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Sticks and stones build good hones

The creator of ‘learning by doing’ has done so much for
troubled schoolkids over the years

Matt Johnston

When Hands on Learning founder Russell Kerr began teaching more than five decades ago, he wanted to do things
differently.

After landing a job at Macleod Technical School, he rounded up a group of year 8 kids - some of who were disengaged in
the classroom - for a week-long tandem bike ride to Lake Eppalock, near Bendigo.

“There were no cars or backup support; just the gym teacher, Jimmy Roberts, and me, with 20 kids and 10 tandem bikes
with all our stuff on the back rattling around,” he said.

“We didn't camp, we just slept out on the roadside.

“Those kids were still talking about that years later; in fact, one of them rang me last year - he was 63 - and said he read
about what I'd done with Hands on Learning, and then he started talking about the bike ride.”

Hands on Learning, an education program based on “learning by doing”, was developed by Kerr in the late 1990s at
Frankston High School.

Its aim was to create connections for students at-risk of dropping out or being kicked out, and began when a dozen kids
ventured into the bush with Kerr to build stick furniture with a creative Austrian artisan.

Today, it is taught at 140 schools across Australia. A recent analysis shows it has boosted grades of participants and gets
teens into jobs and further study.
Kerr describes its success in more simple terms.

“The kids will say, ‘That’s the day a week | can breathe’.

Now 75, Kerr said he recently reflected on how his own upbringing and school experience shaped his life’'s work in
education.

DODGING THE PIG PRODDER
As a student at Carey Grammar in the 1960s, Kerr tended to drift off during lessons.

One of his teachers employed shock tactics - literally - to try to force him to stay alert.

“l was daydreaming, so as a joke he got a kid with the pointiest shoes to come and sit behind me to kick me in the butt.
Then he brought in a pig prodder,” he said.

“I've now recognised why | didn’t engage well in school, because | was dissociated.”
That feeling of being disconnected from the world was due to what Kerr said were “attachment issues”.

His mother Ada had polio when he was six months old and spent years away from home getting treatment that included an
iron lung.

Kerr's father, Alan, was “a very active energetic guy who ran a furniture company” and a member of an evangelical Christian
church — both of which made great demands on his time.

As a child, Alan Kerr had been taught “hands on” skills by his grandfather at home but missed huge chunks of formal
education due to illness.

Kerr said he received few of those practical skills directly from his father, but his father did model qualities of resilience,
determination, fairness and “good judgment”.

He had a healthy sense of adventure and loved the outdoors, once hitchhiking to Far North Queensland with a friend at the
age of 16, riding in 62 cars and spending just $11 on food while sleeping under the stars.

But at school he struggled with some classes, and recalled a teacher who knew of his algebra woes asking him to solve
problems on the blackboard.

“Looking back now, | can see how | kept smiling on the outside and being part of the class’s entertainment, while remaining
unaware of my real feelings,” he said.

“l can see how some of these school experiences gave me an innate understanding of disengaged students and why |
desired to provide some more connection to learning for them, that | know would have helped me.

“Here | am at 75, processing, looking back and reflecting ... maybe that’s why | started working with those really ‘hard to get
to’ kids."

MISSING KEYS AND RACING PIGEONS
The family furniture business was growing strongly when Kerr finished secondary school, but it didn’t interest him as a
career.

“l think | wanted to go and help kids ... | think that came out of my own needs and my desire for connection.”
Despite never mastering algebra he embarked on a career that he once thought was the “last thing | would do” - teaching.

On his first day at La Trobe University in Bundoora, he spotted a student walking across the oval in a miniskirt and orange
shoes.

“l stopped her and said, ‘Do you want a ride?”” he said with a laugh. That student, Joan, would become his wife of 53 years
and counting, and the most important relationship of his life.

The unstructured nature of university appealed to Kerr, who found time to fix up cars on Fridays - at the expense of
passing economics - and play in the uni footy team.

