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Becoming a Learning Mentor & making a 
difference for a young person in youth justice
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This training pack is designed to provide 
information for school staff who are becoming a 
Learning Mentor for a young person in youth 
justice who is enrolled at their school.

In your role as a Learning Mentor, you have the 
opportunity to make a significant impact on the 
life of a young person, promoting their self belief 
& empowering them to aspire & achieve their 
educational goals.  

This pack provides an overview of the:

Purpose

1. Victorian youth justice system & common 
educational barriers for young people within it

2. Additional supports available for young people 
in youth justice (inc. a Learning Mentor)

3. Your role as a Learning Mentor, & strategies 
for building positive & safe relationships with 
young people.
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1. Victorian youth justice 
system & common 
educational barriers for 
young people within it



4

Only a small proportion of young people in youth 
justice are remanded or sentenced to custody. On 
any given day there are approximately 128 young 
people under 18 in custody. They are held at 
Parkville or Malmsbury Youth Justice Centres.

*Youth Justice Strategic Plan 2020-2030

In Victoria, most young people who are found guilty of a criminal 
charge are diverted from the youth justice system.

On any given day there are approximately 590 young 
people under 18 in community youth justice. 

Each young person is assigned a Case Manager.

*The Victorian justice system responds to young 
people differently to adults. This is because
• the adolescent brain development impacts 

behaviours (including risk taking & impulse 
control)

• there are key differences in the causes & 
trajectories for youth offending (where young 
people have “greater potential to rehabilitate & 
all have inherent strengths that can be built on to 
support them to live positive, prosocial lives”).*
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“Adolescent brains do not fully develop until young people are well into 
their early 20s. This means that children & young people have a greater 
capacity for rehabilitation & change. 

However, it also means they have less capacity to understand the 
consequences of their decisions, & less ability to regulate their 
emotions. 

Legally, immaturity in adolescent brain development is recognised as a 
factor that affects youth offending. This is because children & young 
people lack the insight, judgment & self-control of a rational adult. 

This, combined with an increased susceptibility to peer influence, 
means children & young people are more likely to engage in risky 
behaviour & come to the attention of police & the criminal justice 
system. 

Those children & young people also often experience complex & 
intersecting issues at much higher rates than found in the general 
community. 

These issues can include socioeconomic disadvantage, disrupted 
education, unstable housing, disengagement from the community, 
alcohol & drug misuse, violent or abusive family environments, physical 
or intellectual impairment, poor health & mental health, or a history of 
contact with child protection & out-of-home care. 

These experiences can have a significant influence on a child or young 
person’s risk of committing crime…” 

Youth Justice Strategic Plan 2020-2030

Youth offending & young people’s 
development

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Photo by Pierre Acobas on Unsplash
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There are multiple pathways through the youth justice system…

Upon being processed by Victoria Police 
for an alleged offence, young people will 
be either:

• channelled into pre-court diversionary 
programs and/or released without 
charge thereby exiting from the youth 
justice system

• held in police custody (24 hours) or 
released on summons to have their 
matter heard at one of Victoria’s 
Children’s Court or Koorie Children’s 
Court. 

The young person appears before a 
Children’s Court (or a Koorie Children’s 
Court). 

The Children’s Court court may decide 
to:

• channel the young person into 
diversionary programs and/or dismiss 
the case, thereby exiting them from 
the youth justice system

• hold the young person in remand at 
Parkville or Malmsbury Youth Justice 
Centres or release them on intensive 
bail to await possible sentencing.

The young person may receive:
• no sentence and/or referral into 

diversionary programs, exiting the 
youth justice system

• a custodial sentence, to be 
served at Parkville or Malmsbury 
Youth Justice Centre

• a community-based order to be 
served in the community

• a Youth Control Order, to be 
served in community, as a “more 
intensive & targeted supervision 
sentence for young offenders.”

2 3 4
Court 

Appearance/s
Interim Court 

Decision
Sentence

1
Processed by 

Police

Young person 
commits an 

offence
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Parkville College delivers primary & secondary education, including Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) & Victorian 
Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) & Vocational Education & Training (VET) through an auspice arrangement with 
Melbourne Polytechnic.

Parkville College is a government school, providing trauma-informed education services 6 days a week across a 52 weeks 
year across 5 campuses to children & youth people in Parkville & Malmsbury Youth Justice Precincts & secure welfare 
(Ascot-Vale, Maribyrnong) & a Flexible Learning program in Collingwood (O Street). 

To support positive transitions Parkville College have established a Transitions Teams at Parkville & Malmsbury.  

Victoria’s Youth Custodial system…

Parkville Youth Justice Centre

The Centre is in the inner northern Melbourne suburb of 
Parkville, approximately five kilometres from the central 
business district.  The Centre accommodates:
• 10-18 year old males (remanded or sentenced)
• 10-21 year old females (remanded or sentenced) 

Malmsbury Youth Justice Centre
The Centre is approximately 100 kilometres north of 
Melbourne. 

