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Darlington Young People’s Engagement and Justice Service (YPE&JS) is 
one of 157 Youth Justice Teams (also known as Youth Offending Teams) 
in England and Wales working with children under 18 who have been 
involved in the criminal justice system. 

With the aim to prevent offending and 
re-offending, the team involves several 
stakeholders, including police, probation, health, 
social care and collaborates with local community 
projects. The services attempt to ensure each 
intervention programme is tailored to individual 
young people’s needs. Key to unlocking young 
people’s potential is David Kirton’s full-time role 
as a Reparation and Activity Officer, where he 
offers enrichment opportunities for young people 
to take part in new activities alongside community 
reparation and restorative projects. 

Taking a “gamble” and introducing Bronze DofE in 
2019 paid off – hugely improving the lives of young 
people, giving them skills, experiences and a sense 
of achievement. Now fully embedded in their 
programme of activities, young people can leave 
the service with not only a certificate for their 
Bronze DofE, but newfound levels of confidence, 
communication and teamwork. Young people like 
Danny reflect that engaging with the Award was 
“the smartest thing [he’s] ever done”.

Overview

The kids we work with don’t always get the best 
opportunities in life – for some of them DofE is the 
best thing that’s ever happened to them.  
Dave Kirton, Reparation and Activity Worker

“

“ 
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When Dave Kirton first interviewed 
for the role of Reparation and 
Activity Worker in February 2019, he 
recommended introducing Bronze 
DofE to Darlington’s youth justice 
programme. Within the first two years 
this “gamble” paid off, as none of the 
28 who completed Bronze went on to 
re-offend, and many re-engaged in 
education or gained employment.

Using a multi-agency approach, Darlington 
YPE&JS is made up of representatives from 
police, probation, health and roles focusing on 
case supervision, intervention and victim support. 
Recognising the wider impact on the community, 
the service works alongside partners such as 
creative hubs, sport and leisure clubs, children’s 
social care and local charities, to support young 
people and make Darlington a safer place:

“We’re a service working predominantly with 
young people who get into trouble with the 
law. A file or referral comes through, and we 
collectively decide how to progress.” 

From low-level antisocial behaviour to higher-
level offenders on intensive supervision and 
surveillance programmes, no matter their level 
of offence, the service sees young people as 
“child first, offender second” and tailor each 
programme to meet the needs of that young 
person. For higher-level offenders, this means 
providing activities that will ultimately “keep them 
out of prison”, while for low-level referrals it’s 
about prevention in the early stages.

“
Background

DofE is life-changing –  
it sounds cliché, but 
I don’t think people 
realise its impact.

“ “
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Intervention plans vary, but key areas of focus 
always include education and awareness sessions, 
improving physical and mental health, restorative 
justice and working with the full family. For Dave, 
engaging young people with physical activities 
that “get them out in the fresh air, like mountain 
biking, climbing, orienteering and hill walking” is 
key to pushing them outside their comfort zones. 

For some, this can lead to newfound passions. 
Some are now “keen outdoor enthusiasts and 
keep in touch helping with activities”. For others, 
the service is simply able to open up access to 
activities through providing gym passes, boxing 
club memberships or activity vouchers that young 
people can use with their families. Not restricted 
to physical activity, they’ve also introduced young 
people to local authors, offered music lessons 
and set them up with equipment. 

While the benefits young people gain are clear, 
engaging them in the first place isn’t as easy. Dave 
says many arrive with “hoods up” and are reluctant 
to take part, however by offering the incentive 
that DofE activities can reduce or count towards 
reparation hours if they stick to the programme, 
some “begrudgingly” sign up for Bronze but within 
weeks they start to see a difference:

He adds:

“Many of our kids have never had anyone say 
‘thank you’ so it increases their self-esteem and 
is positive for their mental health. We really see 
them blossom.”

For Bronze participant Danny, this was his first 
time volunteering, and it left him with a “real 
sense of pride”. He says, “I just felt like I was 
doing something right for once in my life. You just 
feel very proud to be making a difference and 
helping other people.” 

