
An innovative program is helping students in danger of leaving school to stay on course, writes Denise Ryan.

IT’S mid-morning and, just as on any other building site in Melbourne, the teenagers at work in the grounds of Carrum Downs 
Secondary College are happy to have a tea break. These year 9 students have been erecting an octagonal meeting hut. It’s a 
surprisingly big project - certainly larger than the average woodwork assignment - but they do not seem daunted.

After a morning of physical labour, they gather in a large outdoor education hut, also erected by students. The atmosphere 
is upbeat. Some students learnt to make scones today so there is good tucker, camaraderie and a sense of pride in working 
together to achieve something tangible.

These 10 teenagers get to work on building projects one day a week as part of an in-school early intervention program, Hands 
On Learning. It runs three days a week at Carrum Downs (four days at some other schools), giving students in years 7 to 10 a very 
different experience from mainstream schools.

The program, in 16 Victorian schools, has proved surprisingly successful in keeping students most at risk of dropping out. Many 
come from broken homes and have serious behavioural or learning problems. Students volunteer for the program and attend 
one day a week for an average of two years. Role models, mentors and constant feedback are keys to its success.

Hands on Learning was one of the programs mentioned in a report, Effective Strategies to Increase School Completion, published 
by the University of Melbourne’s Centre for Post-compulsory Education and Lifelong Learning last year.

The report identified programs in 25 schools that had successfully dealt with a growing problem - the fact 13 per cent of 
teenagers (about 200,000) are not studying or working full-time, according to a report last year by the Foundation for Young 
Australians.

Just 58 per cent of students from low socio-economic backgrounds complete year 12. Early leavers are more likely to be 
unemployed or in part-time work.

Since the program began 10 years ago, it has not only stopped students from dropping out, it has transformed local communities. 
Carrum Downs Secondary and other schools on the Mornington Peninsula, and in the Gippsland area, have completed many 
building projects.

Large sheds, covered barbecue areas, boardwalks and landscaping projects have been completed both at schools and in their 
neighbourhoods, with students learning a wide range of skills including gardening, concreting, bricklaying and fence-building. 
Scout and Girl Guide halls have been restored. Seven schools built billy-carts, racing against each other in a recent derby.

One of the latest projects is to rebuild a shelter at Balnarring beach. On the day The Age visited, Frankston High students were 
enthusiastically drilling and painting, under the supervision of a tradesman and a teacher-counsellor.

Four staff from the financial firm Goldman Sachs JBWere, who had volunteered to help for a day, were also getting their hands 
dirty. The company is one of several corporate sponsors.

Frankston High School teacher Russell Kerr, the program’s founder and chief executive, says it forges relationships between 
students and adults, a link that is missing in many of their lives.

Through practical work, the students become known, feel connected and learn that they have something to offer.

The program works within the school, which is unusual as most principals shift out disengaged or disruptive students.

Mr Kerr says teaching units, ‘’brat camps’’ and other mountain-top experiences tend to be temporary solutions. ‘’Once a student 
returns to their home school, old patterns re-emerge and the student’s journey to the departure lounge continues,’’ he says. 
‘’The challenge for schools and school systems is to invest in programs that keep students in their schools rather than shunting 
them off to some external program.’’

Carrum Downs Secondary principal David Roycroft says his school became involved soon after it opened in 2004, and he has 
since watched the building projects become more complex.

‘’First it was saw horses, then outdoor furniture, then the outdoor education HOL hut, and then an outdoor classroom,’’ he says. 
A landscaped courtyard retreat for teachers is under construction.

‘’This was wasteland,’’ he says, proudly pointing to landscaped areas that are now attractive places for students to sit. But he 
sees the infrastructure as a bonus. It’s the change in the students that has impressed him most.

Mr Roycroft would like the program extended through significant state and federal government funding. He says every school has 
to make difficult decisions about how it allocates resources.

‘’You have to decide if you spend $100,000 of your staffing budget providing Hands on Learning one day a week for 10 kids or 
spend it on, for example, the year 12 physics class.’’

The program is lobbying the Federal Government for funding to run the program in about 60 schools during the next three years.

Running such programs requires tradespeople who are willing to work with troubled teenagers.

