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Other people’s children
also deserve an education
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It shouldn’t be difficult to find more money for less privileged schools.

Teacher Brendan Murray made a public plea last November for someone to donate a portable classroom so
that he could help high school drop-outs wanting to study at an alternative school program he and a small
team of teachers and social workers have been running in Heidelberg West.

Asked last week if any school had responded to his request to help teenagers in one of the most
disadvantaged areas of Melbourne, he looked downcast. “No,” he replied.

That seems extraordinary. Schools have never had it so good. Millions of dollars are flowing to state and
independent primary and secondary schools. Yet not one school offered to help or to donate one of its old
portables. No doubt they will end up in a paddock in Kyneton or one of the other graveyards for old school
buildings.

Murray has run the Pavilion school program for three years from rundown changing rooms in the former
Olympic village. More than 80 young people who were previously not working or studying turn up on a
rotational basis to a venue that can only comfortably cater for 12. The teenagers share toilets with cricket
players who use the adjacent room.

The Education Department saw fit to award Murray its outstanding secondary teacher award for 2009, yet
it failed to find his program suitable premises for three years. The federal government also knew about the
program, awarding it a Closing the Gap award for its work with indigenous students.

Following recent publicity about the Pavilion’s plight, the Education Department offered it rooms in the
former Preston East Primary School. This is a wonderful outcome.

But it is only a start. Another program for disadvantaged teenagers that urgently needs help is Hands
On Learning. High schools have to run this program outside their budget, and this year schools such as
Mornington Secondary College and Monterey Secondary College can’t afford it.

Mornington Secondary principal Sarah Burns says her most challenging students are devastated that this
“absolutely brilliant”” program, where tradesmen and specialist teachers worked with them on practical
building projects, can no longer run. She is not sure how she can prevent them from dropping out of school
this year.

More alternative school programs are needed to offer education to the 13 per cent of people aged 15 to 20
who are not studying or working. In its 2008 report, the Foundation for Young Australians calculated that
200,000 people fit this category. It’s not hard to find them. These are the young people you see hanging
around Melbourne’s shopping centres and stations, bored and often getting into trouble.

There seems to be a disconnect, where the link between these disaffected young people and crime is not
recognised. Sure, more police might help, but what about dealing with the underlying problem of hundreds
of young people who would love a chance to rebuild their lives and learn, even if their literacy levels are low
and they may first have to deal with problems such as substance abuse?

At a time when the education system is flush with money, it seems timely to suggest that parent groups and
staff in every school that received funding should sit down and work out how to help less fortunate schools.

A friend told me recently about the reaction when she suggested at a Parent Teacher Association meeting
at her child’s state primary school that it might use some of the $90,000 raised in the school fete to help
a disadvantaged school - she was met with an uncomfortable silence. When she raised it again at the next
meeting, she was firmly asked to drop the issue. | hear that school has just bought a baby grand piano.

Those who work with troubled teenagers see it so clearly: To have a safe society, everyone must look out for
the most needy. You can’t protect your own children when there are other children on the street desperate
for help.

Denise Ryan is an Age senior education writer.
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