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Abstract: Education is an important protective factor in preventing involvement in crime. For those young 
people that enter the youth justice system, and especially youth justice centres, education is a critical, but 
infrequently explored part of their time in custody following generally disrupted schooling experiences. There 
are currently six youth justice centres in New South Wales, Australia. Each of these centres have an Education 
and Training Unit which are schools funded by and staffed with Department of Education personnel. There 
is evidence that young people accessing these schools regard them very positively. However, this article, 
drawing on publicly available information, raises questions about how best the significant resources invested 
in these schools can be deployed. Greater flexibility in forms and modes of educational delivery, as well as 
in school day and year arrangements would better reflect the dynamic nature of these environments and the 
needs of young people. Moreover, much greater understanding of post-detention educational and employment 
outcomes of young people leaving youth justice centres is needed to determine the success of significant in-
vestments in these schools.   
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The Positive Effects of Education on Youth Crime 
 Research investigating the nexus between education and crime is generally divisible into two categories: 
literature focusing on longer-term outcomes associated with educational attainment and subsequent criminal 
activity; and literature focusing on the contemporaneous relationship between education and crime. In the 
former camp, a number of researchers have found that poor school attainment is negatively correlated with 
desistance from crime (see Keys Young Pty Ltd., 1997; Sullivan, 2004). For example, a study undertaken in Ed-
inburgh (McAra & McVie, 2010) found that exclusion from school was the second most significant factor for 
determining whether a young person would stop offending (also see Arcia, 2006; Hemphill et al., 2017). Simi-
larly, the New South Wales Advocate for Children and Young People (ACYP) reported detailed findings from 
consultations with children and young people in youth detention in New South Wales (NSW) between 2015 
and 2019 and noted that the “vast majority of…young people raised the issue of long and multiple suspensions” 
during which they came into conflict with the law (2019, p. 6). More generally, research has found that poor 
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school performance and attainment is one of the strongest predictors of delinquency (Geib et al., 2011; Henry, 
Knight & Thornberry, 2012; Lyche, 2013; Rosenbaum, 2020). 
 A number of studies have assessed the impact of compulsory education on crime by examining the 
effects of raising the school leaving age (SLA) on engagement in criminal behaviour. For example, Anderson 
(2014) assessed the impact of a raised SLA in the United States (US) on juvenile arrest rates and found that the 
raised SLA was significantly correlated with higher rates of property and violent crime arrest rates for young 
people aged 16 to 18. Jha (2021) similarly examined the effect of a mandated increase in compulsory education 
on criminal activity in NSW but found that the increased SLA reduced aggregate incidents of property crime 
by 19 percent for offenders aged 15 to 17 years. 
 Research exploring the contemporaneous effect of education on crime point to its potential to incapac-
itate would-be young offenders by occupying them in educational as opposed to criminal activities. Farrington 
et al. (1986) and Witte and Tauchen (1994) found that time spent in school is associated with lower levels of 
criminal engagement. Jacob and Lefgren (2003) and Luallen (2006) found a reduction in rates of property 
crime, but not violent crime on days that school was in session. Billings and Phillips (2017) conversely found 
that ‘teacher in-service days’ or in-session school days lead to a reduction in violent crime. Moreover, Billings 
and Phillips (2017) found this effect to be magnified for schools populated with more high crime-risk students 
compared to schools with low crime-risk students. Berthelon and Kruger (2011) assessed the impact of com-
pulsory education on crime by examining the effects of extending the school day on municipal juvenile crime 
rates in Chile and found a reduction in rates of juvenile crime. Common among these studies is the idea that 
school keeps young people occupied and reduces opportunity and time available to commit crimes. In a cus-
todial setting, engagement in learning and education may similarly reduce incidents of disruption or violence 
that result from boredom and inactivity. 
 What emerges from the above discussion is the significance of the schooling environment for design 
and implementation of educational programs and intervention strategies for delinquent youth. Both inside 
and outside of a custodial environment, schooling can neutralise factors that negatively impact the trajectory 
of young people’s lives. For example, Richardson et al. (2008) argue that the many aspects of family dysfunc-
tion, peer influence, leisure time activity and socioeconomics that cumulatively heighten (or mitigate) risk for 
delinquency are counterbalanced by positive schools and teachers. 
 Turning now to youth justice centres (YJCs) in NSW, we will explore the impact of schools on young 
people in detention and how circumstances have changed quite significantly in recent years, necessitating 
changes to the approaches adopted in these schools.

