
EDUCATORS and welfare agencies have condemned the state government for failing to give 
programs that help high school dropouts and at-risk youth some of the $11 million in extra 
funding for disengaged youths announced last week.

State school principals, the Australian Education Union, welfare agencies and key alternative 
education providers are in rare agreement. They say they fear the extra funding announced 
by Premier John Brumby will go on bureaucracy and that none will reach the neediest young 
people.

Education Minister Bronwyn Pike said the $11 million would be used to establish a secretariat 
within the Education Department to co-ordinate the links between schools and youth services. 
Committees, with representatives from education and welfare agencies, will be formed in seven 
regional areas to trial a co-ordinated approach to helping young people over the next three 
years.

She also pledged to provide more money for disengaged youth within weeks, but said she 
favoured policy reform over increased funding of alternative education programs.

Brian Burgess, the president of the Victorian Association of State Secondary Principals, said the 
funding was welcome but inadequate and overdue. ‘’If $11 million - which is peanuts - and a 
policy framework is all we get, then I am very disappointed.’’

Mr Burgess said the sector had been chronically under-funded for years: ‘’We need direct 
funding for programs like Hands On Learning, but also more for more social workers, 
psychologists and other support staff in schools.’’

Those working in the sector say they’re mystified as to why at-risk teenagers in the northern and 
western suburbs of Melbourne, Gippsland and Latrobe Valley are not part of the trial.

The $11 million will also be spent to roll out a software program that brings together all the 
information about a student. Educators say this mapping tool is useful in establishing a child’s 
needs, but is pointless unless extra funding for specialist help is provided.

AEU Victorian president Mary Bluett said programs such as Hands On Learning, which operates 
in 23 high schools, giving the most disruptive and needy students a practical building and 
support program one day a week, must receive direct funding rather than be funded from 
existing budgets.

Marg Hamley, the director of services at Berry Street, said areas such as the Latrobe Valley 
should be included in the pilot scheme. She also called for a viable funding model for Hands On 
Learning and the Pavilion schools for for teenage dropouts.

Pavilion schools founder Brendan Murray said he cannot meet running costs and the waiting list 
has jumped from 20 teenagers last year to 45 this year, despite an expanded program from 68 
high school dropouts last year to 126 this year. ‘’There is massive demand and we can’t meet it. 
Inquiries keep flooding in.’’

Russell Kerr, the founder of Hands On Learning, said thousands of young people were desperate 
for help but schools couldn’t afford to run the program. ‘’Their need is urgent. The Education 
Department has a helicopter view and won’t spend money on the actual teenagers.’’
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