He “doorknocked” for a teaching job at Macleod Technical School in 1972 and was warmly welcomed, and was promptly
given all the “ratbag” kids - some of who went on his tandem bike tour to Lake Eppalock.

To engage kids at school he developed other camps and special excursions, which were later funded by the Whitlam
government.

“One visit to the local Renault car manufacturer in West Heidelberg resulted in six sets of ignition keys mysteriously
disappearing, on another excursion to a factory in Thomastown a pair of racing pigeons went missing from a neighbouring
property and were later discovered in the boot of my car,” Russell said.

He held pizza nights for students, who listened to Cat Stevens and talked about life, and stuck up for pupils against
aggressive or dismissive teachers, including a young boy called Maurice who he took under his wing.

Maurice, who was kicked out of school despite Kerr's best efforts, recently invited his former teacher to lunch at a
Frankston pub and revealed he was a successful engineer and a multi-millionaire.

“He told me that the trust that he'd received from me stood him in good stead for all his life,” he said.

“He reflects on that, about being believed in by someone. It's quite amazing, you don't realise you have had that sort of
impact.”

MOVING AND GROWING

At the time he began teaching, Kerr decided to leave the Anglican church he had grown up in. “Around this time in the
1970s there was a real rise of people seeking a more modern expression of religion and a greater sense of community in
their churches, this is what we were looking for too,” he said.

This resulted in the decision to relocate nearer this church community in Glen Iris, and leave Macleod Tech.

“This commitment to the church community was hard to explain and even harder to understand for some of my teaching
friends. | copped a lot of flak at the school,” Kerr said.

Kerr discovered team teaching at Kingswood College, which he enjoyed for three years, before the church asked him to
rebuild a failing church community in Brisbane where he was “sort of the pastor”.

Kerr said his friend, Reverend Tim Costello, jokes that he's still the pastor of the local tennis club in Frankston, where he is
president.

After a “wonderful” 10 years in Brisbane, the Kerr family - by now including four children - returned to Melbourne; but
soon moved again, to London, to lead a church community and teach.

While teaching in London, Kerr watched the UK roll out a new system where schools were effectively “graded”.
“What happened then was ... the principal kicked out all the kids that were ‘bad’’ he said.

Kerr remembered trying to keep a student called Jimmy in school despite the principal declaring him a “thug” he wanted
out.

“I said, Jimmy's dad is an alcoholic, and he doesn't have a mum. No one feeds him much, and he is illiterate. He's not a thug,
he is pretty disadvantaged’’ he said.

“The principal said, ‘No, he's a thug, and he’s going””’

BACK TO HIS ROOTS

After returning to Australia to support his elderly parents on the Mornington Peninsula, Kerr door-knocked for work again,
and was welcomed by Frankston High.

“The principal gave me a job looking after the kids that were disengaging from school,” he said.
“I worked with a friend of mine and we team-taught, we did everything under the sun with these kids.”
Kerr said he racked his brain trying to think of new ideas of engagement, and decided to go “back to my roots”.

He called an old designer from his father’s furniture business, Frank Wimmer, and asked if he would demonstrate making
stick furniture.

Wimmer lived in Warburton and agreed to help, taking the students into the forest to test sticks for strength and source
material.

At home in his sun-drenched garden, the Austrian artisan showed the teenagers and teachers how to use old shaving
horses and other “hands on” equipment.

“The kids were all just into it, making wooden legs for stools and seats and putting them together,” Kerr said.
On the bus home, students described it as the “best thing we've ever done”.

“It just sort of hit me that it was learning by doing.

“These kids were sick of being talked to, talked at; schools are full of people talking at you.

“Also, with support they could do it, and often the messages at school were negative or they thought they couldn’t do
things.”

HANDS ON LEARNING

Kerr's next project was found after he and John Eldridge, who became one of the founding Hands on Learning artisan
teachers, took students “mudding” on the Mornington Peninsula; part of an exercise to build a straw bale hut.