Youth Justice Centres in New South Wales
 In Australia, when a young person aged between 10 and 18 years is charged with an offence and bail 
is refused, they can be held in a YJC on remand or as an unsentenced detainee in custody until finalisation of 
their matter in court. For youth who have been found guilty of a criminal offence, one of the sentencing options 
available to courts is to sentence the young person to a period of detention; known in NSW as a control order. 
 Youth Justice NSW (YJNSW), under the Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ), operates six 
YJCs throughout NSW (see Table 1 for an overview of the YJCs). Each YJC contains an Education and Training 
Unit (ETU) or school operated by the NSW Department of Education. Generally, the six YJCs cater for differ-
ent groups of young people. Frank Baxter, Cobham and Reiby YJCs service the greater Sydney metropolitan 
area, while Acmena, Orana and Riverina YJCs are based in regional NSW locations. Across the six YJCs, there 
are a total of 410 beds. Cobham and Frank Baxter YJCs are the largest centres in the state with capacity to 
house up to 105 and 120 young people respectively. Reiby YJC is the only centre that houses female detainees 
on a long-term basis, while the other centres occasionally hold female detainees for short stays when required. 
Some YJCs cater to young people considered a higher security risk while others accommodate younger or older 
young people (e.g., Reiby YJC caters to young men aged 16 and under and Frank Baxter YJC caters to young 
men aged 16-21). Regional YJCs accommodate young people from regional NSW, often resulting in a higher 
proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people represented in these YJCs.
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Table 1.
Youth Justice Centres and Schools in NSW

 YJCs are dynamic environments. Young people move in and out of centres on a daily basis due to: being 
granted bail; meeting bail conditions; finalisation of their matter in court; transferral to another detention cen-
tre (or to a prison in some cases); or release from a control order. This, coupled with changes in the population 
of young people detained in NSW in recent years, including falling numbers of young people in custody and 
an increasing proportion of young people on remand, provides important context for how schools in YJCs 
operate. 
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Figure 1.
Total number of young people in custody in NSW from 2013-2022

  
 Generally, numbers of young people in detention in NSW are falling (see Figure 1). As of June 2022, 
there were 194 young people in custody. This represents a 37 percent decrease in detained youth between June 
2015 and June 2022.
Table 2.
NSW Children’s Court – outcome of court appearance from January 2017-December 2021

 All young people sentenced to a period of control in NSW have appeared before the Children’s Court. 
Table 2 illustrates recent declines in Children’s Court appearances in NSW, offering further evidence of falls 
in youth crime. Between 2017 and 2021, the total matters before the Children’s Court fell by 777 from 6239 to 
5462. Of all matters before the Children’s Court between 2017 and 2021, an average of 43 percent of child defen-
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defendants were on bail, and an average of 83 percent were found guilty of at least one charge. These percentage 
rates have remained relatively steady across this timeframe.
Figure 2.
Total number of young people in custody in NSW from 2013-2022

Figure 3.
Length of stay in custody on remand by days
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 Similarly, numbers of young people sentenced to custody in NSW have fallen from an average of 153 
sentenced youth in 2013, to 66 youth in 2021. Comparatively, the number of young people detained on re-
mand has shown a less consistent pattern of decline with an average of 160 youth detained on remand in 2013 
compared to 123 youth in 2021 (see Figure 2). Of the 194 young people in detention as of June 2022, 136 or 70 
percent were on remand and 58 or 30 percent were sentenced. Consequently, while overall numbers of young 
people in detention are falling, the proportion of this cohort that are on remand is rising. This rise in remand 
has ramifications for the average length of time youth are spending in custody. As Figure 3 shows, the average 
length of stay has reduced from 19.4 days in 2017-2018 to 15.6 days in 2021-2022. These short stays are im-
portant when considering the provision of education in YJCs, as many young people on remand will not enter 
a school during their time in custody, or only for a very brief period with no real opportunity to meaningfully 
engage in educational programs.
 These data demonstrate the lack of consistency and stability in the composition of students attending 
schools in YJCs by virtue of their different lengths of stay. This issue is not unique to an Australian context. 
Bail and sentencing decisions determine how long a young person will spend in custody, and consequently, 
the amount of education they will receive in custody. In the United Kingdom (UK), children and young peo-
ple spend an average of 91 days in custody (Ministry of Justice and Youth Justice Board, 2022). In the US in 
2018, the average stay for young people in detention centres was 27 days (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2020). 
For the majority of children and young people who spend a short period of time in detention, completion of 
recognised qualifications is unlikely. Moreover, short periods of time in custody can be disrupted by transfers 
between secure settings or YJCs where a young person might experience a lack of continuity in education pro-
vision across institutions. Thus, short periods of stay complicate the delivery of educational programs in deten-
tion settings especially where programs are focused on attainment of educational qualifications (e.g., Higher 
School Certificate). 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people in custody
 An ongoing concern in the Australian context is the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander young people. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people consistently represent just under 
half of the overall population of young people in custody and 6 percent of the general population (AIHW, 
2022). Since December 2021, the average daily number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people 
in custody has steadily increased to an average of 106 in May 2022, and 107 in September 2022. This has very 
particular implications for the schools in YJCs: across a number of the schools in YJCs, the majority of students 
will be Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.