Not just limited to supporting young people 
in the youth justice system, Darlington has 
broadened their DofE offer to young people 
experiencing housing crisis, as well as victims 
of offenders, and UASC (unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking children). These programmes 
also see positive impacts on both young people 
and the local community, including people like 
Tish, who did her DofE while living in temporary 
accommodation at the YMCA:

“ 

It’s hard to find the 
words really to explain 
how I feel now. Before 
my life was more 
about coping and 
getting the day over 
and done with. Now  
I enjoy my life.
Tish

Seeing positive results with low numbers re-
offending, Darlington YPE&JS aim to support 
young people beyond leaving the service, 
offering guidance for their next steps, whether 
that’s re-engaging with education, taking a 
vocational course or even considering the 
armed forces. For Dave, this is a natural 
progression from their Awards, as he feels 
“DofE teaches them skills, gives them a moral 
compass and lets them see where they fit into 
society, what they want to be”. 

They come in with a 
defensive attitude and 
six months later it’s 
completely different.  
I can’t think of a better 
platform than DofE for 
doing that.
Dave

One section that sees some of the biggest 
changes in young people is the volunteering, 
where a popular option is rebuilding donated 
bikes that are then gifted to social services. 
Dave feels the biggest impact from this is 
discovering new emotions through receiving 
praise and seeing someone “genuinely 
grateful for something that they’ve done”. 

“
“ “
“
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Just a few years ago, Danny was 
facing court over shoplifting and 
car theft offences. Darlington 
YPE&JS got him back on track 
and introduced him to the DofE 
Awards which, he says, have been 
life changing.

Danny

I never imagined I’d 
be here now, I think I 
truly would have been 
in prison. I feel very 
proud of myself.  
Danny

Participant    
  stories

Danny is dyslexic and by his early teens he was 
struggling at school, not getting the support he 
needed. He started “messing around” which led 
to exclusion from a number of schools. He says, 
“I got involved with the wrong people and I was 
going down a wrong road.”

When he was offered the DofE at Darlington 
he was reluctant at first, remembering how 
in school it was only offered to the “good 
kids”. But soon enough he found he loved the 
experience because it gave him the opportunity 
to prove something to others and, most 
importantly, to himself:

“ “ 
“I’m not someone who normally commits to 
things, but I think I was trying to prove a point 
to people, wanting to show them that I could 
actually do something with my life.” 

Danny hopes his own experience shows that 
DofE should be available to young people who 
need it most, as he’s achieved something he felt 
was out of reach during his struggles at school. 
Now owner of his own joinery company, Peaks 
Construction, he says, “I never imagined I’d 
be here now, I think I truly would have been in 
prison. I feel very proud of myself.” 

Bronze Award 
holder
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Coping with trauma from her childhood 
and the loss of friends to suicide in her 
teens took its toll on Tish. After a couple 
of years in and out of hospital for her 
mental health, in 2020 Tish came to 
live at the Darlington YMCA where she 
received much-needed support. 

Keen to start building a future for herself, Tish 
was motivated to start her Bronze DofE – however 
her past experiences meant her trust and ability 
to communicate with people was low. The DofE 
provided her with an environment where she 
joined lots of other young people who had been 
facing their own problems, and, over time, she 
started to try new things and open up more:

When I went into the 
YMCA, I had no trust in 
anyone. But now I have 
that trust, I can see that 
people can help me, and 
I listen to people now.  
Tish

tish
Bronze Award holder

“ “ 

DofE Leader Dave says seeing the change in 
Tish has been brilliant, especially her growing 
confidence and ability to form friendships, which 
prior to the DofE she found tough. With consistent 
support Tish felt able to give things a go, and the 
transformation has been huge. She says, “it’s hard 
to find the words really to explain how I feel now. 
Before my life was more about coping and getting 
the day over and done with. Now I enjoy my life.”
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Operational      

   delivery

The Bronze DofE Award can align well 
with not just court orders but all areas of 
engagement that a youth justice service 
has with young people. It provides benefits 
to offenders and victims (restorative justice). 
It works with a range of children from low-
level offences to high tariff, and young victims 
of crime. The DofE provides a structured 
programme to work through and enables the 
children to achieve an Award to take away with 
them when they leave, without naming the YJS 
on the certificate.

