Prioritising Education Over
Punishment in Juvenile Justice

The juvenile justice system was originally conceived with a clear
mandate: to rehabilitate young offenders, recognising that children
possess a unique capacity for change and cognitive development.
However, over the past several decades, the system has increasingly
mirrored the harsh, punitive nature of the adult penal system. This
shift has proven disastrous for youth outcomes, particularly regarding
their educational trajectories. A compelling book on prison reform
focusing on youth issues consistently argues that when the state takes
custody of a child, its primary responsibility must be education, not
mere containment. Realigning the juvenile system to prioritise
learning is the only ethical and effective way to redirect vulnerable
youth.

The Disruption of Critical Educational Pathways

When a young person is detained, even for a brief period, the
disruption to their education is severe. They are pulled out of their
regular classrooms, separated from their teachers, and isolated from
their peer support networks. This abrupt dislocation frequently causes
them to fall significantly behind in their coursework. Upon returning
to their home district, they often face immense difficulties catching up
and may be subjected to stigmatisation from school administrators.
The frustration of being permanently behind, coupled with the trauma
of detention, drastically increases the likelihood that these students
will eventually drop out entirely, virtually ensuring their continued
involvement in the justice system as adults.

The Inadequacy of Education Inside Facilities

The educational services provided within juvenile detention centres
are routinely heavily criticised for their inadequacy. These facilities
are frequently underfunded, understaffed, and struggle to attract
highly qualified educators. The curriculum is often disjointed,
focusing on basic worksheets rather than rigorous, engaging
instruction that meets state standards. Furthermore, students
requiring specialised Individualised Education Programmes (IEPs) for
learning disabilities rarely receive the mandated support they need.
When a facility prioritises security protocols over dedicated
instructional time, it fails in its rehabilitative mission, releasing youth
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who are academically further behind than when they entered and
entirely unprepared for future success.

The Necessity of Trauma-Informed Educational Models

The vast majority of youth involved in the justice system have
experienced significant childhood trauma, including poverty, neglect,
abuse, or exposure to community violence. Traditional, punitive
educational models—which rely on strict discipline and zero-tolerance
policies—are highly ineffective for this demographic and often re-
traumatise them. Juvenile facilities must adopt trauma-informed
educational models. This means training teachers to recognise the
signs of trauma and to respond with de-escalation techniques rather
than punishment. It requires creating safe, supportive classroom
environments where youth feel respected and capable of learning,
addressing their emotional needs as a prerequisite for academic
achievement.

Investing in Robust Vocational and Technical Training

For older youth in the juvenile system, academic coursework must be
paired with robust vocational and technical training. Many of these
young people are alienated from traditional academic pathways and
need to see a direct, tangible route to economic independence.
Facilities should partner with local trade unions and community
colleges to offer certifications in high-demand fields such as culinary
arts, computer coding, or renewable energy technologies. By
equipping them with immediately marketable skills, the system
provides a realistic alternative to the illicit economies that often pull
them back into the cycle of re-offending, offering a concrete pathway
to a stable adulthood.

Conclusion

The juvenile justice system must return to its original rehabilitative
mandate by placing education at the absolute centre of its operations.
Providing rigorous, trauma-informed academic and vocational
instruction is the most effective intervention society can offer to
protect the future of its most vulnerable youth.

Call to Action

Understanding the specific educational needs and systemic failures
surrounding youth in the justice system is vital for advocating for
meaningful change. We invite you to explore comprehensive literature
that focuses on reforming juvenile detention through prioritised
learning.
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