Characteristics of young people in detention in NSW
 These data showcase the declining numbers of young people in custody and the rise in detained youth 
on remand but reveal little about the nature and characteristics of young people in custody. To fill this gap, data 
from the Young People in Custody Health Survey (YPICHS) is provided here. The YPICHS is a comprehensive 
health assessment of young people in detention in NSW. The survey has been conducted on three occasions; 
in 2003, 2009 and 2015, noting that another survey is underway in 2023. It is a collaborative effort between 
YJNSW and Justice Health and Forensic Mental Health Network (Justice Health). The survey involves several 
components including: face-to-face interviews; physical, mental health and cognitive assessments; and pathol-
ogy testing of blood and urine specimens. Participation in the study is voluntary and participants are able to 
opt out of any parts of the study. The most recently completed YPICHS was conducted between September and 
December 2015 with a total 227 young participants (i.e. 59% of all young people in custody).
 Consistent with previous surveys, the key findings from the 2015 YPICHS emphasised the multiple 
levels of disadvantage experienced by young people in custody including: high levels of social disadvantage; a 
history of child abuse and neglect; fractured family networks and parental incarceration; as well as a history of 
out-of-home care placements; poor literacy; and low educational attainment (Justice Health & Forensic Mental 
Health Network and Juvenile Justice NSW, 2017). For example, 21 percent reported they had been placed in 
out-of-home care before the age of 16 and 38 percent were placed in care three or more times. Just over half 
(53.6%) had at least one parent who had been incarcerated and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth 
were more than twice as likely to have had a parent incarcerated.
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 Higher prevalences of alcohol and illicit drug use as well as poor physical and mental health compared 
with their community counterparts were also identified. The majority (96.7%) of participants who had con-
sumed alcohol reported experiencing being ‘drunk’ with 51.6 percent admitting that their alcohol consump-
tion caused problems with school, friends, health, police and/or parents or caregivers. More than three quarters 
(77.6%) reported that they were intoxicated at the time of their offence. Lifetime illicit drug use is similarly 
common with 92.5 percent reporting use of illicit drugs and 65.4 percent reporting committing crimes to ob-
tain alcohol or drugs. One in four participants had a past head injury that resulted in loss of consciousness and 
almost half (42.9%) of head injuries were caused by an assault, most commonly inflicted by a family member. 
Most participants (83.3%) met the threshold criteria for at least one psychological disorder and 63% for two 
or more. This is nearly six times the estimated rate of young people in the general community experiencing 
a psychological disorder (13.9%). Similarly, the rate of conduct disorder among YPICHS participants is more 
than 20 times that of the general population. The mean Full Scale Intelligence Quotient (FSIQ) score for the 
2015 YPICHS participants was 78.7 which represents a limited range of intellectual functioning. Using stan-
dardised assessments, high rates of oral language and reading difficulties were identified. A majority (80.3%) 
of the young people performed below the average range for their age on core receptive and expressive language 
measures with almost half (48.7%) of the participants scoring in the range indicating severe difficulties. Almost 
three quarters (73.2%) demonstrated difficulties in reading common single words with just over half (51.1%) 
demonstrating severe difficulties (Justice Health & Forensic Mental Health Network and Juvenile Justice NSW, 
2017).
 Results from the 2015 YPICHS additionally demonstrate the disruptive nature of many young people’s 
experiences of education prior to entering custody. Almost all participants (93.8%) had been suspended from 
school at least once and 78.1 percent had been suspended a minimum of three times (Justice Health & Forensic 
Mental Health Network and Juvenile Justice NSW, 2017). Over half (55.6%) had been expelled from school at 
least once (see Table 3).
Table 3. 
History of school suspension and expulsion among YPICHS 2015 cohort
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 Similarly, over half (53%) had left school in Year 9 or earlier and a majority (77.6%) had left school prior 
to entering custody (see Table 4). These rates of early school leaving age are much higher compared with the 
general population with 8.6 percent of their community counterparts living in NSW in 2016 reporting Year 9 
or lower as their highest level of educational completion (Justice Health & Forensic Mental Health Network 
and Juvenile Justice NSW, 2017). 
Table 4.
Level of educational attainment among 2015 YPICHS cohort

 Truancy and poor attendance were also common among the YPICHS participants. A majority (67.9%) 
reported truanting in the 6 months prior to entering custody and over half (58.9%) reported truanting on mul-
tiple occasions (see Table 5). 
Table 5.
Rates of truancy among 2015 YPICHS participants attending school in 6 months prior to entering custody
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 Similarly, only 27 percent reported having attended school in the 6 months prior to entering custody 
(see Table 6). This represents a decline in overall school attendance among the YPICHS participant cohorts 
with 37.9 percent of the 2009 YPICHS participants reporting attending school (Justice Health & Forensic Men-
tal Health Network and Juvenile Justice NSW, 2017).
Table 6.
School attendance in the last six months prior to entering custody