The Centre accommodates young men aged 15-20 years 
when remanded or sentenced to a Youth Justice Centre 
Order in a mixture of low & high security residential 
units.

Parkville Youth Justice Centre Malmsbury Youth Justice Centre
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Many young people in youth justice have experienced significant traumas & face highly 
complex barriers to engagement in education…

Youth Justice Strategic Plan 2020-2030

Connection to 
education is the most 
important protective 

factor for young 
people in youth 

justice, yet
a significant 

proportion of young 
people in youth 
justice are not 

engaged in education.



2. Additional supports for 
young people in youth 
justice



Schools & settings deliver additional supports for many young people 
from vulnerable groups.  For young people in youth justice 
schools/settings are to:

 assign a learning mentor to build positive relationship with young 
person & regularly check-in regularly on their engagement 

 convene a Student Support Group & engage young people & their 
parents/carers to develop & implement an Individual Education Plans, 

 take additional care to address the cultural needs of the young person, 
in acknowledgement of the high numbers of Aboriginal young people 
& young people from Pasifika & African backgrounds.

 work with Area Teams if a young person is at risk of disengaging despite 
local interventions &/or is moving & will need support to make a 
successful transition

 work with Parkville College to provide in reach for young people in 
custody, supporting education delivery & ensuring a positive transition 
(akin to the requirements for hospital stays).

Advice on these supports is available on PAL at Youth Justice- Additional 
support for young people)

Additional school-based support for young 
people in youth justice…

https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/youth-justice-additional-support-young-people/policy


Principles for supporting young people in youth justice…

There are eight principles 
for supporting young 
people in youth justice. 
There principles are 
outlined in  PAL at Youth 
Justice- Additional support 
for young people)

https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/youth-justice-additional-support-young-people/policy


Key system supports for young people in youth justice…



Key system supports for young people in youth justice…

Education Justice 
Initiative (EJI)

EJI provide education-focused information, 
advice & support for young people 
appearing in court on criminal charges.  
Key activities include informing young 
people, families & support workers about 
pathways & facilitating enrolments in 
schools, alternative settings, & vocational 
courses.

EJI specifically targets young people of 
compulsory school age, between 10 & 17 
when they come into the criminal division 
of the Children’s Court. A priority sub-
group are young people who are making 
their first appearance at court given they 
are least likely to have YJ case 
management. 

EJI aims to improve educational outcomes 
& disrupt patterns of offending, by 
providing targeted & appropriate 
information, referral & advocacy to young 
people involved in the court system. 

Youth Justice Case 
Managers

Young people in youth justice are assigned 
a case manager.  This case manager 
focuses on young people’s criminogenic 
needs.  

They convene care team meetings as one 
strategy to actively involve other services 
(including education) to address 
criminogenic & non-criminogenic needs. 

Case managers undertake assessments & 
work with the young person (and other 
services) to develop a case plan.   

DET Area Team    support
Your local DET Area Team is available to:

• triage young people into targeted 
initiatives where they are eligible (e.g. 
Navigator- case management support 
for young people who have 
disengaged from education)

• coordinate support for young people 
with highly complex barriers to 
engagement in education 

• monitor educational engagement of 
young people in youth justice & 
identify young people & 
schools/settings needing additional 
support

• support transition planning for young 
people exiting custody, where a 
placement or positive pathway cannot 
be identified between Parkville 
College, & the school/setting.



14

3. Role of a learning 
mentor, & strategies 
for building positive & 
safe relationships with 
young people.



• Through a strong relationship the Learning 
Mentor assists the student to feel safe, 
supported & connected to school & learning. 

• The Learning Mentor is a role model, guide & 
advocate for the student – someone who 
knows them well & takes an interest in their 
life & learning. 

• The Learning Mentor focuses on 
understanding a young person, 
demonstrating empathy & unconditional 
positive regard, building the young person’s 
positive self-image & aspirations & 
supporting their learning & wellbeing within 
the educational environment. 

• The Learning Mentor will also play a key role 
in checking in with the young person & 
gently monitoring their wellbeing 
engagement. 

Learning Mentor- Role Overview



As a Learning Mentor you should:

 have capacity & be willing to take on 
the role voluntarily, outside of regular 
classroom commitments

 have the capability of demonstrating 
warmth, empathy & genuine care for 
the student (ideally you may already 
have a connection with the student)

 be familiar with the Child Safe 
Standards, & in particular the 
school’s child safety code of conduct, 
which identifies strategies for 
maintaining appropriate professional 
boundaries (covered later in this 
pack)

 be most suited to the individual 
student (taking into account 
experience, gender & existing 
relationship with the student).

Learning Mentor- Attributes

https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/health/childprotection/Pages/cssthree.aspx#link58


The aim of the Learning Mentor role is to help the student stay connected to their 
education & to address barriers that may impact their learning. This might include:

 getting to know the young person & taking an interest in his/her life & 
learning

 identifying any challenges that they may be facing & developing strategies 
that could assist in addressing these challenges

 acting as a role model & guide for the young person

 advocating for the young person (e.g. ensuring that other teaching staff are 
made aware of their learning needs, interests, passions, or strengths or 
struggles)

 meeting with the young person at a regular time & facilitating regular 
check-ins

 participating in meetings & providing advice about additional supports that 
they may require

 facilitating the young person’s input into the Individual Education Plan & 
ensuring that they are able to set their own aspirational education goals

 supporting young people who are in custodial care, & laying foundations for 
a successful transition.