The services main cohort 
is young men. The delivery 
offers “adrenaline fulfilling” 
opportunities for young men 
as an alternative outlet to where 
they normally get a “buzz”, a 
key element of their offer.

They actively encourage 
children who are not 
attending or attending a 
limited number of school 
hours and ensure that more 
engagement with school 
translates to more autonomous 
opportunities within the DofE 
programme they offer, e.g., 
bikes and kit can be borrowed 
for personal use.

The DofE programme has 
provided a mechanism for the 
children’s development and is 
now hugely supported and 
commended by the Local 
Council, highlighting their 
tailored interventions as a 
strength.

Darlington YPE&JS is a Directly Licensed 
Centre, meaning it delivers DofE 
independently. The DofE Manager Dave Kirton 
is a Reparation and Activity Officer for the 
service, meaning his role is focused on delivering 
enrichment opportunities and reparation projects. 
Dave was previously in the Royal Navy and has 
extensive professional and personal experience 
with outdoor activities, helpful for delivery of DofE.

DofE is now embedded into Darlington YPE&JS 
delivery and the service looks to ensure it has 
a range of Physical, Skills and Volunteering 
options to enable varied and appealing 
programmes. Children with court orders 
are given the opportunity to engage with the 
DofE – if they don’t want to engage, there is 
no detrimental effect on their order, however, 
meaningful engagement with the DofE programme 
can be seen as a positive contributing factor to 
an orders intervention plan and used as part of 
a young person’s activity hours.

 BRONZE

PHYSICAL

SKILLS

DofE

VOLUNTEERING
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Q1

Q2

What kind of orders does 
Darlington usually use a DofE 
programme for, statutory 
(formal court sentence) and 
non-statutory orders (voluntary/
informal out of court)?

One Youth Justice Service (YJS) 
noted that the young people 
are usually only with them for 
three months, so would struggle 
to deliver a full DofE Bronze. 
How has Darlington managed 
with shorter orders or any 
suggestions here?

A We use DofE across all orders, diversions and prevention. 
We create DofE groups with young people no matter where 
they are within the justice system, as well as victims. It’s 
all about sitting down, risk assessing it and fitting the 
group together.
We usually run about three DofE cohorts a year. In the 
planning phase we identify 10 participants per group as 
we expect some dropouts. 

A Yes, pre-court disposal non-statutory orders are usually 
for three months. Darlington would still accept young 
people with these orders at the point of referral into DofE 
and would include them in DofE cohorts. At Darlington we 
use DofE as the hook, to then get the young person to 
come in voluntarily after their order is finished. Darlington 
can work with young people beyond their order, and this 
supports us to keep them safe by being engaged with our 
service. Usually at the three month point the young person 
is enjoying what they are doing with DofE and they stay 
on. Court orders are more typically over six months, and 
they can fit perfectly with a DofE Bronze.

Q3
With statutory orders, does 
the magistrate know about 
DofE at Darlington and do they 
recommend this intervention? Or 
is this only included at the point of 
the intervention plan at the YJS?

A For referral orders, unless it was an intensive order with 
a pre-panel, the magistrates would not be aware of the 
programme being completed or planned for a young person. 
If it’s a Youth Rehabilitation Order there is a potential for it to 
be included as a programme requirement or for elements of 
the DofE sections to count against an Activity Requirement 
voluntarily, this could be done in advance through a Pre-
Sentence Report recommendation but is more commonly just 
included as part of intervention planning post sentence. We 
have had referral order panels use variances in reparation 
hours as an incentive to engage in the programme. 
The young person may have the DofE as part of an existing 
order, if being re-sentenced we would ensure that this 
is noted in reports and representation to the court when 
being sentenced. 

