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Introduction 

The AYM is the professional association for the heads and managers of youth 

offending teams (YOTs) in England. Membership is by individual subscription and is 

open to all managers who support the aims of the association. AYM is a member of 

the Standing Committee for Youth Justice, whose excellent response to the 

Government’s consultation we fully support. 

AYM is pleased that the Government has recognised the key role that YOTs have 

played in working with their partners to reduce the numbers of young people coming 

into the criminal justice system in the first place, and reducing the numbers going on 

to receive custodial remands and sentences. One consequence of this success is, 

we believe, that those young people for whom a custodial remand or sentence is the 

only option deemed suitable by the courts will tend to be those who have either 

committed very serious offences or have not taken advantage of many opportunities 

made available to them thorough community penalties. They are the most 

challenging and needy young people; many of them will have spent most of their 

young lives in the local authority care system and have multiple difficulties. It should 

come as no great surprise that reoffending rates are high and that effective care and 

supervision is expensive. 



YOT managers are uniquely well-placed to contribute to the debate on the quality of 

secure accommodation. Unlike the adult criminal justice sector where only prisoners 

serving long sentences are supervised by probation officers, in the youth sector 

every young person subject to a secure remand or a custodial sentence is 

supervised by a YOT worker during the custodial part of the sentence, and all 

sentences of two years or less are served half in secure accommodation and half 

under supervision in the community. 

AYM welcomes the Government’s commitment to improve the quality of education 

provided for young people in custody and other secure accommodation, and we 

accept the proposition that it should be possible to deliver more effective sentences 

in a secure environment without necessarily increasing cost.  

We appreciate the Government’s open approach to developing new models of 

secure accommodation, and are pleased to have had the opportunity to participate in 

round table discussions with the minister. We hope that this level of openness and 

engagement with YOTs, through AYM, will continue. 

We will respond to the consultation questions in far as we able to, bearing in mind 

that as a professional association we have no remit to become a provider of secure 

accommodation. Before responding to the consultation questions, however, we wish 

to make a number of general points, which, we hope, can be taken into account as 

the Government’s proposals are developed over the coming months. 

1. Improvements in the quality of custodial regimes always carry the inherent 

risk of making custodial remands and sentences more attractive to sentencers 

as well as to practitioners in schools and children’s services who are 

frustrated by young people’s failure to thrive in a community setting. This 

could result in an increase in the number of young people going into custody, 

as happened when the Detention and Training Order was introduced. 

Therefore, at the same time as improving custody, the Government will need 

to consider how it can move the threshold for a custodial sentence upwards 

and reinforce the message that deprivation of liberty should always be a last 

resort. It should also consider how it could tackle the perverse incentives that 

currently exist for local authority children’s services: effective community 

interventions can be expensive for them, whereas a custodial sentence 

carries very little cost. For a local authority it can be cheaper to not intervene 

and wait for the level offending to merit custody. 

2. Secure accommodation needs to be situated within relatively easy reach of 

the young person’s home area in order for family members and professional 

workers to retain contact. Such contact is a vital element in the young 

person’s reintegration on release. There have previously been commitments 

to ensuring that secure placements are normally within 50 miles of the home 

area. For large parts of the south of England from Cornwall to Sussex, this 



commitment was rarely realised. There is now an opportunity to develop a 

new configuration of secure accommodation which is more local. 

3. Secure accommodation for children and young people should have strong 

links with the children’s services of the local authority in which it is located, 

and represented at a senior level on the local safeguarding children board. 

These are highly vulnerable young people who need to be managed with an 

effective multi-agency care plan. There needs to be a clear delineation of 

responsibility between the staff of local authority in which the accommodation 

is sited and the staff of the local authority from the young person’s home area. 

4. Since the introduction of Approved School and Borstal Training in the first half 

of the twentieth century there have been many attempts in the UK and 

elsewhere to ensure that education is the key rehabilitative tool of secure 

accommodation for young offenders. However, from our own experience we 

know that many of the young people who go into custody are not ready for 

traditional education. Some have not been in school for two or more years; 

others have significant mental health or language and communication deficits 

which form a barrier to their learning. There is sure to be a wealth of evidence 

as to what works and what does not work and we would expect to see a 

strong evidence base to the Government’s final proposals for the secure 

estate. 

5. A restorative justice (RJ) approach should be central to way relationships are 

managed in the secure estate. RJ has been at the heart of the reformed youth 

justice system for over a decade. We are aware of many schools which have 

successfully adapted RJ to form the basis of their anti-bullying strategies, and 

of several local authorities who have introduced RJ across all their residential 

units. The latter has resulted in significant reductions in incidents of violence 

towards staff and the number of police call-outs. We would expect to see 

maximum use of restorative justice techniques and minimum use of physical 

restraint in secure accommodation. 

6. Staff and management from the secure estate should play an active role in 

the young person’s whole sentence, not merely in the management of the 

custodial part of the sentence. As it was originally envisaged, the detention 

and training order would have involved staff from secure accommodation 

attending post-release reviews in the community. In practice this happens 

rarely. In the future they should have a role not just in attending review 

meetings, but also in working with YOTs to ensure effective transfer to 

community-based education.  