 Taken together, it is clear that young people within the youth justice system typically have complex 
support needs across multiple domains, characterised by ‘troubled and chaotic family backgrounds and home 
environments, experiences of trauma, neglect and abuse, poor engagement with school, unstable housing, 
problematic drug and alcohol use and a high prevalence of mental health, health and cognitive health disor-
ders’ (Baldry, Briggs, Goldson & Russell, 2018, p. 640).
 In addition, very high proportions of the young people entering custody in NSW have histories of poor 
attendance, low educational attainment, high rates of suspension and expulsion, and early school leaving ages. 
Strnadová et al. (2017) report that this results in sub-stantial gaps in their academic and social learning. Ad-
ditionally, students attending schools in YJCs generally stay for short periods of time and are characterised by 
multiple levels of disadvantage that work against their ability and willingness to learn.
 This is particularly pronounced among justice-involved  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young 
people who generally leave school earlier than non-Aboriginal young people (14 years vs 15.5 years, p<0.001), 
and are significantly more likely than non-Aboriginal young people to perform more poorly for their age on 
most language and reading comprehension measures (Justice Health & Forensic Mental Health Network and 
Juvenile Justice NSW, 2017). These findings are made more concerning by research pointing to the protec-
tive impact of education on criminal behaviour and adverse experiences (see Brendtro & Shahbazian, 2004; 
DeMatteo & Marczyk, 2005; Hoge et al., 1996; Heckenlaible-Gotto, 2006; Harper & Chitty, 2005; Gough & 
Lightowler, 2019; Geib et al., 2011; Jha, 2021). 
 These general findings mirror research conducted in overseas jurisdictions such as the UK, US and 
Canada. A review of education delivered to young offenders in custodial settings across these jurisdictions 
found that detained youth’s experiences of school and learning is generally disruptive and unfulfilling (see 
Ahmed, 2019, p. 296). Specifically, the majority of detained youth have experienced periods of suspension or 
expulsion from local schools, are several grade-levels behind their peers, and are more likely to have a disability 
than their peers and have a high and complex level of educational need (i.e., access to specialist education ser-
vices and support; Jacobson et al., 2008; Harrington et al., 2005; Bateman, 2015). Cumulatively, these personal 
and past educational experiences exacerbate the issue of educational engagement for young people in custody. 
This presents considerable challenges to the management and administration of schools in YJCs as well as for 
teachers tasked with delivering lessons to students of mixed attainment and ability.
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Schools in NSW YJCs
 YJNSW operates six YJCs across NSW with each YJC contains a school operated by the NSW Depart-
ment of Education. There are mandated minimum hours of education provision for children and young people 
in YJCs which ensures they receive some form of education during their time in custody. Each school delivers 
5 days of school programs per week over 40-41 weeks with some variation.
 Each school caters to differing cohorts of young offenders and is defined or delimited by the design of 
its partnering YJC, its capacity to attract and retain staff, and its access to local programs. Additionally, the Aus-
tralian Government’s Disability Standards for Education (Australian Government, 2005) mandate that schools 
provide quality education on an equal basis to students with and without a disability through curriculum, in-
structional and environmental accommodations, modifications and reasonable adjustments. This is significant 
given the high prevalence of youth people in custody with a disability (see Indig et al., 2011; Justice Health & 
Forensic Mental Health Network and Juvenile Justice NSW, 2017; Youth Justice NSW, 2021).
 A significant change brought in on 1 January 2010, the Education Amendment Act 2009 raised the 
minimum SLA in NSW from 15 to 17 years of age. It is now compulsory for young people to complete Year 10 
or turn 17 years of age (whichever comes first). If they complete Year 10 but are not yet 17 years of age, they 
must remain at school until they are at least 17 years of age unless they choose to: 

• Undertake approved education or training programs including TAFE, apprenticeships and 
traineeships;

• Take up full-time paid work (minimum average of 25 hours per week);
• Undertake a combination of the above (s21B Education Act 1990)

 School Principals must verify that students who leave school after completing Year 10 have satisfied the 
statutory requirements for attendance and participation, and the responsibility of parents to ensure the partic-
ipation of their children in compulsory education and training. A number of legal procedures have been in-
troduced to enforce attendance including conferences, compulsory undertakings, and Compulsory Schooling 
Orders issued by the Children’s Court. Additionally, young people over 12 years of age who live independently 
of their parents or whose disobedience is the reason for poor attendance may face legal action, and youth not 
engaged in compulsory education or employment are precluded from earning the youth allowance otherwise 
accorded to young people their age (Jha, 2021). Ultimately, these changes to the SLA have increased the poten-
tial population of young offenders mandated to attend school while in detention. Table 7 provides a summary 
of some of the characteristics of the schools and enrolment numbers in each of the NSW YJCs.
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 The descriptive overview of programs available in each school in Table 7 demonstrates key differences 
in the program types, delivery modes and outcomes across the schools in NSW YJCs. Common, however, is a 
focus on delivery of activities designed to assist young people in attaining levels of literacy and numeracy and 
developing vocational skills that facilitate re-integration into the school system or transition to employment 
upon release.
 All schools with the exception of Putland ETU have seen an overall decline in enrolment numbers be-
tween 2017 and 2021. Despite these falls in student numbers because of the reduced number of young people in 
detention more broadly, resources invested in the schools have largely remained unchanged. In fact, there has 
been a marked increase in investment in, and expenditure from, the schools from 2017 onwards as is shown in 
Table 8.
Table 8.
Total revenue and expenditure across ETUs in NSW from 2017-2021

