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Executive Summary
The context
Over the last decade the Australian and State/Territory Governments have shown
increased interest in vocational learning, particularly vocational education and
training (VET), as an important educational pathway for young people, including
Indigenous young people. This is reflected in a variety of frameworks, policies and
strategies to support young people’s engagement with vocational learning and
vocational pathways.
During this period, Indigenous young people have been actively involved in adopting
vocational learning options, with their participation increasing at a rate above their
representation in the Australian youth population (Dusseldorp Skills Forum 2005).
Despite this positive outcome, there are many issues that Indigenous young people
have to confront as they embark on or seek to successfully complete programmes or
courses. For example, they face a risk of disconnection from learning and work three
times greater than non‐Indigenous young people, and continue to be highly over‐
represented in the criminal justice system.
The purpose of this national research project was to identify current vocational
learning options in juvenile detention education centres for Indigenous young people,
and develop greater understanding of how these young people can best relate to
vocational information, develop vocational skills and experience the world of work.
The project directly sought Indigenous young people’s opinions of their experiences
of vocational learning programmes, in terms of their value and relevance – thus
exploring what constitutes ‘good learning’ for this group of young people. Further, it
gained their opinions on how these programmes contributed to future employment
and life outcomes. The intention was to set a solid foundation for the further
development of effective approaches to vocational learning for Indigenous students in
juvenile detention.

Approach to this research
An action research approach was adopted. It involved education staff and their secure
care colleagues in juvenile detention centres across Australia, and was led by a core
research team who facilitated the project. The following outlines the five research
methods used and the extent of participation:
Ú

a literature review

Ú

an online programme mapping survey of vocational learning programmes in nine
juvenile detention centres

Ú

interviews and/or focus groups with Indigenous young people aged 13 to 18 years
from seven juvenile detention centres

Ú

consultations with Indigenous family and community members in two juvenile
detention centres in different states
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Ú

two national conferences, with participation by staff from all involved detention
centres, to review the research outcomes and contribute to analysis and
recommendations.

All activities contributed useful perspectives and targeted information to address the
research purpose. However, it proved to be difficult to gain a comprehensive national
picture across all 18 juvenile detention centres, as ethics approval was not provided
for programme mapping in eight centres, or interviews with young people in 10
centres.

What did we learn?
Relevance and value of vocational learning: The young people participating in
interviews indicated that they value and like many of the vocational learning
programmes currently available, with over 70% of programmes rated positively. The
most appreciated aspects of vocational learning included having an opportunity to:
Ú

gain qualifications and prepare for future work

Ú

get valuable experiences and skills that may or may not relate to work and focus
on everyday life or generic skills

Ú

participate in ‘hands‐on’ learning and ‘real life’ activities

Ú

undertake activities that were relaxing, enjoyable, had a sense of freedom and
occurred outside

Ú

participate in activities with a cultural focus

Ú

participate in activities they perceived as fun.

Representation and needs of Indigenous young people in detention: Indigenous
young people remain highly over‐represented; therefore the needs of Indigenous
young people should be prominent in the educational strategies employed in centres.
Indigenous staff, facilitators and family/community involvement: Few Indigenous
staff are involved with the education component of juvenile detention centres in
teacher, education assistant or programme facilitator roles, and only a limited number
of programmes support Indigenous family and community member involvement.
Limited access to mentoring: Indigenous young people’s access to dedicated
mentoring programmes once they are in detention appears to be either limited or non‐
existent.
Access to and focus of transition programmes: Over 72% of the young people
interviewed were positive and/or hopeful about their future job prospects, and they
frequently commented on the links between their vocational learning experiences in
the centres and hopes of future employment. Yet it was also evident that many did
not have much experience of the world of work and programmes to enable this were
either limited or scarce, e.g. day‐release and community‐based vocational learning.
This raises strong concern about addressing the importance of, and need for effective
transition programmes, particularly for Indigenous young people.
2
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Strengthening capacity for partnership work: The multiplicity of Indigenous young
people’s needs demands the involvement and combined efforts of colleagues in
health, mental health and community services, as well as secure care staff. Although
young people have access to some or many of these services, it was not clear that they
worked effectively in partnership to address the young people’s rehabilitative,
educational and personal support needs.
The impact of departmental structures and policies: There seem to be a number of
inconsistencies between states and territories at policy and structural levels. This may
interfere with the environments and educational opportunities that lead to good
learning experiences and outcomes for young people, as well as impacting on the
degree of involvement that family and community members can have with
Indigenous young people in detention.
The value of listening directly to young people: Indigenous young people have clear
and valuable ideas about what works for them in vocational learning programmes,
yet they are given few opportunities to actively participate in the development,
delivery and evaluation of programmes so that their interests and choices are taken
into account.

What needs to happen now?
The research outcomes provide evidence that investing in vocational learning is an
important strategy, particularly for young Indigenous people in juvenile detention.
Although vocational learning opportunities exist, there is room to strengthen and
extend them so that they are more effective, culturally relevant and result in ‘real’
outcomes for young people during and beyond detention. Changes and
enhancements at both the policy and programme level are required. The following
areas for action and specific attention are outlined in detail in the Recommendations
section on pages 67‐68:
Ú

developing a coordinated and systematic national approach to the documentation
and evaluation of good practice across areas that show promise, as well as areas of
concern, to guide policy development and programme implementation;

Ú

introducing stronger representation of Indigenous people across a range of roles
within juvenile detention education centres;

Ú

strengthening partnerships within juvenile detention centres, between juvenile
detention education centres and external agencies or groups, and between
juvenile detention education centres and industry groups;

Ú

increasing the availability of transition pathways and programmes;

Ú

providing mentoring options internal and external to juvenile detention centres;

Ú

conducting a review of policy and its impact on vocational learning outcomes for
Indigenous young people;

Ú

greater active participation of Indigenous young people in the development,
delivery and evaluation of vocational learning programmes; and

Ú

facilitating a national network for juvenile detention education centres.
3
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Introduction
Vocational learning and Indigenous students in juvenile
detention
Indigenous young people, educational engagement and attainment
In recent years, access to vocational learning has been seen as an increasingly
important option for all young people, including Indigenous young people.1 A recent
review of young people’s education, training and employment participation rates,
indicates that Indigenous young people’s participation in vocational learning,
particularly vocational education and training (VET), has been above average since
1999 (Dusseldorp Skills Forum 2005). Approximately 3.9% of Indigenous young
people enrol in VET compared with their 3.4% representation in Australia’s youth
population.
However, Indigenous young people are more likely to be enrolled in the non‐
Australian Qualifications Framework and Certificate I and II courses compared with
non‐Indigenous young people. Although overall rates have increased in recent years,
Indigenous young people are still under‐represented in New Apprenticeships
schemes and university courses and they also have lower completion rates
(Dusseldorp Skills Forum 2005).
On average, Indigenous young people across Australia face a risk of disconnection
from learning and work three times greater than non‐Indigenous young people.
There are some variations based on urban, regional or remote locations, but in all
instances the risks are far greater than for non‐Indigenous students. For example, the
figure for non‐Indigenous 15 to 19‐year‐olds in full‐time study or full‐time work was
85% in both 2003 and 2004. However, for Indigenous Australians the figure was only
51% (Dusseldorp Skills Forum 2004, 2005).
Early school leaving rates for young people are highest for Indigenous young people,
especially Indigenous young males: “in almost all available data on Indigenous
education, young Indigenous males have the worst retention and participation rates
… a decrease in participation in education correlates with an increase in juvenile
crime among Indigenous males” (Teese et al. 2000, p. 5). This translates into very
different educational attainment rates for Indigenous and non‐Indigenous young
people aged 15–24 years. Using the two standard points for determining educational
attainment, not including university education, in 2001 the figures were as follows
(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2003):


Age 19 – still at school or completed Year 12: The figures were 29% of
Indigenous males and 38% of Indigenous females, compared with 68% of non‐

The term ‘Indigenous’ is used in this research to refer to people of Aboriginal descent, people of Torres
Strait Islander descent, and people of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent.
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Indigenous males and 78% of non‐Indigenous females. On average, non‐
Indigenous young people were more than twice as likely to have achieved this
level of education.


Age 24 – gained skilled vocational training: The figures were 16% of
Indigenous males and 12% of Indigenous females, compared with 45% of non‐
Indigenous males and 43% of non‐Indigenous females. On average, non‐
Indigenous young people were between 3 and 3.5 times as likely to have
achieved this level of education.

Indigenous young people, juvenile detention and education
Aboriginal young people continue to be over‐represented in the criminal justice
system. A recent report indicated that “Indigenous persons aged 10 to 17 years still 25
times more likely to be in detention than non‐Indigenous persons of the same age
group” (Veld & Taylor 2005, p. 22). According to Earle and Fopp (1999) this over‐
representation is more than likely the result of how society constructs deviance and
deals with it accordingly. But once the Indigenous young person enters detention –
what is being done to construct their re‐entry into society? Are they being re‐engaged
with education in a positive way, or do they simply bide their time until their
sentence is finished and they return to their communities? What happens when they
return? Do they feel hopeful and supported or do they re‐enter a world that, in
Giroux’s (1996) words, offers them dwindling resources, dead‐end jobs, and
diminished hopes for the future?
The participation, experience of and pathways to and from vocational education and
training for Indigenous Australians has been of interest for some time in Australia.
For example, it is reflected in Shaping our future ‐ The National Strategy for Vocational
Education and Training 2004‐2010, where one of four objectives identified was that
“Indigenous Australians will have skills for viable jobs and their learning culture will
be shared” (Australian National Training Authority 2004, p. 2).
In the National Centre for Vocational Education and Training’s (NCVER 2004a)
strategic‐driven research programme, the second of two main areas to be explored
under this objective was the “effective education and training pathways for
Indigenous Australians” (p. 41). However, within the description of key topics of
interest, the situation for Indigenous young people in detention was not identified.
Nor was it present in the NCVER (2004b) document on the national research
strategies for Indigenous Australians in VET 2003–2006.
This national project, which commenced in 2005, provides a response to the gaps in
knowledge about vocational learning for Indigenous young people in juvenile
detention that can offer direction for policy and programme‐based responses. It also
addresses recent recommendations about Indigenous educational research. For
example, based on a review of contemporary Indigenous educational research, Mellor
and Corrigan (2004) from the Australian Council for Educational Research stated that:
A better approach to research in Indigenous education would be to focus more on
what the research tells us about the foundations of good teaching and learning
generally. These can be described as two key goals of an education, which apply
5
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to all students. These are: to support the moral and emotional development in the
context of citizenship; to be explicitly related to employment and life outcomes.
(p. 4)

This project directly sought the opinions of Indigenous young people in juvenile
detention about their experiences of vocational learning programmes in terms of their
value and relevance, i.e. it explored what constituted ‘good learning’ for this group of
young people. Further, it gained their opinions on how these programmes
contributed to future employment and life outcomes. The project is also congruent
with the outcomes of the National Indigenous Youth Leadership Group’s national
survey of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people about issues of greatest
concern to them and ideas for addressing them (National Indigenous Youth
Leadership Group 2005). Crime and justice (over 50%) and education (over 40%) were
second and third on the list of issues of concern – a related area, substance use, was
the first concern with 100% of survey participants naming it.
Mellor and Corrigan (2004) suggested that several other factors support these two key
goals for education, such as:


good health, both as infants and while at school



ensuring students’ cognitive and social readiness for each developmental task
and transition



good teachers supported by extensive and ongoing professional development



regular school attendance, so learning can be managed by students, teachers
and parents or caregivers



the development of productive and supportive relationships between schools
and their communities. (p. 4)

Indigenous young people who enter juvenile detention centres do not fare well on
several of these factors and, in general, Indigenous young people do not have
consistently good experiences with mainstream schooling.

Purpose of the research
In this context, the purpose of this national research project was to set a solid
foundation for further developing and strengthening effective approaches and
support that will increase vocational learning opportunities for Indigenous students
in juvenile detention. The project sought to develop greater understanding of how
Indigenous young people in juvenile detention can best relate to vocational
information, develop vocational skills and experience the world of work. Based on
this foundation, the project then sought to identify effective approaches to vocational
learning for Indigenous students in juvenile detention, along with greater
understanding of what is good practice in vocational learning programmes. It was
anticipated that the outcomes would have both policy and programme implications.

6
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Methodology
Research design
Action research
Action research is the study of a social situation carried out by those involved, in
order to improve both their practice and the quality of their understanding.
Community‐based action research has been described as:
… a collaborative approach to inquiry or investigation that provides people with
the means to take systematic action to resolve specific problems. This approach to
research favours consensual and participatory procedures that enable people (a)
to investigate systematically their problems and issues, (b) to formulate powerful
and sophisticated accounts of their situations, and (c) to devise plans to deal with
the problems at hand. (Stringer 1999, p. 17).

Action research was chosen because it emphasises a participatory process that
involves key stakeholders and encourages critical inquiry into current circumstances
in order to identify areas for change, and options to trial and evaluate. In order for
this project to work, staff in involved detention centres needed to be active
participants who were directly engaged in the data gathering and critical inquiry
process. The stakeholders in the project are illustrated in Figure 1, and included the
inner circle of the main research team members, and the outer circle of education staff
and partners involved in juvenile detention centres, Indigenous young people in
juvenile detention centres, and Indigenous family and community members.

Figure 1: Participants in the project
Education staff
and partners in
juvenile detention

Main research
team members

Young people…families
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Figure 2 below outlines the action research loop. Several action research loops
occurred throughout both stages (described below), some involving the inner circle
and others the outer circle. All participants engaged in critical reflection to identify,
reflect on and critique what was currently happening in centres, how well it was
working, and if it was achieving the research purpose (Dick 2000).

Figure 2: The action research loop

The action research loop
LOOK
Gather the information you need * Build a picture about the issues

THINK
Explore the issues and analyse what is happening * Explain why it is
happening that way or how it should be happening

ACT
Plan to do something * Implement your plan * Evaluate your plan

Research methods
Several research methods were used to undertake the action research – each one is
described in detail below:
Ú

a literature review

Ú

an online programme mapping survey of vocational learning programmes in
juvenile detention centres

Ú

interviews and/or focus groups with Indigenous young people in juvenile
detention centres

Ú

consultations with Indigenous family and community members of young people
in juvenile detention centres

Ú

two national conferences with all involved detention centres reviewing the
research outcomes, known as ‘member checking’ (Erlandson et al. 1993) and
contributing to analysis and recommendations.

Programme mapping survey
Through the programme mapping, the number, range, focus and characteristics of
currently available vocational learning programmes were identified in juvenile
detention centres across Australia. Centres were asked to focus on vocational learning
programmes they had provided in their centre over the last two years in which
Indigenous young people had participated. The complete survey is included in
Appendix 1, but in summary it had three parts:
Part 1: Centre and student numbers – this was basic demographic information on the
students attending the education centre.
8
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Ú

Part 2: Vocational learning options – centres identified programmes that fell into
any of the four categories of vocational learning programmes: career education,
enterprise education, work‐based learning and community‐based learning. They
responded to questions in nine different areas on the characteristics of
programmes.

Ú

Part 3: General issues – this inquired into a range of issues for vocational learning
such as contributions to family and community, day release, involvement of
community members, pathways and transitions.