7. New models should build on the success of resettlement consortia. Local 

authorities in several parts of England – Greater Manchester, the South West, 

Hampshire, Yorkshire and others – have, with support from YJB, 

demonstrated what can be achieved when local authorities and the third 

sector work together and focus their efforts on improving resettlement. The 

relationships that have developed, and the improved understanding of “what 

works” could be a useful building block for the new arrangements. 



8. The use of information technology has traditionally been poor across the 

secure estate. Effective use of video conferencing for case reviews and 

meetings with case workers has the potential to save money. Implementation 

has failed because of the reluctance of secure accommodation providers, 

both in the state sector and the private sector, to spend money on technology. 

Access to the internet, an essential tool for young people undertaking course 

work at schools and colleges, is often denied them in secure accommodation 

because of a perceived security risk. This perception needs to be challenged 

and any risks properly managed. 

 

 
7. Consultation questions 
All consultation questions – for all respondents and providers 
Tailoring education to young people in custody 
(a) How should we best engage young people in custody (both sentenced and 
remanded) in education and training? What evidence is there of different 
approaches that work well? 
 
Recognising that the period in custody is usually a very short one, we should ensure that 
education providers in the young person’s home area are fully engaged in the work that 
takes place in the secure establishment. This will help ensure that education is pitched at the 
correct level for the individual and is followed through after release. It will also be important 
to recognise the very different needs of students: some will have been performing well in 
school and be expecting to take examinations, but many will have been out of school for two 
years or more and have different needs. There is good evidence of success in some of the 
existing secure children’s homes which offer effective and flexible education programmes 
delivered by well trained and highly motivated teachers 
 
(b) How would you segment the young people in custody to deliver education 
and training? 
 
Some segmentation will be necessary in order to respond to the different educational 
abilities of young people. Some will need significant support with their speech and language 
needs; others will need to be plugged straight back into the academic syllabus on which they 
were working at home. 
 
(c) How might the educational balance in Secure Colleges best be struck 
between basic skills (literacy, numeracy, etc.), traditional academic 
subjects, vocational learning and wider life skills such as self-respect 
and self-control, communication and teamwork? 
 
The secure college would need to offer a broad range of educational opportunities so that 
young people have a genuine choice. Quality and quantity of educational input are 
important: it should be as good as that which is on offer in the community, and not 
compromised by the operational requirements of the provider. 
 
(d) How can we best meet the needs of young people with learning 
disabilities, special educational needs or mental health needs, and how 
might Education, Health and Care Plans be used to ensure appropriate 
special educational provision is in place? 



 
Education, Health and Care Plans should be delivered in the secure setting. This is 
particularly important in cases where young people were looked after by local authorities at 
the time of their sentence: they should continue to be treated as looked after during their 
sentence. 
 
Meeting the wider needs of young people in custody 
(e) How would young people best be kept safe and secure in your model of 
a Secure College? 
 
We are aware of evidence from local authority children’s homes that those which have 
introduced a restorative justice ethos, and trained all of their staff in restorative techniques 
have lower levels of violence and damage. We would encourage a restorative approach. We 
would also expect safeguarding to be key priority for senior management, with the senior 
manager playing an active role on the local safeguarding children board. We would also 
expect to see a local authority social worker placed inside the establishment to support the 
safeguarding programme. 
 
(f) How should we best approach the particular challenges of a group of 
young people in custody (such as, the youngest, the most vulnerable, the 
most dangerous and most disruptive) and ensure their needs are met? 
Could this group be managed within your model of a Secure College? 
 
We recognise that there are some young people in custody with acute or chronic mental 
health issues because there are insufficient therapeutic facilities in the community. This gap 
needs to be addressed. There may also be an argument for developing some specialist 
provision for certain groups with very particular needs such as young sexual offenders, and 
we accept that this provision will result in placements a long way from home. 
 
(g) What are the other key services you would deliver, or establish 
partnerships with, within a Secure College both to support the provision 
of high quality education to young people in custody and to prevent them 
from offending on release? 
 
There may be an argument for specialist secure colleges focussing on, for example, the 
dramatic arts or sport, and which could give young people the best chance of achieving their 
full potential in these areas. We would expect to see secure colleges developing 
partnerships with community colleges and academies, and would like to see opportunities for 
young people, after an appropriate risk assessment, able to move into the equivalent of 
“open prisons” from which they can attend courses and activities in the community. 
Transition from secure to community educational provision does not work well at present and 
there is much scope for improvement. 
 
(h) How can we best meet the needs of young people in custody who are 
looked after children or care leavers? 
 
These children, in our view, should continue to receive the services to which they are 
entitled, and this could be helped by the secondment of social work staff to all secure 
colleges. 
 
(i) What skills, competencies and experience should staff have to 
successfully meet the needs of young people in custody? As a provider, 
how would you ensure that your workforce met these requirements? 
 



