop and we’ve made tools, we’ve made sculptures.”
Harper’s mum Kate Ross was initially worried that the program might hinder her son’s academic progress.
“My first thought was, ‘Oh my god, you’re going to miss a day of school’,” she said.
“But I actually think that it helps him, this day out gives him that circuit breaker that helps him focus on the other days, so he 
actually benefits more from those other days than slogging through.”
Mr Colcott said the class wasn’t just a break for kids — but actually showed them the real-world value of what they’re learning in 
class.
“There’s nothing that we can do that doesn’t involve maths in particular, but English as well,” he said.
“Like this whole area we set out with a laser level and so that all the water flows towards our wetlands.
“The tree behind us, we used maths to calculate where the sun would be in the middle of the year and the hottest day of the 
year, and we built an amphitheatre in full shade in the middle of the summertime underneath our pear tree.”
Mr Colcott, who has been a mainstream teacher for 12 years, and started with the program four years ago, said it was also 
incredible to see how the program helped students who struggled to find their place at school.
“The thing that happens is … when a class of [a kid’s] peers come and use something that he’s built and that he is proud of, it’s 
the best,” he said.
“It does something for their self-esteem.
“A kid says, ‘Check out how good this is’ and the kid who created this space, it’s amazing, their shoulders puff out and it’s just — 
it’s cool to watch.”

‘His thing is cars and F1’
The program has helped Harper enjoy school after years of struggling with traditional, classroom-based learning.
“Anytime I’m having a bit of a hard time, I can get away and I can do something I enjoy, and just have a break and just sort of 
reframe, reset,” he said.
“I think it’s a great way to show my talent with working with my hands and building things and helping … I couldn’t see myself 
not doing it.”
Harper’s ADHD and autism mean he sometimes gets distracted in class, and tends to fixate on things.
Luckily for him, the thing he is most passionate about is Formula 1.
“His thing is cars and F1, and it has been for a number of years,” Harper’s mum Kate Ross said.
It’s why Hands on Learning made sure Harper had the chance to meet Daniel Ricciardo.
“It was a shock when I found out. I was so happy, I was buzzing,” Harper said.
“I was also like, ‘This might not happen’, so I was preparing myself so I wouldn’t be so disappointed.”
Harper wore his newly-signed Ricciardo T-shirt to the grand prix with his father, despite his mother’s warnings that the 
permanent marker might come off in the wash.
“When it gets too small, I’ll frame it. I will not be giving it away, because that is very special,” he said.
While this year is the Year 9 student’s final year with Hands on Learning, he hopes to continue his education, and take what he 
has learnt about teamwork all the way to the pits of the great races.
“If I can join a team and become an engineer or a mechanic or at least work on the cars, then that’s all I want, that’s all I ask for,” 
he said.
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Key points:
• Hands on Learning has been working with disengaged students since 1999
• It’s since expanded to include 130 primary and secondary schools
• The program’s leaders are calling on the federal government to help expand it
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