Table 9 provides a summary of the funding and expenditure (approximately $22 million per annum) and a 
breakdown of staffing for the six schools in NSW YJCs in 2021. The bulk (over $18 million) of the expenditure 
is employee-related expenses. 
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 As can be seen from the above table, Putland ETU received the most in revenue and spent the most in 
terms of staff-related expenditure which aligns with its relatively high enrolment numbers and volume of staff. 
Overall numbers of executive staff across the six ETUs are high with five out of the six schools employing three 
or more executive personnel and Girrakool employing six. Numbers of classroom and head teachers employed 
in 2021 varies significantly across the six ETUs from 7.1 in Lincoln to 23.71 in Putland. Similarly, there is fairly 
high variation in the numbers of school administrative and support staff employed in 2021 from Putland and 
Girrakool at 22.51 and 19.21 respectively to Induna and Shepherds Park at 9.42.
 Research undertaken in NSW has shown that young people benefit from attending school and report 
the schools in YJCs as “positive learning environments” characterised by supportive teachers, “flexible individ-
ualised learning plans”, and “smaller class sizes” (ACYP, 2019, p. 9). This is very positive given the prior school-
ing histories of young people in detention and the challenges posed in delivering education in this context. Part 
of the success of these schools is potentially related to the resourcing and structures available to these schools. 
However, little is known about the outcomes of these educational programs for young offenders who transition 
back into the community in terms of their capacity to reintegrate and engage in education in a community set-
ting, their educational attainment more generally, and their longer-term life trajectories. This raises important 
questions about transition planning arrangements (i.e. post-release schooling and other plans).
Transition planning
 Transition planning to support youth in custody transitioning back to community and the community 
is widely regarded as critical to improving life outcomes (Bullis, Yovanoff, Mueller & Havel, 2002; Unruh, Wain-
trup & Canter, 2010). Reengagement with education is crucial to successful re-integration (Noorman & Bran-
cale, 2022) and research has shown that reengagement with education can be achieved when evidence-based 
planning procedures are put in place (O’Neill, Strnadová & Cumming, 2018, p. 9). In the Australian context, 
transition planning and services have been criticised as “…the most neglected components of correctional 
education planning” (Baltodano et al., 2005, pp. 104). Specifically, interagency collaboration and information 
sharing required to facilitate successful transitions have been criticised as lacking or problematic (Chuang 
& Wells, 2010; Trupin, Turner, Stewart & Wood, 2004). These issues are not isolated to the Australian con-
text. Literature from the UK, US and Canada report a disjunct between education delivered in secure settings 
and in community settings, indicative of a more complex issue regarding transition planning and community 
connections as well as an overall lack of clarity and purpose around what children learn during their time in 
custody. In the UK, a criminal justice joint inspection report (HM Inspectorate of Probation and HM Inspec-
torate of Prisons, 2019) found that of 50 cases investigated, only 11 children and young people had educational 
placements immediately on leaving custody. Moreover, the majority of these placements were facilitated by the 
youth offending teams directly rather than a result of alignment between community education settings and 
custodial education settings. For children and young people who experience difficulties returning to education, 
employment or training in the community, the consequences can be dire and recidivism is much more likely.
 Findings from consultations with 260 children and young people in YJCs in NSW between 2015 and 
2019 reiterated that young people leaving custody find it hard to re-engage in a school that caters to their needs 
(ACYP, 2019, p. 24). This is exacerbated for young people in regional areas who are often limited to one school 