Interviews with young people
Interviewers: Interviews were undertaken by a person chosen by each centre’s
Principal. It was recommended that wherever possible this was an Indigenous person
who could engage well with young people, would be accepted by young people and
their family/community members, and had an existing relationship with young
people at the centre, but was not a secure care staff member.
Interview process: Given the context of this research, and the processes Indigenous
young people in juvenile detention centres have experienced, it was vital to avoid an
interview approach that replicated interrogation. Therefore, an open‐ended and
conversational interview style was employed, which is a familiar cultural approach to
personal exploration and knowledge generation. Fun/visual activities around rating
items were built into the process to help young people express their opinions. The
specific process followed during interviews is outlined in Appendix 2. It reflects
culturally appropriate ways of engaging with Indigenous young people. The
questions asked under each area listed may have been asked in slightly different
language that was familiar and understandable to the young people to ensure they
could participate as fully as possible. Where required, interviewers or other young
people in the interview translated for young people for whom English was not a first
language.
Interview outcomes: These were documented by the interviewers with support from
the centre contact person in a format agreed with the research team, and sent for
thematic and discourse analysis. Thematic/content analysis focuses on the detailed
meanings conveyed, while discourse analysis explores the broader cultural stories or
explanations through which people interpret their experiences and develop specific
meanings.
Informed consent: Young people and parents/caregivers (where applicable, as some
young people were under the guardianship of the Minister in their state) received a
‘plain language statement’ and the consent form for young people’s participation. As
some participants would find the literacy level of the plain language statement
difficult, the Principal, Student Services Coordinator or centre representative in each
centre discussed the research project with potential participants and covered all the
areas outlined on the plain language statement. Centres were asked to consider:
Ú

who needed to be aware of the project, and to brief them so they could support it
and respond to any of the young people’s questions, e.g. centre staff, youth
workers, family/community
9
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Ú

approaching young people who are seen as leaders at the centre, and making sure
they understood the project, as others may follow their lead in participating.

Confidentiality: No names were recorded in interview write‐ups sent to the research
team, just age and gender and whether the young person came from a metropolitan,
rural or remote area (if known), i.e. general location, to assist with understanding the
context of their commentary. If relevant, direct quotes have indicated age, gender and
general location, but not centre/state/territory.
Participant wellbeing and support mechanisms: Interviews occurred within school
time but during non‐core subject lesson‐time. Each centre identified a suitable person
to be available to young people following the interview for support and debriefing if
any sensitive or difficult topics emerged during the interview; young people could
ask to see this person or the interviewer could recommend that they did.

Family and community member consultations
The perspectives of family and community members regarding their young person’s
experience of vocational learning and its impact on the young person during and
following a period of detention were missing from the original research proposal.
Following detention the young person will, however, return to their care and receive
support to re‐engage with learning and education. The opportunities provided during
detention could detract from or support this task; therefore, their knowledge of what
would be effective for their young person is critical.
To address this within the budget resources and timeline, the Unaipon members of
the team recommended that consultations should be undertaken in two centres to
develop an indicative picture of family and community member perspectives of
juvenile detention and vocational learning. DEST approved this extension as they
recognised that it would enrich the learning gained through the research, strengthen
understanding about the effectiveness and appropriateness of current vocational
learning opportunities, and improve the final recommendations regarding effective
and culturally relevant approaches. Further, it would ensure that the research was
conducted in a manner that acknowledged and respected cultural protocols,
specifically regarding the meaning and place of family and community in the lives of
Indigenous young people (this is described in detail in the ‘Family and community
member consultations’ section of this report).
Participants and locations: Consultations were conducted with Indigenous family
and community members who were familiar with young people who were currently,
or had been in detention in two juvenile detention centres located in different states.
Each centre had young people who came from metropolitan, rural and remote
regions. The consultations were undertaken by Indigenous members of the existing
team (Unaipon staff) who had an understanding of cultural protocols relating to
consultation and the capacity to develop a good rapport with informants which
would elicit relevant information.
Consultation process: The consultations were designed to obtain information about
family and community membersʹ views of vocational training opportunities for young
10
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Indigenous people in detention and opportunities beyond detention. As this was a
small group of people, the researchers relied on referrals from research team members
who had connections to Indigenous people in agencies and organisations working
with Indigenous young people in detention centres. The specific process followed
during interviews is outlined in Appendix 3.
Informed consent: Interested community members were given a ‘plain language
statement’ and consent form prior to their participation: it outlined their right to take
part and/or withdraw from any stage of the study, as well as the research team’s
commitment to provide feedback on the overall outcomes.
Confidentiality: In the consent form, one of the conditions specified for those taking
part was that an individual’s information would be kept confidential and that no
identifying information would be used in the reporting of research data, nor in any
intended publication of any sort, be it electronic or print media.
Participant wellbeing and support mechanisms: In order to make it safe and
comfortable to speak about these issues, attention was paid to the location and timing
of the interviews, and transportation support and a meal was provided, as was
assistance from qualified youth workers in caring for children. This ensured that the
process reflected a cultural way of doing business.

Research stages and steps
To achieve the research purpose within an action research framework, the project was
designed with two stages, each involving several steps, as detailed below and
summarised in a diagram in Figure 3 on page 14.

Stage 1: October 2005 – March 2006
Stage 1 focused upon exploring and documenting what is currently happening
nationally for vocational learning in juvenile detention centres and devising a method
for encapsulating Indigenous young people’s voices about their vocational learning
experiences in juvenile detention centres. Stage 1 also focused on setting up the
activities that occurred in Stage 2, through the following steps:
Ethics approvals: Ethics approvals were sought from the relevant
Oct 2005 –
departments in each state and territory across Australia. In many
Mar 2006
states, approval was required from two departments, e.g. education
and family/community services, human services or correctional services. In addition,
ethics approval was gained from a fully constituted Aboriginal ethics committee, the
Aboriginal Health Research Ethics Committee in South Australia, and approval for
the family and community member consultations was gained from the University of
South Australia, as only Unaipon School staff were involved in this aspect of the
work. Approvals were obtained in all states and territories except for NSW.
Trial national programme mapping: A hard copy and online version
of a programme mapping survey was developed, piloted then
trialled. It aimed to identify relevant programme elements in order to

Oct 2005 –
Feb 2006
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create a national picture of current vocational learning options and delivery in
juvenile detention centres. Almost all centres completed their surveys online, with
their data entered into an associated and secure database. The trial programme
mapping data was analysed for presentation at the 1st National
Conference.
Oct 2005 –
Literature review: A targeted literature review was undertaken that
Mar 2006
focused upon ‘vocational learning and Indigenous young people in
juvenile detention/the juvenile justice system’ and ‘education and Indigenous young
people in juvenile detention/the juvenile justice system’.
1st National Conference: The 1st National Conference was held in
Jan – Feb
Sydney on 27–28 February, 2006. It was attended by the Principal or
2006
delegate of the education centre in each involved detention centre
and, wherever possible, the person undertaking the interviews with young people.
The conference agenda included presentation and discussion of:
Ú

the trial programme mapping and initial literature outcomes

Ú

an overview of action research and how it was being applied in the project

Ú

the approach to interviewing young people, focusing on skills from both research
and cultural perspectives, and refinements to respond to local needs

Ú

the reporting process for interview outcomes.

Stage 2: April – July 2006
Stage 2 focused upon finding out what Indigenous young people in juvenile detention
centres, and their family and community members, thought about vocational
learning, and analysing their responses against current practices to identify elements
of good practice. This information was gained to determine the next steps for building
on the research and strengthening culturally relevant and effective outcomes. It
involved the following steps and strategies:
Final national programme mapping: Participating centres had the
opportunity to revise or add further information to the programme
mapping database following the national conference, based on
agreements about the basis on which programmes would be included
and further discussion of key terms.

Mar – April
2006

Interviews with young people: These were undertaken individually
or in small groups, depending on young people’s preference, at a
local level by the chosen interviewer.

Mar – May
2006

Literature review: Further work was undertaken to complete the
literature review, including the addition of references recommended
by staff of participating detention centres.

Mar – May
2006

Interviews with family and community members: Connections were
established with family and community members in two centres in
different states, to provide an opportunity for them to share their

Apr – June
2006
12
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experiences and opinions of vocational learning for their young people. The
consultation guide is included in Appendix 3. This component of the research was not
part of the original proposal, but was developed following a recommendation from
the Unaipon School staff. DEST agreed to consider and approve funding for this
component in January 2006. Interviews could not commence until April 2006
following the university ethics approval process.
2nd National Conference: The 2nd National Conference was held in
June 2006
Melbourne on 1–2 June, 2006. It was attended by the same group of
people, with a strong emphasis on ensuring that the people who
undertook the young people’s interviews would be present. The conference agenda
included presentation and discussion of:
Ú

the final programme mapping and literature outcomes

Ú

the outcomes of the young people’s interviews

Ú

preliminary findings on the family and community member consultations

Ú

analysis of the outcomes in terms of the characteristics of vocational learning
programmes

Ú

implications of the outcomes for future policy and programme initiatives

Ú

recommendations for future policy and programme initiatives.
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Figure 3: A snapshot of the research design: Activities and timeline
Oct 2005

Nov 2005

Dec 2005

Jan 2006

Feb 2006

Mar 2006

Literature review: Part 1

Apr 2006

May 2006

Jun 2006

Jul 2006

Literature review: Part 2

Trial and final programme mapping data gathering & analysis

Young people interviews and
analysis of outcomes
Family and community interviews and
analysis of outcomes

National Conference 1

National Conference 2

Review conference
outcomes

Review conference
outcomes
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Research participants
Participants representing different stakeholder groups were involved in one or more
of the main research methods.
Programme mapping: Participants in the programme mapping were the education
staff of nine juvenile detention centres based in Western Australia, South Australia,
Northern Territory, Queensland (two), Australian Capital Territory, Victoria (two)
and Tasmania.2 As noted in the limitations section, the eight NSW centres were not
given approval to participate. One person in each centre took responsibility for
coordinating all information, while several staff may have been involved in providing
information.
Interviews with young people: Fifty young people agreed to participate, representing
seven centres in Western Australia, South Australia, Northern Territory, Queensland
(two), Australian Capital Territory and Tasmania. Their distribution across age is
shown in Figure 4. The majority of the participants were between 15 and 17 years old
(86%), and 94% were young men.

Figure 4: Age and distribution of young people interviewed
6.0%

4.0% 4.0%

24.0%

30.0%

32.0%

13 year olds

14 year olds

15 year olds

16 year olds

17 year olds

18 year olds

In South Australia, Victoria and Western Australia there is one education centre that services two
detention centre locations. Those two detention centres have been counted as one for each of these states
for the purposes of the research.
2
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Consultations with family and community members: Consultations with family and
community members were undertaken in the two detention centres, each in a
different state. Where possible, on‐site observations were made of interactions
between community members and young people in detention. There were 17
participants in total, with 15 identifying as Aboriginal and two non‐Aboriginal family
members. The participants had a long‐term connection (i.e. two years or longer) with
young people in the detention centres, some on a personal and others on both a
personal and a professional level.
National conferences: There were 28 people in attendance at the 1st National
Conference representing 13 centres, and 22 people at the 2nd National Conference,
representing 11 centres. All participants contributed to discussion and analysis
components of each conference. There were more than 10 centres represented,
because NSW centre representatives were able to attend as observers and offer
reflections on the outcomes.

Limitations
This project was intended to be inclusive of all 18 juvenile detention centres across
Australia. The final data set represents 10 centres for programme mapping and 7
centres for the young people’s interviews. Complications in obtaining ethics approval
in Victoria prevented their interviews occurring within the project timeframe. The 8
centres in NSW could not participate in either stage as the NSW Department of
Education and Training and the NSW Department of Juvenile Justice did not provide
approval for the research to be conducted in NSW. This means that the research
outcomes present a partial rather than a national picture. However, as representatives
from the Education and Training Units within NSW juvenile detention centres were
able to participate in the National Conferences, they offered some reflections to
indicate that, in the main, the outcomes were relevant to Indigenous students in
detention in NSW and the directions and recommendations from the research would
be valuable, relevant and beneficial for their centres to consider.
The interviews with young people were purposely designed to allow young people to
identify the areas of most interest and concern to them in reflecting on their
vocational learning experiences. Although some specific areas were targeted – such as
connections with community, how they wished to build up their skills, and previous
experiences of vocational learning – they were not directed or led to focus on specific
aspects of their experience. This means that in some instances it is not possible to
comment in any detail, or make assumptions about young people’s opinions of
specific areas.
For example, while few young people commented on what they thought of their
teachers/facilitators, it is important to bear in mind that they were not directly asked
about this. Therefore, it is not certain that young people had no concerns about
teaching practice or that all the teaching practice they experienced was of high
quality. The recommendations later in the report address the need to look more
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closely at quality, satisfaction with and impact of teaching practice as this is relevant
to good practice in vocational learning.
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Literature review
The literature search focused on three main areas: vocational education/learning,
juvenile justice or detention, and Indigenous students. The databases searched were:
Ú

Australian Institute of Criminology

Ú

Informit (University database)

Ú

AIATSIS (Australian Institute for ATSI studies)

Ú

CAEPR (Centre for Aboriginal Economic and Policy Research)

Ú

NCVER (National Centre of Vocational Education Research)

Ú

VOCED (Vocational Education database of NCVER)

Definitions in vocational learning
The Australian Ministerial Council on Employment, Education, Training and Youth
Affairs (2000), known as MCEETYA, has defined vocational learning as ‘general
learning that has a vocational perspective. It includes elements such as: generic
employability skills, enterprise education, career education and community and work
based learning’ (p. 21). Two sets of definitions are important in vocational learning.
The first set describes the four types of vocational education identified by MCEETYA:
Ú

Career education supports students in learning about themselves in relation to
work, learning about the world of work, developing and implementing career
plans and decisions, and managing work transitions.

Ú

Enterprise education supports students to evaluate achievements and develop
enterprising attributes that equip them to identify, create, initiate and successfully
manage personal, business, work and community opportunities.

Ú

Work‐based learning involves understanding the changing nature of work,
workplaces and patterns of employment; undertaking self‐managed employment
and enterprise initiatives; acquiring generic work preparation skills; and having
structured and targeted learning experiences in real or simulated workplace
environments.

Ú

Community‐based learning involves learning from individuals other than
teachers, connecting meaningful community activity with classroom experience,
and addressing specific problems issues or practices that have been negotiated
with the community, and that affect them.

The second set of definitions relate to ‘employability skills’, which are defined as
‘skills required not only to gain employment, but also to progress within an enterprise
so as to achieve one’s potential and contribute successfully to enterprise strategic
directions’ (Department of Education, Science & Training 2002, p. 3). MCEETYA has
endorsed 8 employability skills, which are as follows:
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Communication skills that contribute to productive and harmonious
relations across employees and customers.



Teamwork skills that contribute to productive working relationships and
outcomes.



Problem solving skills that contribute to productive outcomes.



Initiative and enterprise skills that contribute to innovative outcomes.



Planning and organising skills that contribute to long‐ and short‐term
strategic planning.



Self‐management skills that contribute to employee satisfaction and growth.



Learning skills that contribute to ongoing improvement and expansion in
employee and company operations and outcomes, and



Technology skills that contribute to effective execution of tasks (Department
of Education, Science & Training 2002, p. 7).

What we already know
There is limited research that directly addresses the vocational learning experiences of
young Indigenous people in juvenile detention ‐ most authors identified it as an
under‐researched area. An earlier report ’Working together to break the cycle’
(Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander People Training Advisory Council 1998), named
the issues, needs and desires of Indigenous young people in detention as: literacy and
numeracy, health, social and emotional wellbeing, family and community links, and
community isolation. It was also recognised that there is a broad diversity of
Indigenous communities with varying needs, interests, decision‐making, cultural and
historical influences.
Significantly, this report identified that VET is critical as both a preventive measure in
the community and a rehabilitative measure for people in custody/detention. In order
to improve the provision of VET to young people in juvenile detention, it highlighted
the need to:
Ú

involve Indigenous people in developing and delivering targeted VET
programmes

Ú

employ suitably qualified Indigenous staff to assist in programmes

Ú

link VET programmes to community‐based VET programmes

Ú

link VET programmes to support services.