Q&A
Sharing the experience from 
Darlington Young People’s 
Engagement and Justice Service 
(YOT/YJS) delivering DofE.
Dave Kirton 
Activity and Reparation Officer and  
DofE Manager at Darlington
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Q4

Q5

One YJS mentioned the risk 
assessments required for mixing 
young people for expeditions 
would be a challenge – how did 
you overcome this?

Some services raised the issue 
that they have people coming 
and going all the time, so they 
would struggle to have a single 
DofE cohort. Has Darlington 
experienced this and how do 
they manage it? Have you tried 
a rolling cohort?

A We’ve never had any major incidents since we began DofE 
in 2019 and we do expeditions out in the countryside. It’s 
all about assessing the group and how you can manage the 
risks in an expedition setting, getting to know the routes 
and the venues really helps with the remote monitoring 
and managing the evening activities and behaviour. Other 
safeguards could involve staff coming in to do a full night 
shift to stay awake to cover observations or placing multiple 
staff between different participants to ensure protection. 
Timing the expeditions after a group has bonded is also a 
huge mitigation to having issues between young people. 
We’ve had young people struggle with the overnight aspect 
and want to be transported home, we’ve also had an 
issue where a young person was accused of stealing, but 
appropriate staffing and transport resources mean we can 
work through issues as they arise. 
When a child works with the service there are already 
screenings and assessments to give us an understanding 
of their needs and any safety considerations for them or 
others. We also ensure they all have equipment and clothes, 
without making other participants aware of who got what.

A We considered using a rolling cohort (participants coming 
and going) but we found having fixed cohorts was easier 
to manage staffing, group cohesion and the previously 
mentioned considerations for risk and safety.
We try to set up a few groups and then schedule three nights 
a week for staff to deliver the programme. We have delivered 
winter groups and whilst we did two of these in the first few 
years of our programme, we felt that the overall experience 
was not the same. A rolling cohort could be an option in the 
completion of Skills, Volunteering and Physical sections and 
then bring young people together for Expedition training 
elements, but the group aspect of our programme is very 
important to what we as a service want the young people 
to get out of it. It may be to maximise the value of the DofE 
Licence we could consider this again in the future.
Darlington takes full ownership of the Leader Record on 
eDofE as we know there will be issues with the young people 
doing it. It saves a lot of time doing it this way and the DofE 
emails all go back to the DofE Manager’s email address, and 
I manage getting the evidence needed. Lots of the young 
people don’t have access to computers, their phone screens 
are cracked or not working, and it would be difficult for them 
to use eDofE.
This is also considered in terms of the rolling programme 
which would become more time intensive for the staff to 
keep on top of the evidence and submissions. 
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The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award is a Registered 
Charity No: 1072490, and in Scotland  
No: SC038254, and a Royal Charter 
Corporation No: RC000806. Registered Office: 
9 Greyfriars Road, Reading, RG1 1NU.  

find out more

I just felt like I was doing something right for once 
in my life. You just feel very proud to be making 
a difference and helping other people.  
Danny

“ “
Darlington Young People’s Engagement and Justice Service offer 
Bronze DofE to young people involved in the criminal justice system. 
Running from the YMCA building in Darlington, they therefore also 
give young residents and young people experiencing homelessness 
the opportunity to do their Awards, as well as victims of offenders 
and UASC (unaccompanied asylum-seeking children).

For more information, visit: 
Darlington BC – Young People’s Engagement and Justice Service

Examples of media coverage from Darlington YPE&JS can be found here:  
Prince Philip: The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award ‘saved me from jail’ - BBC News

DofE.org

https://www.darlington.gov.uk/children-and-young-people/young-peoples-engagement-and-justice-service/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-56301207
https://www.youtube.com/theDofEUK
https://www.instagram.com/dofeuk/
http://DofE.org
https://twitter.com/dofe
https://www.facebook.com/theDofE