in their local area. Prior expulsion from that school can leave these young people with “extremely limited ed-
ucational opportunities” (ACYP, 2019, p. 24). These difficulties have been also been reported by YJNSW and 
Department of Education staff who note that it is “difficult to plan young peoples’ return to school in the com-
munity after they are released” and that “some schools are reluctant to accept former juvenile justice students” 
(Audit Office, 2016, p. 3). This issue persists despite targeted transition officers or teams working to transition 
youth from education in detention to education in the community. 
 Transition planning and interagency collaboration between the Department of Education and YJNSW 
has been a focus of recommendations made by recent reviews, inquiries and findings of oversight bodies be-
tween 2015 and 2021 relevant to youth detention in New South Wales (see ICS, 2018; Audit Office, 2016; ACYP, 
2019). These recommendations highlight the importance of ‘greater coordination’ and ‘joint planning’ between 
YJNSW, the Department of Education and other agencies ‘at the strategic level’ to enhance: the provision of 
education to youth in separation, segregation and confinement (ICS, 2018); transition planning for school-
aged youth re-entering the community (Audit Office, 2016); support for justice staff developing and delivering 
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the provision of education to youth in separation, segregation and confinement (ICS, 2018); transition plan-
ning for school-aged youth re-entering the community (Audit Office, 2016); support for justice staff developing 
and delivering rehabilitative programs for youth in detention (ACYP, 2019); and community-based support 
services and networks for youth post release (ACYP, 2019). 
 Despite this focus on transition planning, research undertaken in NSW indicates that only one ETU 
personnel role, the transition advisor, is formally trained in the area of transition planning and practice (O’Neill 
et al., 2017, p. 53). Moreover, this training consists of “generic career development training for high school stu-
dents” delivered by the Department of Education, and not focused on young people transitioning from custody 
to the community. These transition officers are tasked with imparting their training to the rest of the ETU staff. 
Shared responsibilities of YJNSW, Department of Education and Justice Health in transition planning and 
support of learning opportunities in YJCs
 Interagency collaboration is required for post-release schooling plans. Specifically, these plans are gen-
erally developed with personnel from the YJC and the education sector. In the NSW context, YJNSW, the De-
partment of Education and Justice Health jointly share responsibility for learning within the YJC environment 
as well as transitions to community schooling post-release. O’Neill et al. (2017) investigated the transition 
planning process for school-aged young people detained in a YJC in NSW for 3 or more months. The authors 
specifically sought to determine what departments, agencies or individuals are typically involved in transition 
planning and implementation processes. They found first that, collaboration between YJC personnel and ETU 
personnel primarily took place during weekly case planning meetings to which ETU personnel were invited 
and information was shared. Interviews with staff across both sectors revealed some communication issues 
around key terminology differences (e.g., exit plans and transition plans) as well as an overall lack of clarity 
about the roles played by stakeholders and agencies (O’Neill et al., 2017, pp. 18-19). The authors also found 
that collaboration and information sharing between YJCs and mainstream schools was particularly strained 
(2017, p. 22). Overall, while findings of this study highlight collaboration between the Department of Educa-
tion, YJNSW and Justice Health in the support of learning opportunities within and outside of detention centre 
environments, the authors note fractures in the efficacy of communication and information sharing between 
these agencies. For example, one participant was quoted: 