There are many accounts of best or good practice ‘models’ of education in juvenile
detention that identify key principles of what works at the local level and provide
some indication of their outcomes (Baikie 1997; Bryant, Altschwager & Walker 2003;
Campbell & Duggan 2003; Cunneen & McDonald 1999; Fitzgerald, Manners & Hunter
1999; Hubble & Goodlet 1992; Keys Young 1997; McPherson & O’Grady 1999). For
example, a NSW report found that vocational skills learnt by students were beneficial
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to isolated communities in remote NSW (McPherson & O’Grady 1999). It stated that
VET programmes in detention had the capacity to provide:
Ú

improved culture within and across the detention centre

Ú

improved student self‐esteem and behavioural changes

Ú

positive staff and student experiences

Ú

measurable outcomes, i.e. increased skills, accreditation, further training and
employment opportunities.

Good practice is described at both the organisational and individual practice level. At
the organisational level, governance structure models emphasise the importance of
partnerships between the youth education centres and Government, non‐
Government, industry, and community organisations, i.e. a multi‐agency approach
(Bryant, Altschwager & Walker 2003). At the individual level, ‘integrated casework’
is considered a successful model for breaking the crime cycle (Baikie 1997). This
requires a coordinated, integrated and holistic approach involving both the
government departments responsible for education and juvenile justice and case
worker coordinators, psychologists, educators, drug and alcohol counsellors, health
and/or housing agencies, along with members of the Aboriginal community (Baikie
1997).

What we need to know – what we need to do
Although some good practice models have been identified, further research and
evaluation of vocational education in youth detention centres is still much needed
over a decade after it was named as an important matter (Wilson 1993). Some of the
areas that require action and exploration include: multi‐agency work; meeting the
needs of students on short‐term stays; strengthening links between detention centres,
external learning locations and employer groups; the role of Indigenous families and
communities; and determining what constitutes ‘success’ in vocational learning.
We need better information on what constitutes effective institutional planning,
policy and interventions. The current ‘silo’ approach of agencies involved in policy,
practices, training and funding can prove to be a barrier to the success of students in
detention. The sharing of information across agencies while maintaining
confidentiality needs to be addressed, consequently, examples of good practice in
multi‐agency approaches needs to be documented and evaluated.
The concept of ‘best practice’ also needs to be explored beyond the narrow, technical
aspects of governance, policy and management, and framed within principles of self‐
determination and human rights (Cunneen & McDonald 1999). Therefore, it is critical
to build on and strengthen the opportunities for, and capacity of Indigenous families
and community members to play a role in supporting young people in detention. This
involves identifying values and principles that Indigenous people advocate as
important in providing successful vocational learning for young people in detention
(Social Inclusion Unit 2004; Cunneen & McDonald 1999).
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This ‘social inclusion’ discourse promotes a community development/community
participation approach that highlights the critical role of families and communities in
decision‐making about policy, planning, resources and delivery at the local level
(Campbell & Duggan 2003; Cunneen & McDonald 1999). If culturally inclusive,
relevant and flexible delivery is developed, we need better documentation and
evaluation of how this is done, who is involved, and the impact of these practices on
young people during and beyond their time in detention. This project has identified
some examples of programmes that could be evaluated and used as a model for
programmes in other centres.
In many, although not all instances, students who are on short‐term stays do not
access VET programmes as often. Regardless of the length of a student’s stay, they
need to access vocational learning, which has an impact on the manner and
methodology of delivery of programmes. The delivery of vocational learning
programmes for Indigenous students needs to be flexible in general. Links between
juvenile detention centres, learning spaces external to detention and employer groups
need to be developed to support success on the young person’s release. This is
particularly pertinent to young people on short‐term stays where there is a risk that
they may quickly return, if nothing occurs, to break the pattern of offending that has
begun to develop. We need more knowledge about how this has occurred and what
can be done to prevent re‐offending: this will require support to evaluate any existing
programmes, as well as trial and evaluate others.
Some research questioned the definition of ‘success’ (Keys Young 1997). When is a
programme successful? What constitutes a successful program? Is it when the student
completes the program? Is it if the student enjoys the program? Is it the award of the
certificate? Or is it when the student gains employment? This definition needs to be
explored and become consistent across the nation. Keys Young (1997) noted that
compiling a list of available programmes is relatively easy, but assessing their
accessibility, appropriateness and quality is much harder. Therefore, a national and
systematic approach to the evaluation of vocational learning programmes needs to be
undertaken to address these and the other questions identified through the literature
review.
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Programme mapping outcomes
Number attending juvenile detention education centres
Collating the figures from the 10 participating centres, it appears that on any day
there are almost 500 students in these 10 juvenile detention centres. If NSW had been
included, the number of students across Australia could be as high as 700 students on
any single day. Based on these figures, almost 42% of these students are Indigenous
young people, predominantly young men. Averages and ranges were calculated for
these daily figures, but it is important to emphasise the wide variation due to
differences in centre sizes; some centres have as few as 14 students in attendance on
any one day, while others average 123 students.
Ú

The average total number of students attending each education centre on any day
is 55 (range is 14 to 123 students).

Ú

The average number of Indigenous young people attending education centres is
23 or 42%. The range is 4 to 65 Indigenous young people and 10% (12 out of 123
students) to 93% (13 out of 14 students).

Ú

The average number of Indigenous young men attending education centres is 21
or 38.4%. The range is 2 to 65 Indigenous young men and 6.5% (8 out of 123
students) to 93% (13 out of 14 students).

Ú

The average number of Indigenous young women attending education centres is 2
or 3.4%. The range is 0 to 5 Indigenous young women and 0% to 14% (2 out of 14
students).

Figure 5: Distribution of students attending daily, based on cultural
identity and, for Indigenous students, gender
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% non-Indigenous (male
and female)
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All centres reported that they had students from metropolitan locations, 89%
indicated they had students from rural locations and 56% from remote locations.
Some states/territories do not have any ‘remote’ areas, e.g. ACT, Tasmania and
Victoria, so the 56% figure for remote locations is likely to be misleading.

Vocational learning programmes
Frequency and type
Centres indicated if they offered programmes in one or more of the four different
vocational learning options: career education, enterprise education, work‐based
learning and community‐based learning. Figure 6 shows the availability of these
options in centres. Work‐based learning and career education were the most common,
available in 78% and 89% of centres respectively. Enterprise education and
community‐based learning occurred less often, being available in 44% of centres. Only
two centres offered all options, while three centres offered three of the four options.

Figure 6: Availability of vocational learning options in centres
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Reasons given for not offering some types of programmes, particularly enterprise
education and community‐based learning, included:
Ú

enterprise education was embedded across the curriculum rather than being a
discreet programme
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Ú

lack of opportunity or difficulty in doing things in the community due to being a
secure centre

Ú

enterprise education was a previous centre focus and other areas were the current
focus.

One centre explained that young people’s needs are determined by the relevant
government departments through a consultative process. It appeared that this process
may enable or prevent some options, e.g. community‐based learning.
Each centre with one or more types of vocational learning provided specific
information on these programmes. Figure 7 shows the distribution across each type of
vocational learning programme for the 64 programmes entered into the database.

Figure 7: Distribution of programmes across vocational learning type
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Not only were work‐based learning and career education options more frequently
available in centres, but there were more programmes available to choose from for
these types of vocational learning options. Work‐based learning accounted for 55% of
all programmes nationally (35 programmes) while 28% (18 programmes) were career
education options. There were few specific enterprise education programmes, i.e. six
or 9%, or community‐based learning programmes, i.e. five or 8%. It appears that the
same reasons centres gave for why they offered these programme types influenced
the number of programmes available in total.

Primary focus of content
An analysis of the names of programmes and the activities undertaken within them
led to classifying programmes on their primary focus. Almost all programmes were
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coded in a single area, although the content focus of many of the vocationally oriented
programmes in specific industry areas could also have been categorised in one or both
of the two general categories of employment/workplace or literacy/numeracy. This
was not done as most of the employment/workplace programmes had a generic focus
on employability or job application skills that would be needed across a range of
vocations. Also, literacy and numeracy was often integrated into programmes
through the assessment requirements that students needed to meet, so only
programmes that had a dedicated literacy/ numeracy focus were put in that category.
The outcomes are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Primary focus of vocational learning programmes

Focus of vocational learning programme

Percentage (no.)

Employment or workplace related

26.6 (17)

Art, craft, music and culture

10.9 (7)

Literacy and numeracy

9.4 (6)

Personal care – self or industry focus

9.4 (6)

Food/hospitality

9.4 (6)

Automotive and engineering

9.4 (6)

Agriculture/horticulture

9.4 (6)

Building and construction

9.4 (6)

Community services (volunteer or career)

4.7 (3)

Information technology (dedicated focus)

3.1 (2)

Outdoor recreation

1.6 (1)

When the 64 programmes were broken down into vocational learning programme
type the following patterns emerged:
Ú

Of the 18 career education programmes, 12 (67%) were in the ‘workplace/
employment’ related category, while one focused on literacy/numeracy and the
remaining five programmes were spread across a range of different specific
industry areas.

Ú

Of the six enterprise education programmes, three had a general focus and three
were connected to specific industry areas.
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Ú

Across the 35 work‐based learning programmes, there were six focused on literacy
and numeracy, and two on workplace/employment, with the remainder relating
to various industry areas (almost 80%).

Ú

All five community‐based learning programmes were connected to a specific
industry area.

Time spent on vocational learning programmes
For each programme submitted, centres provided information on how many
hours/day, days/week and weeks/year it was offered, as well as how many times per
year the programme was run. When an average was calculated, the amount of time
spent per programme was 3.7 hours/day, 3.2 days/week, 27.2 weeks per year.
However, there was wide variation in the number of hours, days and weeks
according to the nature of the programme. For example, an Interpersonal Skills
programme may run for one hour, three days a week over three weeks (9 hours in
total), while a Certificate I in Furniture Making may run for six hours, two days a
week over 42 weeks (504 hours in total). Programmes were run one or more times
each year: 78% (50 programmes) were run continuously, with 15% (10 programmes)
run three to four times per year, 2% (one program) run twice and 5% (three
programmes) run once per year.
In terms of programme type, all programmes offered once per year were career
education programmes, while all those offered twice per year were enterprise
education programmes. A significant difference (p=0.003 in a 2‐sided X2 test) was
found for programme frequency. Not only were career education and work‐based
learning programmes offered more frequently overall, they were also offered
continuously more frequently. In terms of programme focus, all dedicated
literacy/numeracy programmes were offered continuously, as were 76% of the generic
employment/workplace related programmes, with all but one of the rest being offered
3–4 times per year.
The total number of hours per year of vocational learning was estimated at almost
24,000 for the 10 centres combined. This is an estimate only because of the way in
which the question was asked, and centres answered. This varied between centres
from 156 hours/year in one centre through to 9,618 in another. However, this latter
centre only had the older age groups and almost all programmes offered were
vocational learning whereas most other centres also provided many non‐vocational
school curriculum programmes.
In short, it appears that a sizeable portion of the available curriculum hours per year
in centres have a vocational learning focus with some centres adopting vocational
learning as their priority option.

Who delivers the programmes? Cultural identity and location
We asked about who delivers the programme in two ways. First, we asked about
cultural identity. The results are shown in Figure 8. It appears that almost two‐thirds
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of the programmes were delivered by non‐Indigenous staff, with Indigenous and
non‐Indigenous staff working together almost a third of the time, while non‐
Indigenous staff working alone was rare. This occurred on two occasions; one
programme had a strong Indigenous focus and the other was a generic
employability/workplace focused programme delivered by Indigenous staff.
It is not clear whether Indigenous and non‐Indigenous staff working together were
doing this in an equitable partnership, or with one or the other person taking
leadership. How the ‘working‐in‐partnership’ process operates may have an effect on
programme quality and the experience of Indigenous students, as well as the role
modelling to which Indigenous students are exposed.

Figure 8: Indigenous and non‐Indigenous staff involvement in delivery
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Secondly, we asked about the location of staff–were they insiders–centre staff, or
outsiders–external providers. The results are shown in Figure 9. Just over 42% of
programmes were delivered by centre staff, with external providers delivering 45% of
programmes, and the remaining 13% being jointly delivered. However, in a couple of
instances external providers were contracted to deliver programmes in the centre, but
were included as internal staff because they participated in joint planning and
reinforcement work done in other programmes.
Of the external providers, 72% are TAFE/VET and 28% are industry or specialist
community organisations. They were chosen because:
Ú

they offered accreditation (38%)
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Ú

it was a department requirement because their services were contracted at a state
or regional level (49%)

Ú

they had relevant skills and expertise, often not available from centre staff (28%)

Ú

they had a good relationship with the centre and/or empathy for the young
people involved so were willing to work with them (8%).

Figure 9: Centre staff and external provider involvement in delivery
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Programmes with external provider involvement were analysed according to their
primary focus. Internal staff were more likely to be highly involved in programmes
focused on literacy/numeracy, employment/workplace related skills, i.e. generic skills,
personal care areas, and the building/construction industry programmes. On average,
they delivered 67–83% of these programmes alone or occasionally in partnership with
external providers.
External providers were usually highly involved in the industry‐related areas, across
all industry areas previously listed. On average, they delivered 67–83% of the
industry‐related programmes alone, or sometimes in partnership with internal staff.
We also looked at the statistical relationship between cultural identity or location of
provider with type of vocational learning programme, but there were no patterns that
showed statistical significance. However, two trends were observable that support the
above results:
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Ú

Internal staff were more likely to be more involved in career‐based education
programmes, while external providers were more likely to be involved in work‐
based programmes.

Ú

Indigenous staff were more likely to be more involved with career‐based
education programmes, but almost always in partnership with non‐Indigenous
staff.

Assessment strategies
The number of assessment strategies that centres used for each programme ranged
from one through to nine, with almost 80% of programmes using two or more forms
of assessment. For example, using a portfolio, logbook, workbook or checklist
approach is common to the competency‐based assessment that is characteristic of
vocational learning – it occurred over 70% of the time. However, a number of
different assessment strategies need to be used in order to check off whether a skill
has been achieved. Therefore, the figures in Table 2 do not add up to 100, but
represent the percentage of programmes that drew on these forms of assessment.

Table 2: Frequency of assessment strategies

Types of assessment strategies

Percentage

Portfolio, logbook, workbook or checklist

70.5

Demonstrate practical skills

60.7

Observation

59.0

Oral or written test or questionnaire

44.3

Student presentation or real/simulated project

32.8

Participation and discussion

27.9

Written assignments

23.0

Self‐assessment

13.1

Work experience

6.6

Demonstrating practical skills and observation were the most commonly used specific
assessment strategies. Written options, such as tests, questionnaires and assignments
were relatively frequent, and in almost a third of programmes students were able to
give direct presentations or work on a real or simulated project to demonstrate their
skills. Self‐assessment was infrequent and work experience rare, usually due to the
restrictions of the secure care environment where day release is infrequent or simply
not available.
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Accreditation
Overall, 84% of the programmes were accredited. On occasion, programmes were
accredited with two or three entities. When there was no answer to the question on
accreditation, it appeared that programmes were not accredited with any particular
entity, but developed because they were useful or appropriate. Figure 10 shows the
distribution of types of accreditation options.

Figure 10: With whom programmes were accredited
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VET national or state options represented almost three‐quarters of the total, with the
remainder made up of school‐based, industry and other options. In most instances,
the other category referred to a variety of options, with no clear pattern, e.g. RECAP,
the Motor Vehicle Departmen,t or hours on the programme being credited to another
certificate. No statistically significant association was found between programme
types and whether they were accredited or not, although work‐based and career
based education were more likely to be accredited.