After seeing the kids thrive again, he took a proposal to the principal for regular “hands on” lessons for small groups. He
spoke to education experts who advised him to take in a variety of age groups to allow older students to care for younger
ones and to create a mix of skill-sets.

The aim was to keep kids connected to school, but Kerr said the emotional connections and support were just as important
as the physical learning.

The problem as Kerr saw it was that schools had become too narrow and were “making it the kid’s fault” for struggling to
adapt to that structure.

“What's happened over the 25 years ... is the schools got narrower rather than more expansive,” he said.

“Particularly with Covid and more kids just disconnecting. The emotional needs of kids are more and more exposed and
Hands on Learning is more and more effective.”

The Myer Foundation and the Education Foundation were big early supporters, and $11,000 was raised in 1999 to buy
mud and straw to build a hut that still stands proudly at Frankston High School.

Dozens of philanthropists chipped in to get other projects off the ground, with local construction jobs - from fixing fences
to literally building bridges - now part of the brief to boost community connections.

In 2017, the program became part of Save The Children Australia and is run in 140 schools in Victoria, NSW, Queensland
and Tasmania, with WA next.

Independent analysis of the program in 2021 showed that before participating in Hands on Learning, 49 per cent of
students said they didn't feel included at school, compared to 72 per cent afterwards.

A whopping 97 per cent of parents said their children became more job-ready, while 50 per cent said their children’s grades
improved.

Perhaps most significantly, 95 per cent of participants have stayed in school and “finish well”, meaning they transition to
work or study.
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Off the record

First job and pay
Holiday job at my dad’s furniture factory assembling rattan shell chairs. | was paid $2 a day!

If you weren’t doing this job, what would you be doing?
Playing more tennis.

Five people you'd invite to a dinner party (dead or alive)

1. Archie Roach, my favourite musician and a beautiful human being.

2. My grandfather, | never knew him and | would love to hear his story

3. Desmond Tutu, an inspiring leader

4. Tim Winton, an inspiring storyteller

5. Gabor Mate, a person with a deep understanding of what makes us tick

Book everyone should read
What Happened To You, by Bruce Perry and Oprah Winfrey

If you could live anywhere in the world besides here, where would it be?
Nothing comes close to Frankston Beach on a warm day, but | could be tempted by Yamba
Beach in Northern NSW on a cold Victorian day.

First concert, dream concert (dead or alive)

My first concert was my first date with my life partner Joanie, we saw Acker Bilk play at
Melbourne Town Hall. My dream concert would be to see the amazing Archie Roach at the
Port Fairy Folk Festival.

Most inspirational living person
My kind, curious, loving, caring partner.

What advice would you give your 18-year-old self?
Hey Russ, stop driving that old car so fast!

First car, current car, dream car

1. 1957 FE Holden, | bought it for $120!

2. 2008 Audi A3 Diesel, a very economical car
3. 1967 Austin Healey 3000

One thing people didn’t know about you/hidden talent
| am a talented window cleaner, well trained by a fastidious mother!

Best and worst birthday present you've ever received
Best: A Hobie Kayak as a 60th birthday gift from my family, perfect
Worst: Hankies from my grandmother when | was 10.

Rainy day TV binge
Ted Lasso

Song you get pumped up to
Archie Roach and Uncle Jack singing We Won't Cry

Death row last meal
Pork chops with apple sauce

Biggest career regret
No regrets. I'm really proud to have dedicated my life to helping kids learn.

Best piece of advice you've received
Listen more, speak less.

This year I'm most looking forward to...
Seeing the Hands On Learning program expand into even more schools across Australia.

The one thing I'd love to change about Victoria/Victorians
| strongly feel that we should ban online gambling.

The one thing I love the most about Victoria/Victorians.
Their willingness to roll up their sleeves and practically care for one another in times of
trouble. That, and the fact we are the “Education State.”
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