“There’s no specific framework that I’m aware of that says the Department of Education 
should do this for a kid, Juvenile Justice should do this for a person, Justice Health should do 
this for someone else, non-government agencies who are offering post-release support should 
do this for the kid…everyone doesn’t know what they’re doing” (2017, pp. 27-29).

Extended schooling
 YJCs operate 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, which has given rise to calls for schools to operate longer 
than the traditional 40-week school year. The NSW Green Paper, a landmark report prepared by the NSW 
Juvenile Justice Advisory Council in 1993, called for widespread changes to the NSW youth justice system in-
cluding the provision of educational programs to detained youth ‘beyond the normal academic day and year’ 
(Recommendation 375, Juvenile Justice Advisory Council, 1993, p. 251).
 Subsequently, a trial was conducted at the (now closed) Keelong Juvenile Justice Centre in 1995-96. The 
trial was to involve an extended school day (8am to 5pm) and extended school year (48 weeks) but was later re-
duced to an extended school year of 45 weeks. The Keelong Trial Evaluation report noted that students “almost 
universally enjoyed and benefited from the longer school year…as it helped time pass and it was a far more 
productive alternative for them than the Recreation Room” (Carroll, Jenkins & Thompson, 1996, p. 19). Addi-
tionally, students reported preferring the educational program run during the extended school day and year. 
Ultimately, the trial proved successful both in terms of offering a “quality educational program…throughout 
the whole year”; ‘gainfully occupying residents in educational programs during holiday breaks’; maintaining 
routines established throughout the school year such that there was less of a supervisory burden on Juvenile 
Justice staff; and producing a ‘more congenial atmosphere’ with ‘fewer incidents’ (Carroll et al., 1996, p. 33).
Characteristics of young people in detention in NSW
 These data showcase the declining numbers of young people in custody and the rise in detained youth 
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 Since then, some Australian jurisdictions have adopted versions of extended school years. For example, 
Parkville College was established in Victoria in 2012. The college is a registered Victorian government spe-
cialist school delivering “…education to students who are, or who have been, detained in the criminal justice 
system or who are in a Secure Welfare Service” (White et al., 2019, p. 31). The numbers of students enrolled in 
the college have increased from 51 at its infancy to now, approximately 300. These students are taught across 
four campuses: Parkville, Malmsbury, Ascot Vale and Maribrynong. Importantly, the school operates 52 weeks 
of the year (including weekends) and caters to students across all levels of education including primary and 
secondary school curricula. The majority of students work towards a vocational education certificate (White et 
al., 2019, p. 52) and the Parkville model is often promoted because of its reach and flexible engagement strate-
gies. Despite students’ overwhelmingly short stays (average of less than 2 weeks), an evaluation of educational 
programs delivered in Victorian youth justice centres found that Parkville’s ‘level of practice’ and ‘teaching 
philosophy’ is “responsive to its students and environment, which results in purposeful, thoughtful and highly 
effective teaching and learning” (White et al., 2019, p. 8).
 Similarly, three Youth Education and Training Centres in youth detention centres in Queensland have 
recently transitioned from a 40 to 48-week teaching year. While the efficacy of this ESY system is yet to be mea-
sured, there is merit in expanding the reach of education services in youth detention centres, especially given 
the changing nature of the client group and the generally brief periods spent in custody.
 Extended schooling in YJCs has the potential to greatly increase educational engagement of young peo-
ple especially during what can now be long periods where no schooling is provided due to holidays. Another 
potential benefit is the maximisation of time spent in school which can be disrupted for various operational 
reasons because mandated time spent in education classes does not necessarily translate to real-world experi-
ences for detained youth (Ministry of Justice, 2013, p. 13). In overseas jurisdictions, attendance rates are hugely 
variable and often low in custodial education settings. Reasons for low attendance are partially attributable to 
managerial and organisational policies around risk assessments. For example, much of the literature points 
to a prioritisation of risk management over children’s educational needs (see Taylor, 2016). In the Australian 
context, an evaluation of education in Victorian youth custody environments found that a “significant amount 
of learning time…[is] wasted…because security concerns override those of education” (White et al., 2019, 
p. 9). ‘Keep-apart’ and solitary confinement policies to reduce violence and disruption are often reported as 
impeding access to education and in some contexts, precluding children and young people from securing ap-
prenticeships or educational placements which require internet access to complete an online application (HM 
Inspectorate of Probation and HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2019, p. 23). For example, a report by the NSW 
Inspector of Custodial Services (ICS) investigating the use of force, separation, segregation and confinement 
in NSW YJCs found that “at most…[YJCs], young people who are placed in separation, segregation or con-
finement will generally not attend the centre school” (ICS, 2018, p. 125). Overall, the ICS identified inconsis-
tencies in the approach to provision of education to young people in separation, segregation and confinement 
across the YJCs and recommended that YJNSW work with the Department of Education to ensure that these 
youth are provided with educational lessons or materials and that any decisions to exclude them from centre 
schools are regularly reviewed (ICS, 2018, p. 126). Similarly, the Royal Commission into the Protection and 
Detention of Children in the Northern Territory recommended that, during a period in which a young person 
is separated, they: “…must not be denied access to education including educational material to enable private 
study…” (Royal Commission into the Protection and Detention of Children in the Northern Territory, 2017, 
Recommendation 14.1.8). 

Discussion
 Positive engagement in education generally prevents involvement in crime. Young people in custody 
have histories of poor educational attainment, truancy, suspension and early school leaving (despite the school 
leaving age being increased from 15 to 17 years of age in NSW). Young people entering custody generally report 
positive experiences at the schools in NSW YJCs, describing them as “positive learning environments” charac-
terised by supportive teachers, “flexible individualised learning plans”, and “smaller class sizes” (ACYP, 2019, p. 
9). Despite these positive views, we generally know very little about the post-release education and employment 
outcomes for young people in NSW. A dearth of research into what works in terms of provision of education in 
detention centre settings in an Australian context has long been lamented by practitioners and researchers. In 
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education in detention centre settings in an Australian context has long been lamented by practitioners and 
researchers. In 1995, McGuire and Priestley contended, in reference to programs focused on young people’s 
transitions from detention to community, that: 

“The single most commonly reported finding is that many programs are never evaluated at all 
and that numerous opportunities for providing information that would be valued…is simply 
lost” (in Keys Young Pty Ltd, 1997, pp. 8). 