Reasons for students participating in programmes
There was usually more than one reason for students participating in a particular
programme, with the number of reasons ranging from one through to five, an average
of two overall. The range and frequency of these reasons are illustrated in Figure 11.
Student choice was, overwhelmingly, the most common reason given for
participation and was cited for 48 programmes. Where only one reason was given (for
19 or 30% of the programmes?), almost two‐thirds of the time it was student choice
(63%) and about a third of the time it was because the programme was a core subject
(37%). Criteria such as age, security level and skill level only applied to a few
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programmes, indicating that on the whole, most programmes offered were open to
the majority of students. If a complete national picture had been gained these
outcomes may have been different, e.g. security rating may have been a more
frequent reason for students’ access to programmes.
The reasons given by those who selected ‘other’ were diverse, with no obvious
patterns, although one centre frequently indicated that they offered some programme
options as a reward within the case management system, i.e. students could do them
as a reward for a proven track record of good behaviour. Although two centres
commented that participation could be court‐ordered, this was in isolated individual
cases, not common practice, so it was not included below as a standard reason.

Figure 11: Reasons for students participating in programmes
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Funding source
The majority of programmes had one funding source, but on occasion two were cited.
Most centres provided their programme options from within their curriculum
budgets; this was the case for 52 programmes or 81.3% of the total. Several centres
accessed state grants (for nine programmes or 14.1%) and a handful gained federal
grants (for four programmes or 6.3%). In four instances (6.3%) centres gained funding
through an alternative source, as well as one of the above options. These ‘other’
sources were varied. Once again, if a complete national picture had been gained the
funding picture may have altered, e.g. a greater number of state grants to support
programmes.
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Employability skills
For each programme, centres indicated how strongly the eight employability skills
were reflected. They did this by taking 20 points and then allocating them across the
eight employability skills on a proportional basis. For example, if only three
employability skills were reflected in a programme, but one had a much stronger
focus, it could be given 10 points and the other two skills 5 points each; alternatively,
one skill may be allocated 9 points, the second skill 6 points and the third skill 5
points. However, if seven employability skills were reflected in a programme, then
the distribution could be one skill at 5 points, four skills at 3 points, one skill at 2
points and one skill at 1 point. The total distribution needed to add up to 20 points.
The points distribution was used to indicate which employability skills featured most
strongly in the vocational learning programmes they provided. The data was
organised in several ways: as an overall average, according to programme type and
according to programme focus.
As an overall average: As shown in Table 3, on average the highest number of points
was allocated to communication (shown in bold). The middle cluster of skills was
problem solving, planning and organising, learning, self‐management and teamwork
(shown in regular text). The lowest points were allocated to initiative and enterprise,
and technology skills (shown in italics).

Table 3: Points for employability skills distribution, OVERALL average

Employability skills distribution in programmes

Average points

Communication

3.8

Problem solving

2.9

Planning and organising

2.7

Learning

2.4

Self‐management

2.3

Teamwork

2.2

Initiative and enterprise

1.9

Technology

1.8

According to programme type: Table 4 has organised the data in the same
employability skills order as the overall average to assist with comparisons against
that average. There is a column for each of the four types of vocational learning
programme, listing average points allocated for each skill area. Once again the skills
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with the highest number of points are shown in bold, the middle cluster of skills is
shown in regular text, and the skills with the lowest points are shown in italics.3

Table 4: Points for employability skills distribution by programme TYPE
Career
education

Enterprise
education

Workbased
learning

Community
-based
learning

Communication ‐ 3.8

5.2

3.2

3.1

4.0

Problem solving – 2.9

3.2

1.5

3.1

2.6

Planning and organising – 2.7

2.9

2.2

2.9

1.4

Learning – 2.4

1.6

2.3

2.5

4.2

Self‐management – 2.3

2.4

3.2

2.3

1.0

Teamwork – 2.2

1.9

2.3

2.1

4.4

Initiative and enterprise – 1.9

1.5

4.2

1.7

1.0

Technology – 1.8

1.3

1.2

2.3

1.4

Employability skills –
order for overall average

When the points allocated to employability skills are compared on the basis of
programme type, as shown in Table 4, the following patterns emerge:
Ú

Career education followed the pattern for the overall average, with the exception
of learning and to some degree teamwork, both of which dropped in priority.

Ú

Enterprise education demonstrated a different pattern that reflected its
orientation to initiative and enterprise, self‐management and communication.
Surprisingly, problem‐solving was a lesser priority.

Ú

Work‐based learning also followed the pattern for the overall average, just with a
more even pattern for the top three rated skills. Technology was elevated for this
programme type.

Ú

Community‐based learning had a very different pattern, with teamwork being
the strongest priority, followed by learning and communication. Planning and
organising, and self‐management dropped away, and both initiative and
enterprise and technology were even lower priorities than in the overall average.

It was important to analyse according to programme type due to the uneven distribution of the
programmes across type, with the majority of programmes being work‐based learning and career
education, so it is not surprising that these two programme types shaped the overall pattern.
3
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According to programme focus: Table 5 has organised the data in the same order of
employability skills as the overall average to assist with comparisons against that
average. There are columns for the three groups of vocational learning programmes
based on focus: literacy and numeracy programmes, generic employment/workplace
programmes, and programmes focused on specific industries (see Table 1). The table
lists average points allocated for each skill area for that programme focus, with bold
text used again for skills with the highest number of points, regular text for the
middle cluster of skills and italics for those with the lowest points.4

Table 5: Points for employability skills distribution by programme FOCUS
Literacy and
numeracy

Employment/
workplace

Specific
industries

Communication ‐ 3.8

4.3

5.4

3.0

Problem solving – 2.9

3.2

2.6

3.0

Planning and organising – 2.7

3.3

2.5

2.7

Learning – 2.4

3.2

1.2

2.7

Self‐management – 2.3

1.8

2.8

2.2

Teamwork – 2.2

0.7

1.7

2.7

Initiative and enterprise – 1.9

1.3

2.4

1.7

Technology – 1.8

2.2

1.4

2.0

Employability skills –
order for overall average

When the points allocated to employability skills are compared on the basis of
programme focus, as shown in Table 5, the following patterns emerge:
Ú

Literacy and numeracy programmes followed the pattern for the overall average,
but with a higher loading on communication, problem solving and planning and
organising. The exception was teamwork being a very low priority, while
technology was stronger, possibly related to the use of computers in these
programmes.

Ú

Generic employment/workplace programmes had a different pattern – they were
strongly concerned with communication and to a lesser degree self‐management,
problem‐solving and planning and organising. Learning and teamwork, along
with technology, were lesser priorities.

It was also important to analyse according to programme focus as the majority of programmes (41)
were related to specific industries, while 17 had a generic employment/workplace focus, and six had a
literacy and numeracy focus.
4
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Ú

Specific industry programmes had a more even spread across the employability
skills, with communication and problem‐solving, followed by teamwork,
planning/organising and learning fairly equally addressed. Initiative and
enterprise was a low priority.

Participants at the 2nd National Conference explained that communication, problem‐
solving, planning and organising, and teamwork were the skills that their young
people needed the most, and were also those in which employers were most
interested. They reported that employers would teach the technology skills directly,
and foster self‐management and initiative/enterprise skills as young people were
ready. This concurs with other research into young people and vocational learning
(Stokes, Stacey & Lake 2006).

Additional programme aspects to consider
Contributions to family and community through programmes
Examples of the way that vocational learning programmes contribute to Indigenous
young people’s family and community members were reported in six of the nine
centres participating in the research. Student learning meant that they:
Ú

gain literacy and employability skills that can assist them to gain a job and
provide support for their family and community, or take up roles in the
community

Ú

grow socially and emotionally, which can assist them to interact more effectively
with family and community

Ú

could continue with programmes on release if they occur in partnership with
Indigenous community agencies–this supports the work of these agencies and
creates ongoing links between young people and the community (although this
only appears to occur in one centre)

Ú

learn about negative influences on their family and community, i.e. alcohol and
other drug use, and how to deal with them differently or gain support

Ú

have opportunities to strengthen their cultural awareness, knowledge and pride
(if programmes have a cultural focus).

In summary, most of these contributions are about ‘potential’ rather than current
contributions, as only two centres appeared to be actively involved in making direct
links between vocational programmes and students’ family and community members.
Another centre, in partnership with the secure care staff, provides a range of social
and cultural programmes that draw on, or bring in Indigenous community members,
but they are not formally linked to vocational learning, although they are well
received by young people and community members. The leadership for this work has
come from the secure care staff, and education staff have supported and collaborated
with this work.
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Access to programmes through day release
Access to vocational learning opportunities through day release is only possible in
three of the nine centres participating in the research. The other six centres do not
have policies or approval processes that support this occurring, and one reported
having no request from students for this option. In those centres where access is
possible, it is determined by:
Ú

individual need

Ú

behaviour and social skills

Ú

security level

Ú

pre‐release plans and opportunities available from education providers working
with centres.

Ultimate decisions regarding day release are made by Detention Centre Directors and
educational staff can only make recommendations. It appears that access is planned
and monitored through case management where liaison with other providers and
support services occurs as needed.
In one centre, a six‐week pre‐release programme is available to young people who
have had a six month or longer sentence. They can be placed in the community with a
job and/or education, a safe place to live and support while still officially under
custody.

Indigenous community member involvement
Indigenous community member involvement in vocational learning programmes
occurs in seven of the nine centres participating in the research and is in the planning
stages in another centre. Involved Indigenous community members included: elders;
teachers; hourly paid instructors; VET programme providers; artists in residence; and
people with vocations or skills such as chefs, hairdressers, footballers and fitness
trainers.
The involvement of elders was named for three centres, Indigenous teachers or VET
programme providers for four centres, and one centre had an Aboriginal Liaison
Officer who could employ community members to run specific short‐term
programmes. There was a mix of both paid and volunteer time, e.g. teachers and
programme providers were paid, but elders or other community members frequently
volunteered their time.
In terms of the type of involvement, six centres indicated that Indigenous community
members were involved in cultural knowledge and awareness programmes, while
one centre also identified community projects or celebrations, and two others listed
several or many vocational learning programmes that they offer. In most centres
community members attend as the teacher or facilitator of specific programmes (with
one centre seeking out accreditation options for this teaching wherever possible if the
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person is not a regular member of staff). In some situations they are involved as
mentors.
The main reasons that centres gave for organising Indigenous community member
involvement included the following (most centres provided at least two reasons):
Ú

supporting or re‐establishing links with home communities (three centres)

Ú

following centre policy (three centres)

Ú

providing role models and mentors for the Indigenous young people (three
centres)

Ú

increasing cultural relevance (three centres)

Centres also mentioned that involvement provided financial remuneration for the
community member and was based on a general interest in and commitment to
helping young people.

Pathways to continue vocational learning in the community
Clear pathways to continue vocational learning in the community exist in seven
centres, but one centre reported that pathways are complicated for remote
communities by access barriers. Most centres have transition programmes and plans.
Some have specific centre or community Transition Officers, case workers or an
Aboriginal Liaison Officer, while others draw on Aboriginal Education Officers, Job
Placement, Employment and Training workers (JPET), TAFE Vocational Officers or
Indigenous student support centres. Four centres specifically mentioned the
involvement of mentors and one centre identified ‘wrap around’ case management as
the approach.
Despite Indigenous young people being 42% of the juvenile detention centre
population on average, and much higher for some centres, in most instances these
pathways are the same as those available to non‐Indigenous young people. The three
main pathways identified were as follows, while Indigenous‐specific education
providers were only mentioned on one occasion:
Ú

direct to employers/industry

Ú

through employment brokers, including JPET

Ú

via a range of other registered training organisations or secondary school
providers, including TAFE and community education groups.

The work to support young people’s transition back to the community occurs prior to
release and may involve some or extensive liaison with family/community members
and the receiving organisations. In some instances this may include regional youth
workers who provide ongoing support to young people once back in the community.
In order to improve the outcomes of their existing transition options, one centre
reported that it was developing a more intensively supported transitions programme.
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Young people’s interview outcomes
The interview guide for young people addressed six areas that were named in the
following way:
Ú

Area 1: Young people’s experiences of programmes at their centres

Ú

Area 2: Jobs in the future

Ú

Area 3: Personal goals

Ú

Area 4: Contributions to community

Ú

Area 5: Building your skills up

Ú

Area 6: Learning experiences before the centre

Area 1: Young people’s experiences of programmes at
their centres
In total, young people named 84 vocational learning programmes, or components of
programmes, available across seven centres and eight locations (SA had two
locations). They were asked to do three things in relation to each programme named:
1. Rate what they thought of these programmes on a four point scale with the
following options: Terrible, OK, Good and Deadly.
2. Explain why they rated the programme in this way.
3. Describe what they got out of these programmes.

Programme ratings
When the ratings on all programmes are combined, the average outcomes were:
Ú

Terrible – 5%

Ú

OK – 23%

Ú

Good – 40%

Ú

Deadly – 32%

Therefore, programmes that young people considered ‘good’ or ‘deadly’ totalled 72%.
This provided a benchmark against which programmes could be compared when
they were grouped according to the primary focus of the programme content. Figure
12 indicates which programmes fell above and below the 72% benchmark–68% of all
available programmes were above the line
It appears that young people thought more highly of programmes with specific
vocational content (56 of the programmes or 67%) compared to those with more
general content (19 or 23%). Nine (11%) were not easily grouped but they were evenly
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distributed either side of the benchmark. The next section on young people’s
descriptions of the experience and value of programmes provides a better
understanding of the reasons the specific vocational programmes were held in higher
esteem.

Figure 12: Percentage of programmes rated as ‘good’ or ‘deadly’
100% - Construction work (3 programmes or 4%)
88% - Hospitality and cooking (7 programmes or 9%)
85% - Automotive and small engines (9 programmes or 11%)
81% - Horticulture, farm and rural (8 programmes or 10%)
80% - Art, music, dance and cultural studies (17 programmes or 20%)
75% - Woodwork, furnishing and metalwork (9 programmes or 11%)
72% line
71% - Fitness and sport (4 programmes or 5%)
60% - Literacy and numeracy (6 programmes or 8%)
57% - Computing and IT (3 programmes or 4%)
33% - Life skills (8 programmes or 10%)
0% - Generic workplace skills (1 programme or 1%)

Experience and value of programmes
Eight themes stood out when young people described their experiences of
programmes and what they gained from them–the first six for their presence and the
last two for their relative absence:
Ú

Theme 1: Gain qualifications and prepare for future work

Ú

Theme 2: Get valuable experiences and skills

Ú

Theme 3: Doing hands‐on and real activities that may create real products

Ú

Theme 4: Activities involve relaxation, enjoyment, freedom and/or being outside

Ú

Theme 5: Activities have a cultural focus

Ú

Theme 6: Activities are fun

Ú

Theme 7: Good teaching experience

Ú

Theme 8: Activities facilitate a connection to family and community

Although the young people did say different things about the reason for the rating
and what they got out of programmes, they were often similar or related, so their
answers to these two questions are addressed together under the eight themes.

