wOorkvenTtures

Stepping UP with IT Skills

Microsoft’s Authorised Refurbisher (MAR) program provides computer refurbisher Workventures with the
platform to teach IT skills to economically and socially disadvantaged individuals

Walk into the Sydney ITec facility in the industrial suburb of Mascot, and it looks much as you would expect
for a computer refurbishment enterprise: large warehouse stacked high with huge cardboard boxes of
computers ready for shipment; packaging and shipping room; and the refurbishment workshop itself, with
monitors, keyboards and components neatly arranged around workstations. One thing you might take
special note of inside the facility is an atmosphere that can only be created by happy employees doing a
job they enjoy. This is the enterprise arm of the WorkVentures Group — a Microsoft Authorised
Refurbisher (MAR), supported with low cost Microsoft software. These computers are bound for
disadvantaged individuals and NGOs.

Many of the employees also come from the ranks of the physically, economically or socially disadvantaged.
They’re here to learn marketable IT skills. It’s all part of the WorkVentures program.

One of those employees is Wayne, a young Aboriginal man who is now working on a one-year traineeship
with WorkVentures at the MAR facility. Wayne was raised in nearby Redfern, notorious for high Indigenous
health, education and housing problems; and, of course, the concomitant problems of unemployment,
drug and alcohol abuse, and crime. Wayne was a product of this environment. He was not inspired to take
advantage of what education he was offered, and along with many of his friends, dropped out of school as
soon as he could — at year 9. His lack of education, and particularly literacy and numeracy skills, meant he
couldn’t get a job. He spent much of his time listening to music, drinking and committing minor offences
with his mates — going nowhere fast.

But Wayne had the insight to know that his future was not looking bright, so he sought help at
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WorkVentures, hoping they could help him with his literacy problems. He struck it lucky when
WorkVentures recognised his potential and referred him to Job Network Indigenous Youth Worker Joash
Minniecon .

Joash was the perfect mentor for Wayne. Although his dad is an Indigenous Pastor, Joash had, as he put it,
“fallen into bad habits” when he moved to Sydney at the age of 15. “I did some stupid things,” he says,
“and that gave me some insight into what
it’s like for young, urban Aborigines.”
After awhile he went to Cairns to be with
some of his family, where he
“straightened out”. “All my cousins were
working,” he says, “so | thought | should
look for a job too.” Eventually Joash came
back to Sydney with a new perspective. “I
realised that these young Indigenous kids
were lost because they had lost their
culture. Then there’s the media only
focussing on bad stuff,” he observes, “so
these young people have little sense of
identity or self worth. There’s little or no
work history in the family. They have no
role models. No social role models. No employment role models. They basically have nothing to do and
no motivation. They drop out of school, then there’s not much except drink or drugs, and turning to crime.
| was lucky. All my aunties and uncles and cousins worked, so | had that background.”

Before joining WorkVentures as an Indigenous Youth Employment Consultant (IYEC) Joash had worked for
nine years selling computers at Harvey Norman. He came to believe that “If you don’t know computers
you can’t get anywhere in life.” When he began working at Job Network he was keen to involve his youth
clients in IT training. “l saw computers as a way out,” he says. “These young people are screaming out for
jobs, but they’re not given a chance. They rock up to employers and are immediately rejected. Then you
wonder why they do bad things.”

Joash knew that employment is the key to escaping the education drop-out / drink / dole cycle. He also
knew that ‘Indigenous people are good at practical things — these kids need to learn something practical —
that they can use in the real world. They can understand and pick up IT really quickly.” For him, IT skills
were a perfect fit for disenfranchised Aboriginal kids.

Joash identified Wayne, among several other young Aborigines, as having potential to move forward in
their lives. His father had recently passed away, and he was disengaged but knew he had to make a
positive move in his life. He accepted Joash’s invitation to join a pilot group of ten young people in the
newly established WorkVentures computer refurbishment training program in its Sydney ITEC MAR
workshop.
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“He was a quick learner,” says Joash. The pilot program involved a one week hardware workshop where,
“basically,” explains Joash, “they learn about what how a computer operates and how to repair the
hardware of a computer if it breaks down, It’s basic things like cables, power supplies, hard disc,
memory...the practical operation of hardware.” Joash was surprised and delighted when Wayne began
turning up every day. On time! Even though he had to get up early to catch a bus to the workshop. Joash
saw this as a real turning point. Wayne was demonstrating his commitment.

At the end of the first week the class was given a practical exam. Wayne passed. Along with the others
who had passed, Wayne was then given a computer to take home for a month. This was a time when they
could, on their own, explore what they had learned and use the practical knowledge they had gained in the
course. Wayne used the time to find out more about how computers work by taking his computer apart
and putting it back together, exploring the Internet, and learning software programs. He was proud to be
able to impress his family and friends with his new skills.

After the month gap, the students came back, and if their computers were still working, they were invited
to a second week of workshop training. “They learned to load Window from scratch,” explains Joash, “as
well as Microsoft Office, Outlook, Publisher; they learned to do updates and register software and anti-
viruses, do system restoring...that sort of thing.”

Wayne impressed Joash with his basic talent for the work, but mostly for his changed attitude and sense of
responsibility. “Wayne actually rocked up on time [7:00am]. The biggest hurdle with these kids is showing
up regularly and on time. This is something totally out of their realm. But Wayne did it every day. It really
opened my eyes. | mean, he wasn’t getting any money at all for it.” Joash and WorkVentures were so
impressed with Wayne that he was offered the one-year traineeship, after he successfully completed 2
weeks work experience.

Wayne is now one of the cheerful workers in the refurbishment workshop at Sydney ITEC. His future?
“Maybe he will work up to Supervisor,” says Joash. “But he could actually go out to work in regional
centres to teach others —to be a role model. | think that might appeal to him —to help other kids like
himself step up like he has; to be a proud Indigenous person like he is now; and to use their natural skills to
join the IT world. I’'m very proud of him. Now he has a career path —the only one in his family who's done
that. It's a testament to what can be achieved with these bright and willing young people.”

For more information:

WorkVentures - http://www.workventures.com.au/index.htm

Microsoft Authorised Refurbisher (MAR) program - http://www.mar.partners.extranet.microsoft.com/APAC.aspx
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