Builder Arie Wetsteyn is a furniture maker and boat builder who gave up his business 2½ years ago to work with Carrum Downs 
students. ‘’Initially I was far more focused on giving them skills but I’m now more interested in their personal development. 
These students have had a pretty hard time for various reasons and are struggling.

‘’I have seen good results in kids that others have written off. It’s about taking a personal interest.’’

Some are bullied in school, he says, and a few have been depressed, even suicidal. ‘’Some parents have told me this program 
changed their child’s life. They feel safe here.’’

Mr Wetsteyn has just finished helping the students make windows for the octagonal roof atrium. The standard is lower than that 
expected of a professional builder but the windows will be functional.

‘’It is important not to raise the bar too high. We have to tailor what we do to the kids and make sure they get a sense of 
achievement.’’

And it seems to work. Over the decade 92 per cent of students in hands-on programs have progressed into apprenticeships or 
some form of post-compulsory education.

Year 9 student Levi heard about the program and wanted to join. ‘’It’s good because you do gardening and concreting and 
cooking and bricklaying. I did plastering in the hut.’’

Tommy hasn’t minded digging holes for posts, laying down tan bark or gardening. ‘’It’s fun. I much prefer this to sitting in class.’’

The work may be tiring but, Nathan says, it is his favourite school day. ‘’It breaks up the week.’’

Mr Wetsteyn has a $20,000 yearly budget to cover building costs. ‘’It is run pretty lean.’’

Teacher Rebecca Edwards also works with the students as part of a new pilot program at the school called Hands On Link. Ms 
Edwards works on the students’ literacy and numeracy by devising tasks relevant to the building project. Getting the students to 
calculate the quantities required to bake scones for the team’s morning tea is a classic example.

Ms Edwards recalls one student who rarely spoke and kept his long hair over his eyes to avoid eye contact.

‘’Over the last six months I have seen him blossom. He cut his hair, looks you in the eye and initiates conversation. Each student 
has a particular focus plan, and his was to show that he could contribute to group discussions. It was great to see how the other 
students went out of their way to ask him what he thought.’’

Russell Kerr has worked with such students since the 1970s and has never lost his passion for the job.

He left the family furniture business to teach teenagers in West Heidelberg, and throughout his career he has focused on trying 
to stop disaffected kids from leaving school. Working in London, he was shocked when the school expelled 30 students who 
came from dysfunctional family backgrounds.

‘’I asked the principal why he kicked one student out,’’ and he replied that the student was a thug.

Mr Kerr could not accept this. On returning to Australia, he worked on the year 10 pathways program at Frankston High.

‘’I quickly realised I had to come up with something to stop the students swinging from the chandeliers,’’ he says.

He persuaded a furniture designer to teach the students to make stick furniture.

‘’I was shocked when one kid told me that is the best thing he had ever done at school.’’

Mr Kerr decided to run a practical program to teach students to build a straw-bale hut one day a week. A few staff resisted, but it 
proved a hit with students. Other schools in the area started doing building projects.

A $25,000 corporate scholarship allowed Mr Kerr to look at similar programs in New Zealand, Britain and Italy.

He came back fired up, and has since secured $1 million for the program through Social Ventures Australia, which is supported by 
corporate donors and private philanthropists.

HOL became a not-for-profit harm-prevention charity last year, and Governor-General Quentin Bryce agreed to be its patron after 
visiting one of the programs in Bamaga, in far north Queensland.

Relationships are central to the program’s success and survival. As it expands, Mr Kerr emphasises the need for staff to debrief to 
avoid burn-out.

One day a week the staff meet peers from other schools to get training and support. This is essential, he says, along with a ratio 
of two staff to 10 students.

‘’It is commonplace to see programs start in schools, full of hope, only to collapse a few terms later because the person running 
it has resigned.

It is more expensive to run a program for 10 students with two adults, but many studies have shown that in the long run it is 
much cheaper to have young people re-engaged … than allowing them to exit prematurely.’’

This view is backed by Professor Stephen Lamb, of the Centre for Post-Compulsory Education and Lifelong Learning at the 
University of Melbourne.

He says a common link between the schools with high retention rates included in his report was that they ran programs to 
rebuild teacher-student relationships, had a supportive school culture and tackled the individual needs of students.
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