Theme 1: Gain qualifications and prepare for future work
This theme emerged across 26 programmes (31%); most were industry‐related while
three were focused on literacy and one focused on general employment/workplace
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skills. Young people explained how activities they undertook in the programme
would help them to get a job or assist them in the workplace, and identified specific
skills that related to a job or vocation. However, this was not always confined to the
industry‐specific skills or programmes, as they also commented on learning about
OH&S to keep them “safe in the workplace”, or that they “need to read and write for
work”. They commonly stated that they would gain certificates that are recognised in
the workplace, and this was perceived as valuable: “[we need to] get as many
certificates as we can”.
On occasions young people made more definite statements about how they would or
could go into the vocational area when they left the detention centre, and that they
believed they could make money through doing this, for example:
“I will do woodwork when I get out.”
“If I get good I could make a living, [it’s an] opportunity to make money from
digital [art] stuff.”
“I want to be a mechanic”
“I like getting involved in that type of work (metal and woodwork)”

Another aspect of this theme was young people’s comments about being exposed to
different things, which could “help you choose jobs” or be “good for when we get
out” as an option to consider as you could “do it on the outside”.

Theme 2: Get valuable experiences and skills
This theme emerged across 19 programmes (23%); again, most were industry‐related,
three were literacy/numeracy programmes and one focused on general employment/
workplace skills. Young people were generally very interested in doing activities that
gave them useful experiences and skills for their future life, although not necessarily
because it contributed to a qualification or future work opportunity. The emphasis in
this theme was on the idea that they were being exposed to different things, and it
was “good to learn things” and try activities they had not experienced before. There
were comments about:
Ú

everyday life skills such as learning how to cook and/or clean, work in teams,
budget and save, read and write, and about hygiene and fitness–the focus of
programmes mentioned was usually food/hospitality, literacy, art or horticulture,
or hands‐on or outside activities

Ú

generic skills that could apply across work and personal life, such as using
computers, different garden or mechanical tools, and measuring

Ú

specific skills in a vocational or personal hobby area, such as drawing and
painting.

One young person described this as developing “pride in self, [knowing you are] not
a deadbeat”. Another young person stated that doing art “fills your personality out”,
suggesting that it made you a more rounded person who was open to things in life. In
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general, young people either stated or were inferring that activities focused on useful
experiences and skills helped them develop “independence” and “confidence”.

Theme 3: Doing hands‐on and real activities that may create real products
This theme emerged across 16 programmes (19%), all of which were industry‐related,
including a cultural studies programme. Although this theme was linked to the first
two, and often related to similar programmes, it was distinguished by the focus on
practical activities with concrete outcomes. It was clear that popular and valued
programmes were those in which young people undertook practical activities and
produced tangible or “useful” products. These were predominantly industry‐related
programmes.
Young people commented on the range of specific products they made, which varied
from milkshakes, to pots, furniture, CDs or songs, and clothes. They specifically
identified products they could take with them, or how they developed skills to
undertake useful tasks that were relevant to their lives beyond the detention centre in
either work or leisure, e.g. “learn how to fix a motor, strip and put parts back
together”; “learnt to write and play our own songs”.

Theme 4: Activities involve relaxation, enjoyment, freedom and/or being
outside
This theme emerged across 11 programmes (13%), all of which were industry‐related,
including a cultural studies programme. They mostly related to art/culture, cooking
and horticulture or outside activities where young people were “out in the fresh air”.
This theme occurred less frequently, but programmes that created opportunities for
young people to be relaxed and experience a sense of freedom were clearly valued.
These programmes may be related to the young people enjoying them or having the
opportunity to be outside with some freedom of movement.

Theme 5: Activities have a cultural focus
A few programmes (8 or 10%) had a specific cultural focus for Indigenous young
people. Young people’s comments on these programmes included being proud of
their culture or of doing cultural things, being “encouraged to learn about their
culture”, and general enjoyment: “Its good to do cultural things”; “I just like being
part of and doing stuff when it’s these weeks [NAIDOC and Reconciliation weeks]”.
It is these programmes that are most likely to involve Indigenous staff (internal or
external), so it is also an opportunity for young people to have direct connection with
community members.

Theme 6: Activities are fun
An obvious, yet highly important element of programmes was whether they were
perceived as fun. Young people referred to programmes being their “favourite”,
“good fun” or “I just like it”. A few were more descriptive, e.g. “I love writing songs,
rap music. I like performing”. This theme emerged across a variety of industry‐related
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programmes, including art and music (15 in total or 18%); no literacy, numeracy or
generic employment/workplace programmes were described as fun. This indicates
that there is a fit with young people’s personal interests or possibly that the staff who
taught them created fun within them (although this was not explicitly stated).

Theme 7: Good teaching experience
This was a small theme that only emerged on four occasions in relation to four
different programmes that were mostly rated as good or deadly. For example, a music
teacher was described as a “good teacher”. A young person in a literacy/numeracy
programme commented that the teacher “encourages me” and another in a
metalwork programme said “it encourages me … it helps me to get a job”. A different
young person from another centre explained that they were “approached by the
teacher to become involved” in an IT programme, and they appreciated this. Another
group of young men doing a small engines course reported that the “teacher always
asks what we want to do”.
This theme is significant in its absence from young people’s commentary. However,
as young people were asked a very general question–why did you rate the
programme that way–they were not specifically directed to comment on the teacher
or facilitator’s approach or their relationship with them. The interest was in seeing
what young people would name without being led in this research–this would need
to be specifically targeted in any programme evaluation that occurs.

Theme 8: Activities facilitate a connection to family and community
This theme is also significant for its absence, which may be for the same reasons as
Theme 7, as it only occurred once when a young person said they were able to “make
things for my family” in a furniture course. However, in Area 4, young people were
specifically asked about the opportunities programmes provided for them to
contribute to their family and community, or what they hoped they could contribute
in the future, so this theme is discussed in more detail there.

Ideas about change and improvement
Although young people appeared to be generally positive about programmes, they
identified several areas that would improve the programmes and their experience of
them, which can be grouped as follows:
Ú

Teacher approach: In one centre there were comments that “teachers need to lay
off and be honest”. They need to “give us some space and be fair”, although this
was not elaborated on.

Ú

Appropriateness: This came up in relation to programmes with a cultural studies
or life skills focus. In one centre they wanted an Aboriginal teacher who could
“teach us some spiritual stuff about paintings”. Another young person from the
same centre said he “would like to learn more about my culture though…my
lingo and dances and all that”, meaning where his region was rather than the
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areas surrounding or close to the detention centre. In life skills programmes,
young people commented on the lack of relevance and contemporary nature of
the content and resources/videos. One group explained that they needed to learn
how to fill out forms, which linked to literacy and numeracy in a practical way.
Ú

Student/teacher ratios: In one centre, young people expressed frustration at
needing to wait for help from teachers, so they wanted better teacher/student
ratios or additional support staff available in the room.

Ú

Greater variety within programmes: This related to the tasks undertaken, the
type of equipment young people could use or the range of skills learned. It also
referred to avoiding very repetitive activities. It came up across a number of
different programmes: music, horticulture, automotive/small engines and rural
studies.

Ú

Different locations: Two other suggestions were about where young people did
programmes, e.g. doing art outside of the classroom, or taking music they record
back into “section” to help with writing songs.

Ú

More practical opportunities: It appeared that young people wanted more
opportunities to do active and hands‐on programmes, such as sport, arts/culture,
music and a number of the industry‐related programmes, e.g. woodwork, farm
work, automotive/mechanics, and programmes leading to licences for operating
machinery.

Getting into programmes and ease of taking part
The majority of young people (78%) reported that it was easy to get into programmes,
although a few also noted that there was a proviso–“if you behave yourself”. In three
centres it was stated that it was easy to get into programmes they wanted. The 22%
who indicated it was hard, experienced some frustration at having to wait to access
their chosen programme, although they appeared to understand why this occurred,
e.g. it was already full or they needed to wait until someone was “kicked out” of the
programme.
Over 93% of the young people indicated that it was also easy to take part in
programmes once they accessed them, which could be read as an indication of how
young people were included by teachers/facilitators. It appeared that some
programmes were perceived as easier to participate in, such as sport/gym, cultural
studies and programmes run outside.
One young person spoke to the irony of these young people’s educational
experiences: “I like them all [the programmes at the centre], good facilities. You only
get these facilities at school on the outside but I wouldnʹt attend school on the
outside”.
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Area 2: Jobs in the future
Young people were asked about their job prospects, and what having a job meant to
them. When asked about their job prospects, the majority of young people
interviewed (72%) were positive–see Figure 13. A handful (10%) were confident, in
part because they reported that they already had a job, while 19% believed their
prospects were good and 43% were hopeful and positive about job prospects. Only
10% were sure that their prospects were bad (they were all from the one centre) with
12% being uncertain and just 5% reporting that they did not care.

Figure 13: Responses to ‘What do you think your job prospects are?’
5%

10%

12%

19%
10%

2%

43%

Confident

Good

Hopeful

Bad

Uncertain

Don't care

OK

Most of the jobs that young people wanted or believed they would get were skilled
trades requiring an apprenticeship, e.g. hospitality, horticulture, landscaping,
carpentry, diesel fitter, mechanic, panel beating or hairstyling. Alternatively, they
were labouring and hands‐on industry jobs that may or may not require
qualifications, e.g. fishing, cattle station work (ringer), local government work,
bricklaying, working in the mines or painting (artistically). On rare occasions, human
and community service jobs were named, e.g. youth worker, working with old
people.
The young people provided a variety of meanings for having a job, with the eight
highest ranked meanings listed in Table 6. At times young people described more
than one meaning, so the percentages represented the number of times the meaning
emerged in responses, rather than a percentage of the total meanings.
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The most consistent and frequent meaning was having the capacity to provide for
themselves and/or their families as they would earn money to buy things they needed
or wanted. Several young people simply stated it was “important” to them or they
wanted to get “work that I really want or like to do”. A few mentioned that it would
help keep them out of trouble, enable them to look after their family or be “something
to do”. Very few young people said that they did not care about being employed,
while the idea of pride and reputation emerged occasionally. Five other meanings
were identified on one occasion each, including: being able to care for myself, saving
money, meeting new friends, being a good role model, and being on CDEP.

Table 6: Responses to ‘What does having a job mean to you?’

Meaning

Ranking (%)

Being able to provide for myself and/or have money to buy
things, e.g. a car, a house, a mobile phone, clothes

1 (43%)

It’s important/It means a lot/do something I want to do

2 (21%)

Keeps me out of trouble

3 (14%)

Looking after family

4 (10%)

It’s something to do

5 (7%)

It’s good for my reputation

6 (5%)

Pride of self or family being proud of them

6 (5%)

Don’t care

6 (5%)

Here are several anecdotes from different young people abut how they felt about
getting a job and what being employed meant to them.
A ‘good’ story: A 16‐year‐old young man from a remote community thought he
had a good chance of getting work. He had repeatedly offended, bringing him
into the centre on several short‐term stays. He believed that “if I’m working I’ll
keep out of trouble”. It meant that he would be “saving for a car” and enable his
three friends (or relatives), all young men, “to get a unit together”.
A ‘hopeful’ story: A group of three young men aged 17–18 years from a rural
area were interviewed together and said “We want a job”, suggesting that they
may work in the abattoirs, fishing, plumbing or with Shires/local government.
These options reflected their local industrial or work connections, although they
were not sure how to access opportunities in these areas. These young men
suggested that if they were employed it meant they could “show my family what
I could do”, “be a good Father role [model]” and “have money ‐ not have to steal
to get drugs”. The interviewer commented that all young men were keen to find
work. One had actively been job hunting and although unsuccessful was still
positive about finding a job. They all confirmed that stealing to obtain money to

45

Increasing vocational learning opportunities for Indigenous students

purchase drugs had been a big part of their lives in recent years, but believed that
employment would most probably break this cycle of offending.
A ‘hopeful’ story: Two young men aged 16–17 years from an urban area gave
these responses: “I’d like to be cabinet maker, mechanic or work in mines” and “I
can get a job”. They thought that being employed would “be really good”, as they
would “be able to go to the pub and pay bills”. It also meant they would “have
more responsibility and keep out of trouble”. The interviewer commented that
these young men were responding to the training at the centre quite positively
but had limited knowledge on how to go about finding work in the ‘big city’.
They appeared to have higher expectations about possible jobs than young people
from rural areas and think more about trades or mining industries, however,
were unsure how to make this happen.
An ‘uncertain’ story: A 15‐year‐old young man from an urban area said “Yeah! I
don’t know … bricklaying”. Being employed “meant a lot”. It was about
“money”, “pride” and “getting on” in life. He had experienced two weeks of
work at a restaurant chain where he was paid a very small wage, and had
previously worked with a relative “helping out” painting. He definitely wanted a
job but “I don’t want to be a dish pig”. He said he would take “pride in having a
job – never thought I’d make it roaming the streets, doing stupid stuff”. He
showed some confidence in himself, as he described himself as “multi‐talented”
and also suggested he “would like to do hairstyling” or “maybe a youth worker”.
Being employed also meant “I do my own stuff outside, pride instead of thinking
I’m a dead beat. Fix things for your family. Sell shit at the markets”.
A ‘bad’ story: Another group of 16–17‐year‐old young men thought their
prospects were “bad”. They explained that a “criminal record stops you” and
there is “high unemployment” in their home areas. Despite this, they believed
that having a job helped you “learn how to support yourself”, provided a number
of essential items such as “security, food, power, and rent money”. They also
suggested it was a way to “meet new friends”, it “stops boredom” because you
are “doing something” and that can “stop you from doing crime”.

These stories indicate that a high proportion of the young people had hopes and
intentions of being employed, even if they were not sure of the process of making that
happen. Despite what they thought of their prospects, employment was meaningful
in their lives–they wanted the opportunity to experience it. On most occasions
Indigenous young people were starting from a positive place, although the reality is
that they are likely to experience racism in their efforts to obtain work. Therefore,
transition and post‐release programmes are important vehicles through which
education centres in juvenile detention centres can help improve Indigenous young
people’s pathway to further training, and help circumvent the racism prevalent in the
employment marketplace.

Area 3: Personal goals
Young people were also invited to talk about personal goals for their lives. This was
an open question that was not tied to vocations or jobs. The top six ranked goals are
listed in Table 7. Having a job, trade or career was the most common, occurring 76%
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of the time. Looking after family and children, as well as playing sports were also
both popular goals. Fewer young people identified that they wanted to continue or
finish their education, and a handful identified the importance of staying out of
trouble and being able to provide for themselves. It is important to note that although
keeping out of trouble was not explicitly or frequently named by the young people,
the goals that young people did have implied that they would need to keep away
from trouble in order to pursue them.
Several other goals were named two or three times, and included: having a
house/good accommodation, quitting drugs, getting a driver’s licence, getting
seriously involved in arts or music, being able to travel and saving money. One young
person wanted to help others and another wanted to have a good relationship. Only
two young people said that they had no goals.

Table 7: Young people’s personal goals for their lives

Personal goal

Ranking (%)

Have a job, trade or a career

1 (76%)

Look after family/children/parents

2 (29%)

Play sports

2 (29%)

Continue/finish my education

3 (21%)

Stay out of trouble

4 (10%)

Provide for myself–have money to buy things

4 (10%)

One centre noted a sharp difference between the responses based on gender, as they
interviewed three young women (the only ones in the sample) and 11 young men. All
of the young women indicated that they wanted to work and get training, and
provided a broad range of personal goals that covered many of the areas listed above.
The interviewers reported, “The girls’ responses were noticeably different to the boys.
They saw a bigger picture across their own lives, their families and their own
children. They saw professional careers, travel, social work and material things. The
girls’ needs and aspirations were very different to the boys”. They were strong on the
importance of having and looking after a family.

