Programs for troubled youth forgotten in school funding

| TIS clear from the front

| pages of newspapers most
| | days that there is a problem
I with groups of disengaged
young people coming into the
city on weekends to get drunk
and cause trouble. On a personal
level, it'salso hard toignore.

My teenage son, who is a
keen skateboarder, catches
trains most weekends to differ-
ent city skate parks. He says that
since we moved back to Mel-
bourne three years ago, he has
noticed an increase in the num-
ber of young men hanging
around stations and public areas
looking for a fight.

What can be done? Plenty. As
an education writer, I have writ-
ten about three programsin the
past year designed to give those
same young people practical
skills and a sense of connection.
The dedicated staff who run the
programs are desperate for more
funds so that they can help more
young people who are not work-
ing or studying.
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Dedicated staff need
support to help save
teenagers most at risk.

teacher Russell Kerr set up
Hands On Learning 10 years ago.
It's a scheme in which a trades-
man works with the teenagers at
most risk of dropping out of
school. Teachers and school
counsellors help run the pro-
gram, which hasled to hundreds
of building projects in some of
the poorest parts of Victoria.
Teenagers have built recre-
ation huts on school grounds,
renovated scout halls and shel-

ters and have landscaped com-
munity areas. Staffin the 16
Victorian schools that offer the
program say it has given trou-
bled teenagers, many with learn-
ing difficulties and with serious
problems at home, a sense of
accomplishment and belonging.
Principals, such as David
Roycroft of Carrum Downs Sec-
ondary College, speak highly of
the results.

Russell Kerr rang me recently,
frustrated and dispirited. He
can't believe that millions of dol-
lars of federal and state money
are being spent on school build-
ings, yet his program struggles to
get funding.

Across town, teacher Brendan
Murray urgently needs a port-
able classroom to cater to the 80
high school drop-outs who are
turning up at the rundown soc-
cer pavilion in West Heidelberg
where he and five other teachers
and social workers run a return-
to-school program.

The Department of Educa-
tion turned down a request for a

portable classroom last week,
partly on a technicality. The
Pavilion runs as an off-site cam-
pus of Banksia-La Trobe Second-
ary College, and while the school
does not qualify for a portable
classroom based on its enrol-
ment numbers, the Pavilion
urgently needs one.

At present, the teenagers who
come to the small premises can
only be offered four hours a

& These young people will not
return to a mainstream
campus to complete school. ¥

week of literacy, numeracy and
other classes, with staff making
up a school day by taking stu-
dents to community courses
such as boxing, parenting and
horticulture.

These young people willnot
return to amainstream campus
to complete high school. Most
were expelled from school and
have not studied or worked for a

long time. Some have just been
released from prison. Many have
learning difficulties, drug and
alcohol problems, and either
have problems at home or are
homeless.

Over the past three years,
Murray's team has sought them
out in shopping malls and per-
suaded them to have another go
atlearning. Itis not surprising
then that he was awarded Vic-
toria’s top secondaryteaching
award this year.

What is surprising is that he
hasn't got that portable class-
room. If the Education Depart-
ment can't find one, then
perhaps one of the independent
schools receiving millions of
dollars in federalfunding for
new buildings could donate one
of their old ones.

Murray is hoping to set up
another centre in Epping next
year to help cater to growing
demand, but more money is
urgently needed.

When he set up the Pavilion,
helooked at LinkUp, a program

run at an off-site city campus for
disengaged young people, which
is part of Ballarat Secondary Col-
lege. In the past four years, Link-
Up ha¥ had great success with
the vocational and other courses
it offers. Hundreds of young peo-
ple who used to hang around
Ballarat's takeaway outlets all
day are now studying. But it, too,
struggles to meet demand on
limited funding,

Both the LinkUp and Hands
On Learning programs were
recognised in a recent University
of Melbourne study to be highly
successful.

We may have a problem with
some of our disaffected young
people, but there are tried-and-
true programs that can help.
Education ministers Julia Gillard
and Bronwyn Pike should give
these programs the money they
deserve rather than spending all
the stimulus package on school
halls and the like.

Denise Ryan is deputy editor of the
Monday education seection.



