
Money is needed on the front line, not on reviews or new secretariats.

Most Friday or Saturday nights, my 18-year-old and his friends are on public transport moving between parties and 
nightclubs. Like most parents, I often wake at 2am and get up to check that the hall light is off or that I’ve received a text to 
say he’s crashing at a friend’s house.

I’m probably more paranoid than many, as for the past 18 months I have been writing articles about the numbers of 
disengaged teenagers roaming around our streets.

A year ago my son was a keen skateboarder, catching trains to different city skate parks. He said then that since we moved 
back to Melbourne a few years ago, he had noticed an increase in the number of young men hanging around public areas 
looking for a fight.

I mentioned this in a column on this page last November. So what has been done since then to help the 13 per cent of youth 
aged 15 to 20 who are not working or studying? Very little.

Last week, the state government announced $11 million to help disengaged young people. Yet none of these millions are 
targeted at the troubled teenagers on our streets right now.

The Education Department has held four reviews of the 42 programs for disengaged young people since 2002. Money has 
been spent getting consultants such as KPMG to look at which programs work.

Yet after each inquiry, no money has been forthcoming for programs which researchers, such as Professor Stephen Lamb 
of Melbourne University’s graduate school of education, have deemed effective in keeping at-risk teenagers at school or in 
returning them to education.

The Victorian Association of State Secondary School Principals, the Victorian branch of the Australian Education Union, 
welfare agency Berry Street and alternative education providers are in rare agreement: they say they’re fed up with waiting 
for funding to help desperate young people.

The $11 million will be used to set up a secretariat within the Education Department to co-ordinate links between schools and 
youth services. Committees, with representatives from education and welfare agencies, will be formed in seven regional areas 
to test a co-ordinated approach over three years.

Setting up such a framework is good. But it doesn’t make sense that areas of need such as Melbourne’s northern and western 
suburbs, the Latrobe Valley and Gippsland won’t get co-ordinated services for three years.

The $11 million will also be spent to implement a software program that collates information about a student, including 
external services, in all government schools.

This tool is useful to identify a child’s needs but is meaningless unless more funding is provided for supports such as 
psychologists.

Education Minister Bronwyn Pike said more money for the sector would be announced within weeks. However, she said in an 
interview that she is more interested in policy reform than in funding individual programs.

This doesn’t make sense. We have already watched middlemen take more than their share of the Building the Education 
Revolution funding. Spend the millions on students, not bureaucrats.

Pike said she wanted teachers to ‘’bend over backwards’’ to keep at-risk students in school.

That’s all very well. But, as a former high school teacher, I know firsthand how stretched teachers are. They need more 
specialist help, not only in the classroom but also somewhere to send disruptive students. That’s where programs such as the 
practical building and support program Hands On Learning come into play.

This program, which mostly runs in schools in poor areas, gets no direct funding. Principals struggle to fund it from existing 
budgets. It also seems strange that the 45 high-school dropouts on the waiting list for the Pavilion schools in Preston East and 
Mill Park won’t see any of the $11 million. These young people are outside the system, doing nothing.

Why are they overlooked? It is partly because the Education Department’s policy is to focus on services in schools. If you have 
already fallen through the cracks, tough.

The department is innovative in certain areas, such as in its new school designs. So why not be inclusive and inventive in this 
area?

Premier John Brumby is concerned by the 22 per cent fall in international students beginning study in Victoria’s education 
sector in July.

Simon Marginson, professor of higher education at Melbourne University, says the 80 per cent fall in Indian students 
beginning study in July is due to tougher visa conditions but also to the furore surrounding attacks on international students.

Educators and welfare agencies who work with at-risk teenagers know that some of their students or clients were implicated 
in some of the violence. It is tempting to label them as hoodlums.

In fact, I’ve come to realise that they are young people with the same aspirations as my son and his friends, but who haven’t 
had the same advantages or the help that they need.
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