Area 4: Contributions to community
The young people were asked if the vocational programmes at the centre enabled
them to contribute to their community. Young people in three centres (28 or 56% of
those interviewed) reported that they were able to maintain a connection to
community through vocational learning programmes.
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These young people described how this happened, which included through day
release programmes, and involved: sport; CDEP; working at a local drop‐in centre or
youth centre, as well as day care and nursing homes; assisting in local schools;
mowing lawns and chopping firewood for community members; making things for
the centre that benefited other young people there; catering for functions; and
participating in art exhibitions. In one detention centre young people are able to
maintain a connection to community through structured programmes that involve
family, elders and other community members.
Where this was not possible, young people were asked how they would like to
contribute to their community. Those young people who already made some
contribution also talked about the ways they hoped to contribute in the future. The
majority of young people aspired to contribute positively to family and community
through utilising their skills gained through the vocational learning programmes.
They particularly identified an interest in voluntary work, using their new skills to
create, construct and fix things, and to undertake community service work within
their own community, e.g. “I could go out and trim trees for people, especially elderly
people in the community”. Playing sport was also identified as a way of contributing
in a positive manner.
Some young people aspired to formally and informally pass on their new vocational
skills to other young people in the community, e.g. initiate a course and teach the
same skills to family members and the community (such as art), or assist people to
work on and fix lawn mowers, cars and other equipment. On a few occasions, young
people identified the direct link between levels of crime and community safety, and
talked about creating a “safe place” to help and contribute to the community. They
also identified the importance of connecting with other young people in the
community as a role model to assist them in accessing help, counselling and support
where needed. In relation to safety, they specifically highlighted the need to:
Ú

stop crime

Ú

“stay out of trouble”

Ú

personally stop stealing and help others not to steal

Ú

look out for family

Ú

help young people get away from drugs

Ú

“keep all young fellas off the street … especially at night time”.

Area 5: Building your skills up
Young people were asked what skills they had and how they wanted to strengthen
them, i.e. through vocational learning. The majority of young people identified the
inter‐connection between personal skills and abilities, education and employment. In
response to this more specific question about education, they articulated a desire to
continue to learn and gain further vocational skills, education and training that was
not strongly apparent in their response to the personal goals question.
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The young people recognised the importance of having good personal
communication skills, particularly listening and speaking, as well as organisational
skills and demonstrating personal commitment. Their descriptions can be categorised
as follows:
Ú

Work ethic principles: attend classes, be punctual, practice every day, strive for
improvement and engage with safe work practices.

Ú

Personal values: show initiative, be responsible, have patience, show and gain
respect, gain trust, pay attention and observe others, particularly elders.

Some young people highlighted the importance of doing more of the certificate level
work both inside and outside detention centres, particularly to improve on literacy
and maintain the skills gained in vocational learning programmes. A few indicated
that they wanted access to more Certificate II and III courses and specified skills
development in art and sport. Others identified that their skills would be
strengthened by continuing their formal education, particularly secondary school, to
improve on literacy and numeracy skills. A few others aspired to contribute to the
community with a desire to help others and be more co‐operative–this linked with
their responses to questions in Area 4.
There was also acknowledgment of skills learned through the vocational learning
programmes which would enhance their ability to gain employment if they had the
opportunity to practice them more often and strengthen them. A variety of practical,
vocation‐based skills were identified that linked to many of their existing options,
including: irrigation, tiling, bricking, plumbing, cleaning, animal husbandry,
mechanics, bike maintenance, welding, art, carpentry, horticulture, gardening,
landscaping, food and hospitality, building and construction, computing, woodwork,
sport, music, reading and writing.

Area 6: Learning experiences before the centre
As some of the young people may have experienced vocational learning prior to being
at the detention centre, they were asked about their experiences. Those who did not
have any previous experience with vocational learning were asked if they would have
appreciated this and what difference it may have made to them. For young people
who were 14 years or younger, any vocational learning they did would not have been
credited toward a certificate, so the focus was not on accreditation but, rather, on the
learning experience.
Twenty‐two young people (44%) had done some form of vocational learning in the
period before their current detention, or before their earlier detentions if they had
been at the centre several times. The programmes varied greatly from woodwork,
metalwork, home economics, art or horticulture undertaken through schools, or
school–TAFE collaborations, through to workplace‐based mechanic programmes,
community centre art programmes, bricklaying schools and work experience or paid
work opportunities.
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Over 73% reported that they thought these programmes were good and/or enjoyable,
others noted that they gained specific skills, while there were only two reports of the
programme being boring or unsatisfactory. On occasions young people commented
on the better student/teacher ratio in the vocational learning programmes at the
centre, e.g. “I enjoyed it [the previous program] … [but] in [this centre] you get more
of the teacher to yourself”; The previous programme was “alright, lots of children in
the class”.
Most programmes were available through school (32%), some through workplaces
(27%) and a few directly at TAFE (14%) or through a community organisation (14%).
Reasons for getting involved varied significantly, from being a personal choice,
possibly with encouragement from friends or family (32%), through to a subject
choice at school (23%). Other reasons included the following: it was a core school
subject, it contributed toward a VET course, it was a court‐ordered requirement, it
happened through work experience, or one young person was approached by the
employer and offered a job.
Of those young people who did not have these experiences, 61% clearly indicated that
they would have liked an opportunity to do these types of programmes (some young
people did not answer this question). A couple of young people who did some
vocational learning wanted further opportunities or access to different programmes.
However, they were not all certain that this would have influenced whether they
went to a detention centre. Seven were confident it would have kept them out of
trouble, as they would have stayed with the course, got work through it and it would
have given them something to focus upon. Another seven were not sure, or answered
“maybe”, while six believed it probably would not have made a difference.
The following two stories illustrate the different opinions of young people on this
matter.
‘No difference’ story: A 15‐year‐old young man who didn’t have the opportunity
to do any vocational learning in his previous schooling, but would have liked to,
was not convinced it would have stopped him from ending up in detention:
“Nah… not really… probably not do crime when I get out though…when I get
out I will just go for my goals”. The interviewer said he was really interested in
the interview and realises from the experience of being in detention that he needs
to set goals and get a job – he wants to continue on with the Certificate I in
Engineering.
‘Would make a difference’ story: A 16‐year‐old young man reported that “at
school we had TAFE courses there. I did Art…it was a good Art program”. This
opportunity was available because “we had some people from TAFE come in. I
signed up with them. You didn’t have to go to the TAFE, could do it at school”.
However, despite having this opportunity and enjoying it, he explained that “the
course I wanted to go to [DJ course] wasn’t offered because it wasn’t done in my
area. If they had it I would have done it. If I had a chance to do it, I wouldn’t end
up in here…would have kept me busy, a hobby sort of thing”.

There are many things that shape whether Indigenous young people go to a detention
centre, of which their educational experience is one. However, these outcomes lend
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some support to thinking that more appropriate vocational learning options within
mainstream schooling could make a positive contribution to preventing or reducing
young people’s involvement in offending behaviour. Further, combined with the
outcomes in the above areas, they also suggest that vocational learning opportunities
within detention could circumvent an entrenched pattern of offending and detention.
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Family and community member consultations
The Indigenous members of the main research team undertook the family and
community member consultations and personally visited the two centres involved.
This occurred as ‘insiders’ due to familiarity with the process and experience of
detention, having witnessed family members’ involvement with juvenile justice, and
having personally and professionally supported young people in detention and their
family members. In choosing to support this research project, we had stated that:
“We have a personal and professional commitment to addressing this area by
supporting our Indigenous young people to believe in themselves and their
people, to take up their family and cultural responsibilities, and to manage the
challenge of living in both their own cultures and the dominant cultures. We
understand that it is this challenge that has contributed to Indigenous young
people ending up in detention – a positive experience with culturally relevant
education can significantly contribute to creating a sense of future and alternative
possibilities for them.
Therefore, this project is one that we take on as a personal commitment to our
young people. For some they are our nephews, nieces, cousins, brothers and
sisters. They are more than subjects to us because some of them will become
leaders within our communities.”

In writing up this section of the report we will draw on the discussions we held with
the ‘participants’ in the family and community member consultations, and our
observations of the two centres, combined with our experience over time as members
of the families and communities whose young people have been in detention.

Family and community in the lives of Indigenous young
people
Aboriginal cultures and Torres Strait Islander cultures are complex and diverse, but
there is a shared belief that the family is the core unit that reflects the wider beliefs of
the community. To provide culturally sensitive services or undertake culturally
appropriate research, activities must reflect the same values and beliefs as the culture
itself, and therefore be built on the foundation that family is core business.
In Indigenous families, members depend on one another for emotional, psychological
and financial support. Indigenous family structure is built on cultural values that
reflect a system of cooperation, support and request that members depend on for a
sense of identity and belonging. Kinship and extended family relationships are highly
valued and regarded as family. Grandparents, aunts and uncles are highly respected
as having authority over and support for family members, playing specific roles in
children’s lives. Therefore, the advice of grandparents, uncles or aunts is considered
valuable, they are often consulted on important family matters, and assist in taking
financial care of family responsibilities. Indigenous family members place a high
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priority on dependence on, loyalty to, and solidarity with the family and kin group.
This continues to be practiced while a young person is in detention.

Perspectives from the family and community member
consultations
All participants were generally very positive about the programmes and staff
involved with the education centres. Participants who had involvement with
education centre staff and students through their work roles reported good working
relationships at two levels:
Ú

between themselves as workers and education staff

Ú

between education staff and young people, as they felt that the young people
were respected and valued.

Through the consultations, it was possible to determine how familiar participants
were with vocational learning programmes, whether and how they were actively
involved in them, and their opinions of them.

Familiarity with vocational learning programmes
Regardless of their level of involvement with the education centre, as family members
and/or workers, participants knew very little about the specific vocational learning
programmes that were available to young people. Some people who were, or had
been workers knew about a few of the options. There was a stronger focus on noticing
relationships, people and products. This related to questions such as: How is my
young person going to be treated? Who is looking out for them? What have they
created that I can show other family and community members?
Family members talked about how their young person was ‘feeling’ about what they
were doing while in detention and what they had achieved through the programmes,
i.e. things they had built or created, or gifts they had made for family members. They
knew about young people’s experiences and achievements through their direct
relationships and conversations with their young people, not through dialogue with
education staff. ‘Products’ were important because they shared the feelings of pride
and achievement with their young people, and could show other family and
community members what they had achieved.
Family members were keen for their young people to have the opportunity to
continue with these activities beyond detention, but were not clear on what the
realistic options were for this to occur. They were well aware that one of the major
challenges to this was all the invitations that young people would face to return to the
situations that had taken them into detention. The priority conversation when young
people leave detention is how they might stay out of trouble, not how they may
continue any education/vocational learning programmes that they had done while in
detention. Education was not viewed as an obvious part of a rehabilitation pathway.

53

Increasing vocational learning opportunities for Indigenous students

Active involvement with vocational learning programmes
There was little evidence that participants had direct and active involvement in
vocational learning programmes or were conscious that this was what they were
being invited to, or needed to do. Where involvement occurs, it was usually with the
detention centre as a whole, not the education centre specifically. There were three
main ways this involvement occurred.
One way was through invitations to participate in culturally focused annual events
such as Reconciliation Week and NAIDOC Week.
The second way was through invitations to participate in other cultural events and
activities facilitated by the centres, which may occur as a partnership between the
detention and education staff or facilitated by one or the other. For example, one
centre had a dedicated detention centre employee whose role was to facilitate
connections between communities and young people through a range of culturally
focused activities, or community events that occur in the centre, e.g. fortnightly
barbeques, monthly visits from different elders groups around the state, and art
exhibitions.
The third way was through requests to assist in responding to crisis situations within
the detention centre, e.g. mediation, conflict resolution and advice.
There were a few examples of elders being invited to sit in on education centre
classes, which had a positive effect on young people’s behaviour. It brought a calming
influence into the room as the young people treated the elders with respect.

Observations within the centres
The ‘culture of the space’
Education centres within juvenile detention centres do not always have control over
the space in which they are required to operate – they usually inherit it. A handful of
detention centres in Australia have been more recently built and the place of
education has been considered. The contrast between these two scenarios in terms of
the ‘culture of the space’ was observed in the education centres involved in this aspect
of the research.
The culture of the detention centre appeared to be reflected in the nature of the space
within these detention centres. Both education centres offered a range of relevant and
interesting vocational learning programmes coupled with standard school curriculum
directed to young people’s educational levels.
One did this in a space that reflected restriction and mustiness because it was closed
in, cramped, poorly maintained, lacked adequate internal or external open spaces,
had few trees and plants, had dark or dull colours and the air of an ‘old institution’.
Detention staff were generally disengaged from the educational programmes,
remaining within their security, surveillance and control role. The culture of this
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space reinforced an over‐arching deficit‐based model with a focus on punishment.
This environment is not conducive to learning in general, or vocational learning in
particular, which focuses on strengthening and rewarding skills, attitudes, efforts and
achievements that lead to specific competencies. It creates additional barriers for staff
to overcome in trying to engage young people with vocational learning and build
positive relationships.
The other centre offered programmes in a space that reflected openness and
movement through the availability of open spaces, buildings that resembled a high
school organisation rather than a prison, access to a gym, a large courtyard and
grassed areas, trees and plants, light pleasant colours, and a well‐kept environment.
Although for security reasons, detention staff always accompanied young people as
they moved between the spread‐out locations, they appeared to be more engaged and
interactive in the education programmes with teachers and students, while still
monitoring and managing behaviour. The culture of this space reinforced a
rehabilitation model with a focus on acknowledging positive behaviour and new
skills. It was more conducive and complementary to the vocational learning
programmes being offered, and the efforts of education staff to engage young people
with them.

Community presence
It was obvious from the other aspects of this research that the presence of community
members was important as a strategy for improving vocational learning programmes
and outcomes for young people. The centre visits and observations reinforced that
this is vital for young people’s general wellbeing and connection to cultural identity,
family and community, not just their engagement with education. For example,
young people at the centre with the regular elder visiting programme were visibly
excited and happy. They were animated and respectful in their interactions with
elders. The elders involved reported feeling welcomed and looked after by detention
and education centre staff, as well as young people.
In fact, Indigenous young people who did not know the Indigenous members of the
research team responded positively to their presence and sought out an opportunity
to interact with them. It is hard to fully describe the responses of the young people
when community members were present and the exchanges that took place–verbal
and non‐verbal, but it reflected a lifting of their spirit and an acknowledgement of
their identity.

Making a difference: Indigenous people’s presence and
roles within partnerships
This aspect of the research highlighted that partnerships are being under‐utilised or
are being talked about more than being lived, particularly in relation to the presence
and role of Indigenous people within them. It is important to acknowledge that direct
relationships between education staff and young people’s family and community
members is complicated by the detention systemʹs requirements about how contact is
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made, with whom and on what basis. Yet, there are also ways to overcome this
through a community development approach that is based on creating a strong
partnership between detention and education centre staff at all levels of the hierarchy,
and supported by dedicated positions within the centre.
There is an opportunity for education centres to facilitate partnerships within their
departments with units which have a mandate or dedicated focus on Indigenous
young people’s education, but this is also under‐utilised. This missed opportunity
may assist education centres to develop partnership with agencies or groups beyond
the education department which are linked with the Indigenous education unit.
Finally, although partnerships between agencies and the Indigenous community have
not always been straightforward, there have been some significant developments in
this area. Partnerships are more effective if they involve Indigenous community
members–who are not workers within the specific agencies–in planning, design,
implementation, delivery and evaluation of services to Indigenous young people.
These partnerships move the focus away from working in silos and from agency
policies, to what makes a ‘lived difference’ to young people and their family
members, both within and beyond detention. This focus should be the glue that binds
agencies together and result in better outcomes for Indigenous young people.
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Putting the picture together
This project aimed to develop greater understanding about how Indigenous young
people in juvenile detention can best relate to vocational information, develop
vocational skills, and experience the world of work. This needed to be based on a
mapping of the vocational learning options currently available to them, young
people’s experiences of them, and the views of significant people in their lives,
including family and community members, and the staff of education centres and
partner agencies who participated in the national conferences.
The outcomes of all research activities were reviewed and analysed by the main
research team, and the participants at the national conferences. Through this process
we have identified areas of learning and areas for potential and recommended action.
This section first outlines what has been learnt, then describes the possible areas of
action. Specific recommendations based on the research are provided in the next
section.

