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Government yet to learn
the lesson on troubled teens
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It’s puzzling when school halls are given higher priority than students.

“Teenager shot on street in Brunswick’’, “Teens charged over robbery, bashing rampage”. Recent headlines say it
all. We have a problem with some of our young people, and the tragedy is that in most cases these incidents are
preventable if we, as a society, pay more attention to the needs of the most disadvantaged.

Without commenting on individual cases, those who work with troubled teenagers know that problems often arise
because the teenagers are disengaged - that is, they are struggling at school or have dropped out.

The reasons may include abuse or neglect, frustration related to a learning difficulty, or drug or alcohol problems.

These teenagers present as tough but are often very vulnerable. We have existing programs comprising dedicated
teachers, social workers and police officers who recognise this and are helping them stay at school or to go on to
further study.

At a time when the education sector has been flush with federal funding for new school halls and the like, it’s a
disgrace that programs for troubled teenagers are under-resourced.

Some of Victoria’s 42 alternative education programs have been assessed by academics and researchers at the Royal
Children’s Hospital as being highly effective.

Yet they can’t get adequate funding. Why aren’t the 45 teenagers on the waiting list for the Pavilion school for high
school dropouts in Preston East getting any help?

Education Minister Bronwyn Pike recently announced $11 million to help disengaged teenagers. The money will be
used to set up a secretariat in the department to oversee committees to be established in seven regional areas. The
committees will investigate ways to forge better links between schools, police and welfare agencies.

Those who work in the sector are mystified by this, particularly as the western and northern suburbs of Melbourne
(where youth unemployment is extremely high) have been left out of the trial.

Operation Newstart is a scheme operating in seven areas of Victoria that is having success in preventing teenagers
dropping out of school. It’s an intensive program run for at-risk young people by a police officer, a teacher and
community agencies.

Victoria Police pays for the police officer but schools in most areas are forced to fund the teacher from existing
budgets.

Why set up a secretariat and committees when there is an existing scheme that independent researchers say is
effective but lacks funding?

Professor John Smyth, co-author of a new book Hanging in with Kids in Hard Times and a researcher at Ballarat
University, is perplexed by Pike’s priorities.

“The $11 million is likely to be wasted when there are so many young people needing help now. There is no doubt that
if we don’t fund these programs, those young people will end up lying around, in prison or dead,” he says.

Smyth says the department is reluctant to fund existing alternative education programs. “Bureaucrats try to measure
and calibrate this and that and you end up in la-la land. We [academic researchers] know you can measure outcomes
by looking at the changes in teenagers’ lives.”

If the state government won’t fund programs such as Hands On Learning (a practical building and support program for
at-risk youth), what can we do?

After puzzling over this, | offer a solution that may appeal to middle-aged women (myself included) who worry about
their offspring on the streets on a Saturday night.

We have to get federal Education Minister Peter Garrett to do a benefit concert in Melbourne to raise money to fund
these programs. | know lots of women who have had a crush on Garrett since puberty and would pay a fortune to see
him perform. Many saw him in action at the bushfire benefit concert at the MCG. | am not sure if Bronwyn Pike can
sing, but perhaps she can do back-up vocals.

If this sounds too undignified, then there is a less interesting alternative: government funding for programs to help lost
teenagers.

Denise Ryan is an Age education writer.
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