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Hands On needs a hand
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People are alarmed by violence on our streets but the solution may already be at hand. It just needs
more support, says Denise Ryan

Who is attacking Indian students and other commuters on the trains at night? While some of the
perpetrators have not been found, welfare agencies and educators who work with troubled teenagers
know that some of their clients and former students are among the likely culprits.

And they believe they know how to reduce the violence: put in place opportunities that get potential
troublemakers off the streets and into education and jobs.

Sound simple? Well, it shouldn’t be too difficult as in-school programs are in place for difficult teenagers
who are about to drop out of school and to support those who have already left.

The number of young Australians who have dropped out, and aren’t working or studying, is scary.

More than 200,000 -- or 13 per cent -- of people aged 15 to 20 are essentially doing very little, according
to a 2008 report by the Foundation for Young Australians. No wonder child protection, youth justice and
other agencies have hundreds of young people that they want to refer to programs such as the Pavilion
schools for teenage drop-outs.

The Education Department paid consultants KPMG to conduct a review of alternative education
programs in Victoria last year. Let’s hope when the report is made public, the department decides to
provide more funding.

Unfortunately it will be too late for some of the needy young people around Frankston. It’s hard to
believe that Mornington Secondary College’s most challenging students have almost finished building a
meeting hut (it’s bigger and more impressive than you can imagine) but can’t complete it because the
school doesn’t have the funds to pay the tradesman/teacher who works with them.

Mornington, like 22 other high schools, runs a program called Hands On Learning, where students
who are at risk of dropping out can work with a tradesman and support staff for a few days a week on
practical building projects.

These teenagers love the program, and there are hundreds of scout halls and other public buildings that
have been given a facelift by Hands On teams over the past decade.

Monterey Secondary College in Frankston North has also had to axe Hands On Learning, and Mount Erin
Secondary College is still trying to figure out how to fund it. Many schools cannot afford to fund it from
their existing budget because it requires a ratio of two staff to 10 students.

The Education Department’s response to the schools’ predicament has been disappointing. “The
department had no plans to alter the funding arrangements for schools wanting to run the program,”’ a
spokeswoman said last week.

Let’s hope KPMG’s report persuades Education Minister Bronwyn Pike to change her mind. Clearly the
prospect of a bunch of frustrated teenagers from Frankston hanging around Flinders Street Station
doesn’t seem to be cause for alarm.
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