What did we learn?
Relevance and value of vocational learning
Many Indigenous young people willingly took this unique opportunity to express
personal opinions about their educational experiences by engaging in the research
interviews. They represented over 26% of the population of Indigenous young people
in the seven participating juvenile detention centres at the time. Their responses
indicated that they value and like many of the vocational learning programmes
currently available to them, with 72% rating these programmes as ‘good’ or deadly.’
There were several aspects of vocational learning that young people appreciated and
that assisted them to engage positively in education while in detention. Those
interviewed appreciated the opportunity to:
Ú

gain qualifications and prepare for future work, as young people spontaneously
commented on the links between vocational learning and future employment
options. The design advantage of vocational learning is that it allows young
people to gain certificates and acknowledgement for achievements in
competencies along the way, which are transferable and contribute to a larger
accredited certificate

Ú

get valuable experiences and skills that: 1) may or may not relate to work, and 2)
focus on everyday life skills or generic skills that are useful in both work and
personal life, as well as specific skills in a vocational or personal hobby area

Ú

have a stronger focus on ‘hands‐on’ learning and ‘real life’ activities that occurred
in vocational learning programmes related to industry areas, rather than literacy
and numeracy or generic employment/ workplace skills
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Ú

undertake activities provided by some vocational learning programmes that were
relaxing, enjoyable, had a sense of freedom and occurred outside

Ú

participate in activities with a cultural focus when this is possible, which is
relatively limited at present

Ú

participate in activities they perceived as fun.

The programmes that were most successful at incorporating two or more of these
aspects of learning were the industry‐related programmes (see Figure 12). It appeared
that literacy and numeracy tasks, along with generic employment/workplace
knowledge and skills were incorporated into these programmes, e.g. occupational
health and safety, and were better received as they occurred ‘in context’ and had real
world applications. This suggests that it would be wise to increasingly embed these
areas within industry‐related programmes.
Further, the programme mapping indicated that these programmes had a more even
focus on the eight employability skills, with slightly stronger emphases on teamwork,
problem‐solving, communication, and planning and organising. These are areas that
employers particularly value and seek out in young employees. Therefore,
involvement in these programmes meets a number of needs or priorities for young
people, educational staff and future employers.
Positive learning experiences are both a need and a priority for Indigenous young
people to develop to their full potential, particularly given their frequently poor
educational experiences prior to detention. The International Youth Foundation
defined desired outcomes for effective youth development programmes in their ‘5
C’s’ model as confidence, character, connection, competence and contribution
(Golombek 2002):
Ú

Confidence involves the development of a sense of self worth, mastery and
progress towards a future.

Ú

Character involves responsibility, autonomy, leadership and self‐awareness.

Ú

Connection is having a sense of safety and structure, membership and belonging.

Ú

Competence involves the development of ability and motivation in key areas of
life: civic and social competence, cultural competence, physical and emotional
competence, intellectual competence and vocational competence.

Ú

Contribution means that young people develop their ability to be civically
minded and learn how they can contribute their time, ideas, and talents to better
their communities.

The experiences and opinions that the young people shared during their interviews
reflected these five outcomes. In order for these outcomes to be achieved, we must
provide the enabling conditions, i.e. attitudes/cultural beliefs, structures, resources,
training, opportunities and integrated systems. The research indicated that vocational
learning within detention centres can contribute to these capacities being developed
among Indigenous young people who have not previously experienced all of these
enabling conditions in their lives.
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Representation and needs of Indigenous young people in detention
It is well known that Indigenous young people are over‐represented in juvenile
detention centres, i.e. at 25 times the rate of non‐Indigenous young people. With such
a high representation, the needs of Indigenous young people should be prominent in
the educational strategies employed in centres.
There is a commitment from juvenile detention education centres to address the needs
of Indigenous young people more effectively; this research and its recommendations
are an example of this commitment. However, the current educational options and
strategies present a mixed picture in responding to these needs, with both positive
signs and clear areas for improvement.

Indigenous staff, facilitators and family/community involvement
Compared with the high proportion of Indigenous young people, there are few
Indigenous staff involved with the education component of juvenile detention centres
in a teacher, education assistant or programme facilitator role. Those that are involved
appear to be mainly in assistant or hourly‐paid instructor roles. They often work in
partnership with non‐Indigenous people, an appropriate option, but it is not clear
whether they have a leadership role in this work or, again, are mainly in an assistant
position with a decreased influence over programme content and process.
Centres report some difficulty in recruiting and retaining Indigenous staff. Given the
historical experience of detention, restriction and prison in the lives of many
Indigenous people and the limited access to a good education and employment
options, this is not a surprise (Behrendt 2003; Royal Commission into Aboriginal
Deaths in Custody 1991). There is also a general shortage of Indigenous staff in a
range of health and community service areas (AHMAC‐SCATSIH 2002).
Further, Indigenous people are called upon to volunteer their time on many health,
education and community services Boards or programmes, so elders or people in
leadership roles who could be involved with detention centres are often over‐
committed. Therefore, other pathways through specific programmes for involving
Indigenous family and community members in centre activities are critical and need
to be negotiated directly with Indigenous people, as well as be led by them through
the creation of dedicated positions to support this work.
These specific programmes are run in a number of centres, and appear to have a
strong focus on cultural programmes and role‐modelling in other vocational
programmes. The culturally‐focused vocational programmes that young people had
experienced and commented upon in the interviews were less than 8% of the total
number discussed and available in three centres. This was evident in the programme
mapping where these vocational programmes were also fewer than 8% of all listed
programmes and available in three centres. The programme mapping also identified
that elders are actively involved in three centres with centre support, although not
necessarily in vocational learning programmes, while other centres bring in
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Indigenous people with a variety of vocations and skills for hourly‐paid instruction or
as role models.
This existing work is vital and centres identified that such programmes need to
expand in both availability and scope. Yet this does not represent the only
contribution that Indigenous family and community members can make. In addition
to increasing the number of programmes with culturally‐focused content, they could
also be more involved on social, personal support or mentoring bases (i.e. through
ongoing or extended relationships rather than one‐off or brief visits), and as direct
teachers/facilitators in ongoing or regularly scheduled programmes.
A focus on leadership and conflict management, with links to existing Indigenous
programmes and services, particularly community‐controlled services, could also be
considered. Such links are not evident at present, with only one centre reporting they
were involved with a community‐based Indigenous organisation to assist young
people to continue their vocational learning once they leave detention (also see the
section on transition programmes below). This could provide meaningful links for
young people back into their communities and offer them alternative roles,
responsibilities and aspirations for contributing to their communities, which is
something that most young people in the interviews indicated they were interested in
being able to do.
Importantly, the involvement of Indigenous people in this broader range of roles,
which need to be remunerated, would provide a stronger connection between
Indigenous young people and their family and community members than is currently
available to them. Young people were interested in having stronger connections to
community. This context presents an opportunity for Education Departments to step
in and make this possible through their vocational learning options, with the support
from the other agencies involved with the detention centre (see the section on
partnership below).

Limited access to mentoring
Indigenous young people’s access to dedicated mentoring programmes once they are
in detention appears to be limited or non‐existent. A few Indigenous young people
may have access to mentoring upon leaving detention as part of a transition
programme, or may continue a pre‐existing mentoring relationship. There were also
isolated examples of industry mentoring in the workplace. Most of the currently
available mentoring programmes with a juvenile justice/young offender focus operate
in community settings but there are few of these programmes across Australia
(Wilczynski et al. 2003).
The outcomes that the community mentoring programmes can achieve for Indigenous
young people are encouraging in terms of re‐engagement with education (including
vocational learning) and reduced offending behaviour, particularly if they are
intensive, integrated with other youth and family programmes, have a family‐
focused/family‐inclusive approach and provide a long‐term commitment to support
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(beyond…[Kathleen Stacey & Associates] 2004). This gap is also linked to the learning
gained regarding the need for an increased focus on transition programmes.

Access to and focus of transition programmes
Over 72% of the young people interviewed were positive and/or hopeful about their
future job prospects, and there was substantial commentary about the links between
their vocational learning experiences in the centres and future employment. Yet it was
also evident that many did not have much experience of the world of work. Day
release programmes were limited and community‐based vocational learning was rare.
Well conceived and effective transition programmes are a critical part of the ‘glue’
required to assist young people leaving detention to make a positive re‐entry into
community life and follow pathways into further education, training or employment.
There was considerable concern about the importance of and need for such transition
programmes amongst centres, and it is clearly on the agenda of several centres to
address. Those centres with considerable external provider involvement in their
vocational learning programmes, particularly from industry or community‐based
providers, have a sound base on which to build or strengthen transition programmes.
However, there was not strong evidence to indicate that existing transition
programmes had the capacity to both appreciate and respond to the multiplicity of
needs that Indigenous young people face upon release from detention. These needs
include health, mental health, substance use and misuse, accommodation, income,
responsibilities to children and partners or other family members, and personal
support (family, community, peer and social) that would assist them to step back
from engaging in further offending behaviour. Many of these needs preceded their
time in detention and are not necessarily resolved through their detention period.
Despite Indigenous young people being at least 42% of the juvenile detention centre
population, most of the pathways that would support Indigenous young people to
continue their vocational learning are mainstream pathways and programmes. These
pathways and transition programmes may respond to some of their needs, but will be
limited in effectiveness without a full appreciation of the different situation for
Indigenous young people, i.e. in both cultural terms and the additional social‐political
challenges they face as members of a marginalised group, such as racism, poverty
and, for some, geographical isolation. Conference participants believed that
Indigenous young people did not have good pathways from detention, and supports,
such as transition houses or other supported community placements while young
people re‐establish themselves in the community, were only rarely available. The lack
of mentoring programmes was noted above.
The outcomes indicate that there is an urgent need to look closely at transition
pathways from at least two perspectives. Any existing programmes need to be
identified and evaluated to identify what is and is not effective, relevant and
culturally appropriate about them; some evaluation may already be or soon become
available. Based on what we already know about good practice, and supported by
these evaluation outcomes when available, new or extended transition programmes
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need to be developed, trialled and evaluated. These programmes must learn about
and respond to the context to which young people are returning; work closely with
community‐based services and groups, particularly Indigenous groups and services
in order to strengthen connections with Indigenous community members; and
integrate or link with mentoring programmes. Critically, these programmes need to
provide a successful model of integrated casework within a holistic model that
demonstrates and champions effective interagency collaboration, including the core
partnership between education and the government department responsible for
secure care (see the section on partnership below).
Further, these programmes need to consider the needs of a broader range of young
people, not just those who have had longer sentences and may be further down the
pathway of offending; some current programmes may only be available to young
people who have sentences of six months or longer. This would create a stronger link
with early intervention efforts, as they would focus on young people with short
sentences who are at an earlier stage in their involvement with juvenile justice and,
thus, make a more comprehensive effort to minimise the likelihood that they will
return to detention.

Strengthening capacity for partnership work
The research outcomes lend some weight to the belief that vocational learning
contributes to rehabilitation for Indigenous young people in juvenile detention
through opportunities to have skills and talents recognised, be supported and
encouraged to try new things and, importantly, experience educational success.
However, it cannot stand alone. The multiplicity of these young people’s needs
demands the involvement and combined efforts of colleagues in health, mental health
and community services, as well as secure care staff. It was apparent that young
people have access to some or many of these services, but the degree to which they
worked in partnership in addressing the young people’s rehabilitative, educational
and personal support needs was not always strong or clear.
Educational staff sought to develop their relationship with their secure care/detention
centre colleagues, although the strength of this partnership work varied between
centres and between different levels of the same centre. For example, local
management partnerships may be strong while more senior departmental
partnerships may be limited or absent: alternatively, partnerships between on‐the‐
ground education and secure care staff may be fractured or volatile.
Misunderstandings about roles and responsibilities, and the different priorities that
guide their respective work could interfere in partnership efforts. Whenever such
mismatches between different levels in a centre occurred, options for Indigenous
young people were closed down and outcomes compromised. Where shared concerns
and goals were articulated, and staff from both sides had active involvement in
deciding how to address them, greater mutual respect was evident and more
programme possibilities and supportive partnerships emerged.

62

Increasing vocational learning opportunities for Indigenous students

In order to provide a range of vocational learning programmes, almost every centre
had developed or contributed to partnerships with other government departments,
external education providers and, in some instances, industry groups. As noted
above, the area in which partnership work was most limited was with Indigenous
agencies, and directly with Indigenous family and community members.

The impact of departmental structures and policies
Through each step of this research project it became apparent that there are a number
of inconsistencies between states and territories at policy and structural levels. These
include:
Ú

who is responsible for education programmes

Ú

how, and by whom they are delivered

Ú

what level of cooperation or partnership occurs between the departments
involved in the education and secure care aspects of detention centres

Ú

how the policies of these respective departments shape what is possible in the
education component of detention, e.g. access to workplaces through day release

Ú

what drives these policies–is it, for example, risk management or the educational
and rehabilitative interests of young people.

Structures and policies have the potential to facilitate or interfere with environments
and educational opportunities that lead to good learning experiences and outcomes
for young people, as well as influencing the degree of involvement that family and
community members can have with Indigenous young people in detention. The move
to policies that are driven predominantly by risk management, which has occurred or
is occurring in some states and territories, may subsequently create a risk that
educational and rehabilitative goals become a low priority and the ability to
implement good practice in education is compromised. Greater exchange and
opportunities for learning across states and territories about good practice and
achieving
an
appropriate
balance
between
risk
management
and
educational/rehabilitative goals is an urgent need for detention education centres.
Prior to this research project there has been limited ability and support for detention
education centres to come together as a forum to share resources and good practice.
Although two or three centres have linked together through their involvement in
other national education projects, this is the first project designed to bring educational
staff in detention centres together on a national basis to consider their collective
approach to good and better practice for Indigenous young people in detention.

The value of listening directly to young people
A stand‐out comment from the 2nd National Conference was that “We should be
doing more of this with our kids rather than to the kids”. Indigenous young people
had clear and valuable ideas about what works for them in vocational learning
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programmes. They provided specific direction on ways to improve programmes to
further increase their relevance, attractiveness and meaningfulness. This included:
Ú

a positive teacher approach

Ú

reviewing the appropriateness of programme content, as well as programme
facilitators

Ú

better student/teacher ratios

Ú

greater variety within programmes in terms of tasks undertaken, equipment they
could use and the range of skills learned

Ú

different locations for undertaking learning, e.g. outside

Ú

more opportunities to do active and hands‐on activities.

A strong body of work exists on the value of youth participation in educational,
human and community service environments. Among other things it enables: better
relationships between young people and adults, stronger ownership and commitment
among young people to activities that we want young people to engage in, more
opportunities for success, and the expansion of young people’s range of skills
(Ausyouth 2003; Golombek 2002; Holdsworth 2004, 2005; Mokwena 2003; Stacey 2001;
Wierenga et al. 2003).
Despite the restrictions within the juvenile detention environment, vocational
learning programmes can provide a place for youth participation practices that
contribute to the linked goals of education and rehabilitation. Indigenous young
people can and need to have active participation in the development, delivery and
evaluation of programmes so their interests and choices are taken into account by
juvenile detention education centres.