We would expect all the staff who are engaged in direct work with children and young people 
to have a relevant professional qualification such as youth workers, teachers, children’s 
social workers, educational psychologists etc. All staff, including those whose main 
responsibility is security, should be trained in safeguarding and in diversity. 
 
Closing the gap between custody and community 
 
(j) How would your model of a Secure College support young people leaving 
custody to get placements in education, training or employment on 
release and support them to maintain this engagement? 
 
Please see our earlier reference to Resettlement Consortia. Within the consortia we have 
been particularly impressed with the work of the Construction Youth Trust, who have helped 
to create employment and training opportunities within the building trades. 
 
(k) More broadly, how would your model of a Secure College support greater 
co-operation between or integration of custodial and community services? 
 
See above 
 
 

Transforming Youth Custody 
(l) What scope is there for education provision in a Secure College to be 
continued when a young person is released from custody, and does the 
current legislative and policy framework provide sufficient flexibility? 
 
If secure colleges are local to a young person’s home area, there is the potential for some 
continuing educational support to be offered. We would like to see greater use made of 
release on temporary licence so that young people in custody can attend relevant 
programmes in their home area. For young people serving longer sentences, it may be 
possible to introduce them to more “open” conditions in preparation for release. 
 
(m) How long is required to achieve tangible progress with groups of young 
people in custody, and between custody and community? 
 
In our experience, short detention and training orders do not provide the opportunity for 
tangible progress. On the contrary, they disrupt any existing educational provision. Whilst we 
are clearly not advocating longer custodial sentences, in our view an academic year would 
be needed to make tangible progress.  
 
(n) What incentives or accountabilities could be put in place to promote 
custodial and community services to work effectively in partnership 
before, during and after a young person is in custody, with the aim of 
securing improved longer-term outcomes? 
 
The detention and training order is a welcome attempt to integrate the secure and the 
community halves of a custodial order. In practice there is fragmentation of the order, 
especially where young people are placed a long distance from home. We would like to see 
youth offending teams and secure college staff working well together to plan and to deliver 
integrated sentence plans which meet the assessed needs of the young person. 
 
(o) How can we design our approach to ensure that the widest range of 
providers with relevant experience can participate? 
 



Using a mix of large national voluntary sector organisations with relevant experience and 
small, local youth services with special skills. 
 
The physical environment and meeting demand 
(p) How many young people should be held in an individual Secure College? 
 
Our preference is for smaller local units than the existing young offender institutions and 
secure training centres 
 
(q) Where should Secure Colleges be located, and how might a network of 
such establishments that served England and Wales be configured? How 
would you manage the impact this might have on family and community 
links? 
Any new developments should prioritise those areas that have no provision, such as the 
South West of England. 
 
(r) What physical environment might be required? How and to what extent 
could such a model be implemented within the existing youth secure 
estate? 
 
There are good examples within the existing secure estate of establishments which maintain 
physical security without the use of barbed wire perimeters. Usually this is the result of 
careful design work when the building is new, but it should not be impossible to replicate at 
existing sites. 
 
(s) What are the key ways in which the costs of youth custodial provision can 
be driven down, recognising the constraints on public finances and the 
need to make significant savings? 
 
We understand that for statemented children, the pupil premium is retained by the school in 
the community when a young person is sentenced to custody. If the pupil premium were to 
follow the child it would make a significant difference to the quality of education and support 
that was provided without increasing the overall cost. 
However, when considering cost, we would urge that a broader view of the costs and 
benefits is taken. If resettlement is more effective, there is a real saving to the public purse, 
and this money should be channelled back into the youth justice system. 
 
(t) If you have a proposed model, what is your estimate of how much it might 
cost to (i) set up and prepare for opening, and (ii) operate? 
 
We are not proposing a particular model 
 
(u) If the physical environment envisaged by your proposed model could not 
be delivered within the existing youth secure estate, what would be the 
estimated cost of securing new facilities and how might this be funded? 
 
See our comment above about taking a broader view of the costs and benefits of 
rehabilitation 
 
A focus on outcomes 
(v) How can tangible educational progress for different segments of the 
young people in custody best be measured, including by qualifications? 
 
Because of the very different starting points of young people when they come into the secure 



estate, it will be important to measure improvement in different ways. Qualifications are 
important, but should be set alongside other measures of distance travelled with regard to 
anger management, communication skills etc 
 
(w) How might a payment by results or incentive approach apply to a Secure 
College, and what outcomes should it focus on? 
 
We have not so far seen evidence that a payment by results approach is effective in the 
youth justice settings. The numbers of young people are relatively small, and their needs so 
diverse, that it is almost impossible to attract a PbR partner that does not merely seek to 
cherry-pick the least risky cases. 
 
 
 
Equality and diversity 
(x) What are the likely impacts of our proposals on groups with protected 
characteristics? Please let us have any examples, case studies, 
research or other types of evidence to support your views. 
 
 
 
 
 
Additional comments 
(y) Do you have any further comments on our proposals in this document 
for transforming youth custody? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