 This makes it difficult to determine if the annual investment of $22 million (based on 2021 data) on 
schools, which is in addition to the nearly $150 million spent on YJCs by YJNSW in 2019-20 (Productivity 
Commission, 2021, Table 17A.9), produces desired outcomes such as young people returning to school, com-
pleting school qualifications, gaining vocational education qualification and employment and not re-offending.
The delivery of education in Youth Justice Centres 
 Given the significant changes in the population of young people coming into NSW YJCs, including 
fewer young people, many of whom are on remand for very short periods, and the significant over-representa-
tion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people, there are good reasons to consider how educational 
delivery (and programming more generally) has changed to reflect these conditions. Coupled with additional 
time spent in isolation due to COVID and the widely reported disruptions caused by operational issues and 
transfers between YJCs, there is need to reflect on the type of education delivered in these centres, how it is 
delivered, and by whom. Research undertaken in overseas jurisdictions emphasises that the effectiveness of 
education delivered in custodial settings is contingent on factors beyond the curricula delivered within the 
immediate classroom environment. The educational and sentencing policies, managerial and organisational 
approaches of institutional settings, structure and management of custodial settings and extent of communi-
cation between settings, as well as the earlier educational experiences of detained young people, all influence 
and contribute to the educational experiences of young people in custody. Cumulatively, these and other per-
sonal, institutional and structural factors demonstrate the complexity of the learning environment in custodial 
settings. Consequently, an understanding of ‘best practice’ for education provision in secure settings must take 
into account the multiple layers of influence that determine the practice of education and move beyond evalu-
ations of specific programs delivered in secure settings.
Characteristics of young people in detention
 This paper has demonstrated similar layers of complexity around the learning environments in youth 
detention centres in NSW. First, young people in custody experience multiple levels of disadvantage including 
disruptive and unfulfilling experiences of education; have higher prevalence of disabilities and poor mental 
health that inhibit engagement in school learning; and are heterogenous in their learning abilities and needs. 
Second, YJCs are run by YJNSW, the schools within them are provided by the Department of Education, and 
the clinics and mental health care is provided by Justice Health. The potential for duplication or for critical 
topics to be missed is great in this context. While there is evidence of effective collaboration between the De-
partment of Education, YJNSW and Justice Health in support of learning opportunities within and outside of 
detention centre environments, research has also highlighted a lack of clarity around responsibility for edu-
cational programming and delivery within detention centre settings and transitions to community education 
(O’Neill et al., 2017, pp. 27-29). In the absence of an overarching framework or guiding document that stipu-
lates each agency’s responsibilities for programming and support of young people in detention, this fractured 
communication is likely to continue. Moreover, it is very difficult to know if the current arrangements remain 
fit for purpose given the absence of publicly available information that articulates minimum standards of edu-
cational and programming delivery within particular periods of time.
Transition planning and extended schooling
 Improving transition planning and reviewing extended schooling delivery are two areas that should be 
considered. Generally, our understanding of how best to assist young people leaving YJCs and re-entering the 
community is under-researched (see Moore et al., 2011; Chen et al., 2005). While each Australian jurisdiction 
touts strategies for reintegrating youth into the community, there are few attempts to determine whether YJC 
personnel and ETU personnel primarily took place during weekly case planning meetings to which ETU per-
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these strategies work for young people in terms of re-integration and reduced recidivism (see Mears & Travis, 
2004). Recent inquiries and reports pertaining to youth justice in NSW highlight the importance of transi-
tioning educational experiences in detention centres to education in the community. Similarly, given research 
pointing to the positive effects of learning and education on incidents of disruption or violence resulting from 
boredom and inactivity, consideration of the benefits of an extended school day and extended school year 
should be prioritised. Other Australian jurisdictions such as Victoria and Queensland have extended school 
years and school weeks, which present potential models for NSW to emulate. The Parkville model, operating 
52 weeks a year including weekends, has been positively evaluated in Victoria and points to the benefits of ed-
ucational programs that cater to the unique circumstances and needs of young people in detention (White et 
al., 2019). Capitalising on the time youth spend in custody learning or advancing their employability post-re-
lease is critical given the short stays of many detained youth and the importance of education and vocational 
learning for reducing recidivism. So, too, is greater use of technology which might help respond to the needs 
of young people across a 24-hour period rather than during the schooling day, which is the current period of 
educational delivery in schools in NSW YJCs. For example, the flexibility afforded by digital and online de-
livery modes of education may mitigate a number of logistical barriers to young people on remand accessing 
education and training programs. 
Limitations
 While this article contains publicly available information not frequently compiled for analysis and 
commentary, it is acknowledged that numerous limitations exist to relying on such information. Many of the 
creative approaches to education in the schools in NSW YJCs have not been captured here. Moreover, the expe-
riences of staff and students are not well represented here. Operating schools in detention is no easy task with a 
myriad of operational and security issues impacting educational delivery. Despite these limitations, we believe 
that there is scope for some re-thinking of how the significant resources invested in schools in NSW YJCs are 
allocated and considerable scope for the three key agencies (Youth Justice NSW, NSW Department of Educa-
tion and Justice Health) to collaborate on a program delivery model for young people in custody that reflects 
the changing circumstances impacting these centres, changes in technology, and changes in the population in 
these centres. 
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It should be noted that the 2020 attendance data are not comparable to previous years due to the impacts of 
COVID-19 during which students were encouraged to learn from home. The Department of Education im-
plemented an automated attendance feed system in Semester 1 2021 which automatically transfers data from 
third-party attendance management systems to the Department’s centralised data system every night. This has 
significantly improved data quality pertaining to attendance rates in 2021.
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