Links between the literature and research outcomes
There is clear symmetry between the literature and the project outcomes. All the areas
identified in the literature that require greater attention emerged as matters of
concern in the outcomes. For example, there was reference in the literature to
integrated case management. The research highlighted that the whole transition
process needs to be more seamless and gradual, with integrated case management a
vital aspect of this process. Another shared concern is providing genuine pathways
from secure care for Indigenous young people so that their aspirations for
employment can be realised. This has implications for partnerships with industry,
Indigenous training groups and community organisations, and Indigenous employee
mentors.
The lack of detailed information on Indigenous young people in juvenile detention
and vocational learning in the literature highlighted the value and importance of
sharing good practice in vocational learning opportunities at a national level.
Currently there is no existing forum or mechanism for this to occur. If this existed it
would also form a consultative group that state, territory and national government
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could access for advice, and joint planning, problem‐solving, project development,
implementation and review.
This research has begun responding to these areas but it is only a first step in gaining
better understanding and direction in addressing them.

What needs to happen now?
This research project and its outcomes have direct relevance for two of the indicative
outcomes that have been identified to boost productivity and participation as part of
the Council Of Australian Governments’ human capita agenda:
Increase the proportion of young people meeting basic literacy and numeracy
standards, and improve overall levels of achievement …
Increase the proportion of young people making a smooth transition from school
to work or further study (Council of Australian Governments Meeting Outcomes,
10 Feb 2006, p. 5)

The research outcomes provide evidence that investing in vocational learning is an
important strategy for achieving these indicative outcomes, particularly for young
Indigenous people in juvenile detention. Although vocational learning opportunities
are available, there is room to strengthen and extend them so that they are more
effective, culturally relevant and result in ‘real’ outcomes for young people during
and beyond detention. This will require a focus on both policy and programme levels.
The areas for specific attention include:
Ú

developing a coordinated and systematic national approach to the documentation
and evaluation of good practice across areas that show promise, as well as areas of
concern, to guide policy development and programme implementation;

Ú

introducing stronger representation of Indigenous people across a range of roles
within juvenile detention education centres;

Ú

strengthening partnerships within juvenile detention centres, between juvenile
detention education centres and external agencies or groups, and between
juvenile detention education centres and industry groups;

Ú

increasing the availability of transition pathways and programmes;

Ú

providing mentoring options internal and external to juvenile detention centres;

Ú

conducting a review of policy and its impact on vocational learning outcomes for
Indigenous young people;

Ú

greater active participation of Indigenous young people in the development,
delivery and evaluation of vocational learning programmes; and

Ú

facilitating a national network for juvenile detention education centres.
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Mellor and Corrigan (2004) recently reported that:
Our review of the research concludes that, while there have been some
improvements over the past decade, the gap between Indigenous and non‐
Indigenous educational outcomes remains unacceptably large and we should not
be satisfied with recent levels of improvement. (p. 5)

Nowhere is this more starkly evident than in relation to the educational status of
Indigenous young people in detention centres. Depending on government’s responses
to the project outcomes, this work could – through systemic and local change – make
a concrete difference for Indigenous young people’s educational experiences and
opportunities within, and upon release from youth detention centres. Ultimately, this
could expand their hopes for the future.
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Recommendations
Six recommendations have been identified based on the research outcomes. It is
recommended that:
Recommendation 1: This report is tabled with:
Ú

the Department for Education, Science and Training,

Ú

each relevant state and/or territory department involved in juvenile justice and the
education of young people in detention, and

Ú

the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs
(MCEETYA)

to ensure that the vocational learning needs of Indigenous young people in detention
remain on the agenda of all jurisdictions and the recommendations outlined below
are addressed.
Recommendation 2: A coordinated and systemic national approach to funding,
documenting and evaluating good practice is developed and supported. Areas to
address include:
Ú

effective partnerships within juvenile detention centres between education and
secure care

Ú

effective partnerships between juvenile detention education centres and external
agencies or groups including, in particular, Indigenous units within government
departments, Indigenous agencies and community groups

Ú

effective partnerships between juvenile detention education centres and industry
groups

Ú

the involvement of Indigenous facilitators/education workers, mentors, support
personnel and community members in the development, delivery and evaluation
of vocational learning

Ú

the employment of Indigenous people across a range of roles within juvenile
detention education centres, including Indigenous Programme Officers and
Transition Officers

Ú

active participation of Indigenous young people in the development, delivery and
evaluation of vocational learning programmes.

Recommendation 3: Because Indigenous young people represent a high proportion of
the juvenile detention population:
Ú

the effectiveness, relevance and cultural appropriateness of existing mainstream
transition programmes and pathways planning for young people in detention
should be reviewed and strengthened so they have a clear focus on the specific
needs of Indigenous young people
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Ú

new or extended transition programmes and pathways planning that are
developed, trialled and evaluated should:



be based on a multi‐agency case management approach



work closely with community‐based services and groups, particularly
Indigenous groups and services



be available to a broader range of Indigenous young people in juvenile
detention.

Recommendation 4: The Department for Education, Science and Training develop,
trial and evaluate mentoring programmes for Indigenous young people that are
available during and extend beyond juvenile detention. This would include
education, community‐based and industry programmes.
Recommendation 5: The impact of organisational and department policies on
successful vocational learning outcomes for Indigenous young people should be
reviewed by relevant state and territory departments involved in juvenile justice and
the education of Indigenous young people. Areas to address could include:
Ú

exchange of information across agencies to allow continuity of service provision

Ú

day release for education/work experience or employment opportunities

Ú

risk management

Ú

mainstreaming of effective vocational learning programmes and practices that
exist within juvenile detention, e.g. small groups, embedding literacy and
numeracy into specific vocational content, flexible delivery modes

Ú

finding ways to ensure that the Indigenous youth voice is heard, valued and acted
upon in all aspects of the education and transition processes involved in
vocational learning.

Recommendation 6: Education centres in juvenile detention centres identify strategies
to maintain a national network and enable it to become a recognised body.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Programme mapping survey
For practical reasons, only the instructions, definitions and questions are included but
not in their actual form i.e. as they appeared in hard copy or online for completion.

Instructions
For any question in this survey, you must focus on what programmes you have done
in the vocational learning area in your centre over the last two years in which
Indigenous young people have participated. There are three parts to this survey.
Part 1 identifies your centre and the average number of Indigenous students who
attend.
Part 2 describes the detail of activities or programmes you offer to Indigenous young
people who are in your centre. It starts by defining areas in vocational learning ‐
please read each definition first before moving on to answer the questions in Part 1.
There is a section on four of the vocational learning areas that all begin by asking
whether you offer programmes for this area in your centre. It is OK if you have no
programmes in an area. Please indicate “NO”, provide a reason for why it is not
occurring in your centre, and then use the link to jump to the next vocational learning
area. If something is happening, then please indicate “YES” and follow the
instructions so you provide additional detail about each of these programmes using a
“pop up” form for each programme.
Part 3 focuses on some general issues for vocational learning with your Indigenous
students.

PART 1: Centre and student numbers
1: Which juvenile detention centre/school are you from?
2: On average, how many students attend your education centre each day?
3: On average, how many of these students are Indigenous?
4: Of the Indigenous students:


How many are male/female?



Which part of the state or territory are the Indigenous students from, i.e.
metropolitan, rural, remote? Choose all that apply.

5: In total, how many individual students attend your centre in a year (financial or
calendar), i.e. if a young person has been in and out twice, they only count once?
6: Of this total, how many of these students are Indigenous?
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PART 2: Vocational learning options
The following areas are part of vocational learning and are commonly defined as:
A: Career education supports students in learning about themselves in relation to
work, learning about the world of work; developing and implementing career plans
and decisions; and managing work transitions.
B: Enterprise education supports students to evaluate achievements and develop
enterprising attributes that equip them to identify, create, initiate and successfully
manage personal, business, work and community opportunities.
C: Work‐based learning involves understanding the changing nature of work,
workplaces and patterns of employment; undertaking self‐managed employment and
enterprise initiatives; acquiring generic work preparation skills; and having
structured and targeted learning experiences in real or simulated workplace
environments.
D: Community‐based learning involves learning from individuals other than
teachers; connecting meaningful community activity with classroom experience; and
addressing specific problems, issues or practices that have been negotiated with the
community that affect them.
In addition, it is important to include employability skills as part of vocational
learning. The eight employability skills that have been endorsed by Education
Ministers in each state/territory government and the Australian Government (through
MCEETYA) are:
Ú

Communication skills that contribute to productive and harmonious relations
across employees and customers;

Ú

Teamwork skills that contribute to productive working relationships and
outcomes;

Ú

Problem solving skills that contribute to productive outcomes;

Ú

Initiative and enterprise skills that contribute to innovative outcomes;

Ú

Planning and organising skills that contribute to long and short term strategic
planning;

Ú

Self‐management skills that contribute to employee satisfaction and growth;

Ú

Learning skills that contribute to ongoing improvement and expansion in
employee and company operations and outcomes; and

Ú

Technology skills that contribute to effective execution of tasks.

Based on these definitions, please answer the questions in each of the following four
areas in Part 2.
A: Career education ‐ In the last two years did you offer programmes in Career
Education in which Indigenous students participated?
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If yes, complete a ‘pop up form’ for every programme.



If no, why have you decided this?

B: Enterprise education ‐ In the last two years did you offer programmes in
Enterprise Education in which Indigenous students participated?


If yes, complete a ‘pop up form’ for every programme.



If no, why have you decided this?

C: Work‐based learning ‐ In the last two years did you offer programmes in Work‐
based Learning in which Indigenous students participated?


If yes, complete a ‘pop up form’ for every programme.



If no, why have you decided this?

D: Community‐based learning ‐ In the last two years did you offer programmes in
Community‐based Learning in which Indigenous students participated?


If yes, complete a ‘pop up form’ for every programme.



If no, why have you decided this?

‘Pop up’ form completed for each program
1: What is the name of this program?
2: What sorts of activities do students do in this program?
3: How much time is spent on this programme in terms of hours/day, days/week and
number of weeks? For example, the programme may involve 2 hrs/day on 2
days/week for 5 weeks = total of 20 hours.


How many times is this programme run during the year ‐ once, twice, 3 to 4
times or continuously?

4: Who delivers the program?


Are they Indigenous staff, non‐Indigenous staff or both?



Are they centre staff, and external provider or both?



If you chose external provider please also explain who is this provider and
why do you use them?

5: What are the main assessment strategies you use in this program?
6: Is this programme accredited?
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If yes, with whom is it accredited: school‐based curriculum, VET National,
VET state, state Education curriculum, industry, other (please explain)? Tick
all that apply.

7: On what basis do students get to do this program: core curriculum, student choice,
remand detention plans, court‐ordered, age, length of order, security rating, skill
level, other (please explain)? Tick all that apply.
8: How is this programme funded ‐ within curriculum budget, state grant, federal
grant, other (please explain)? Tick all that apply.
9: You have 20 points to allocate across the eight employability skills to show which
skills are reflected in this programme and how strongly. Make sure your points add
up to 20! For example:


If three employability skills are reflected in your programme, but one is a
much stronger focus, you may give it 10 points and the other two skills 5
points each, or one skill 9 points, the second skill 6 points and the third skill 5
points.



If seven employability skills are reflected in your programme, then your
distribution could be 1 skill at 5 points, 4 skills at 3 points, 1 skill at 2 points
and 1 skill at 1 point.

PART 3: General Issues
1: Do the activity outcomes in vocational learning programmes contribute to
Indigenous student’s family or community?
Ú

Ú

If yes, please describe:


What outcomes contribute?



How does it contribute?

If no, please explain why not?

2: Do Indigenous students access vocational learning opportunities through day
release?
Ú

Ú

If yes, please describe:


What are the opportunities?



How are they organised?



How do you decide who goes on day release?

If no, please explain why not?

3: Are Indigenous community members involved in any of the vocational learning
programmes you offer?
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Ú

Ú

If yes, please describe:


Who has become involved?



Why have they become involved?



Which activities/programmes are they involved in?



How are they involved?

If no, please explain why not?

4: Do pathways exist for Indigenous students to continue their vocational learning in
the community?
Ú

Ú

If yes, please describe:


What pathways are available?



How do students access these pathways?



What mechanisms are available to support Indigenous students in these
pathways?

If no, please explain why not?

76

Increasing vocational learning opportunities for Indigenous students

Appendix 2: Interview/focus group with young people
process – Guide for interviewers
Step 1: If the young person/people are not familiar with you, spend some time
introducing yourself and getting to know them in terms of where they come from and
who their family connections are.
Step 2: Confirm that each young person is clear about the purpose of the
conversation, have signed their consent form and know what will happen with the
information.
Step 3: You will be provided with a list of the different vocational learning
programme or subject options at the centre. Identify which ones each young person
has been involved with – record this information.
Step 4: Ask young people what ‘vocational learning’ means to them and facilitate a
conversation that covers the following areas. Allow these questions to emerge
through the conversation at appropriate times linked to what the young people talk
about. Rephrase the questions as needed, you do not have to stay with this exact
wording if it not suitable for your young people:

1: Personal experiences of programmes at the centre
Ú

What are their experiences in the vocational learning programmes at the centre?


Do you like the programmes you do at the centre? This will be rated as:
Terrible, OK, Good, Deadly



Why did you say that/choose that rating?



What do you get out of these programmes?



Is it hard for you to get into these programmes – why or why not?



Is it hard for you to take part in these programmes – why or why not?



What would you like to change about these programmes – why or why not?

2: Jobs in the future
Ú

What do you think your job prospects are?

Ú

What does being employed mean to you?

3: Personal goals
Ú

What personal goals do you have for your life?

4: Contributions to community
Ú

Do you contribute to your community through the programmes?
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If yes, how does this happen?



If no, how would you like to contribute to your community?

5: Building your skills up
Ú

What skills do you have and how do you want to strengthen them (e.g. through
vocational learning)?

6: Experiences before the centre
Ú

Ú

What were your experiences in any vocational learning programmes prior to
being in the centre? Only ask the next questions if they did experience vocational
learning:


What were the programmes like?



Where did you do them?



How did you get involved in them?

If you weren’t involved in any vocational learning programmes before being in
the centre, would you have liked that opportunity?


Would that have made any difference to you ending up at the centre?

We will provide you with a format that you can use with butcher’s paper or
whiteboards where you record the ideas and stories that young people share
collaboratively so they can see what you are taking away from the conversation.
Where there are rating or choice questions, young people can use drawings or stickers
to indicate their choice. Please feel free to take additional notes during or soon after
the interviews to add to the information you write up with the young people about
how the interviews went and anything you observed about the young people that
helps in understanding their responses. You will use all of these records for entering
information into a word document that we will provide to you and you will email
back to the main research team.
Step 5: Thank the young people for participating and sharing their experiences so that
we can improve vocational learning for them.
Step 6: As soon as possible after each interview/focus group, enter the interview
information into the Word document as instructed at the training programme and
email it to the main research team.
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Appendix 3: Consultation with family and community
members – Guide for facilitators
Use the following questions to guide the content of your consultations. You do not
have to ask the questions in this exact order, as the flow of the conversation will
depend on how participants engage in the discussion.

1: What connection do you have (if any) with any of the Educational Centres (EC)
within the detention centres? How long have you had this connection?
2: Are you aware of the role of the EC within the detention centre?
3: Have you been involved directly with the EC?


Are you aware of the reasons young people like going to the EC?



Why/why not?

4: What is the relationship between young people and the EC staff?
5: How much support do you feel young people get from the EC staff?
6: What are the sorts of things young people do in the EC?
7: What do you like about the things young people do in EC?
8: What do you think might happen after young people’s involvement in the EC ends?
9: What training opportunities do young people have after detention?


What do you think of them?



Are they sufficient?



Why/why not?

10: Do you think that young people would go to any of these training opportunities
on release?
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