The Learning Mentor is NOT responsible for supports that can undermine the 
learning mentor relationship. In particular, they are not responsible for:

✘ providing counselling

✘ supervising the young person if they have been removed from the 
classroom.

Learning Mentor- Aims



There is strong evidence that that positive relationships between 
students & educators are:

• central to a young person’s engagement in education

Hattie (2009) through meta-analysis has found that the 
relationships teachers have with your students have a 
larger effect on their outcomes than socio-economic 
status, professional development or literacy programs.

• particularly critical for young people in youth justice, many of 
whom have experienced trauma & fractured relationships with 
their own parents or carers (Birch & Ladd, 1997)

• facilitated when teachers are non-judgemental & show 
empathy, warmth & encouragement & genuine care  (Fried 
2011). 

• central to building a young person’s positive self image, with 
research showing that when young people have strong self 
belief & empowered to plan their own educational goals they 
are in the best position to achieve them (Stein, M 2012). 

Why is the role of the Learning 
Mentor so important?



Parents & care givers play a critical role in supporting healthy development and positive 
behaviours. Where strong attachments to parents/carers support the development of 
self-regulation, capacity to build relationships, & ability to pay attention.

 Attachment supports positive mental health & well-being and provides safety in times 
of distress (someone to turn to for relief or calming 

 Attachment provides a prototype for relationships (i.e. how people relate to one 
another)

 Attachment provides the foundation for social learning; a template for learning about 
us & about others 

 Attachment supports our emotion regulation, as we first learn to regulate via ‘co-
regulation’ with a secure adult 

 Attachment supports linguistic & cognitive development 

Attachment theory

As a Learning Mentor you can play a significant role in supporting a young person to build 
secure and positive relationships. Relationships with adults (other than caregivers and 
parents) are a critical protective factor. These positive attachments are facilitated when 
Learning Mentors are non-judgemental and show empathy, warmth & encouragement 



There is strong evidence about the importance of children forming a strong attachment to 
their parents/cares, and the significant risk factors associated with poor attachment. Risk 
factors can include:
✘ Sense of insecurity & lack of safety 

✘ Belief that adults can’t be relied upon for support/calming in times of distress 

✘ No ‘road-map’ for healthy relationships; poor understanding & integration of own 
emotional state & those of others etc. 

✘ Poor or maladaptive understanding of accepted social norms, poor or limited ability to 
read social cues etc, poor emotional intelligence 

✘ Difficulties with emotion regulation; lack of experience of ‘co-regulation’ with a secure 
adult leading to limited ability to self-smooth & self-

✘ regulate emotion & behaviour 

✘ Deficits in linguistic & cognitive development e.g. limited vocabulary & skill for social 
problem solving etc 

✘ Absence of a secure, safe base resulting in fear to attempt new tasks (including school 
tasks) for fear of failure. 

Examples of adverse impacts of disordered attachment on 
child development



Source: Free Poster, https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Behind-Anger-Free-Social-Emotional-Learning-Poster-School-Counseling-Decor-5296242

Behaviours 
can be 
complex. 

This picture 
shows some 
of the 
emotions that 
can present as 
anger. 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Behind-Anger-Free-Social-Emotional-Learning-Poster-School-Counseling-Decor-5296242


PACE can be used by any adult to validate, 
explore & understand children’s feelings. It is 
an approach developed by Daniel Hughes 
founded & developed PACE to support 
children who have experienced abuse & 
neglect, & who demonstrate ongoing 
difficulties related to attachment & trauma. 

PACE limits shame, promotes compassion & 
brings a sense of mutual support, strength & 
resilience. When an adult spends time & 
demonstrates an interest in a child’s inner life 
the adult contains & regulates the child’s 
emotions, & eventually the child will learn to 
do this themselves. 

PACE Model- An approach 
to supporting young 
people who have 
experienced difficulties 
with attachment & trauma 

Playfulness – an open, ready, calm, relaxed & engaged attitude. 
‘When children laugh & giggle, they become less defensive & more 
reflective. Playfulness can help keep it all in perspective... It can 
also diffuse a difficult or tense situation when the parent has a 
touch of playfulness in his or her discipline.’ 

Acceptance – unconditionally accepting a child makes them feel 
secure, safe & loved 
‘Actively communicating to the child that you accept the wishes, 
feelings, thoughts, urges, motives & perceptions that are 
underneath the outward behaviour. It is about accepting, without 
judgment or evaluation, the child’s inner life. The child’s inner life 
simply is; it is not right or wrong. The parent may be very firm in 
limiting behaviour while at the same time accepting the motives 
for the behaviour.’ 

Curiosity – without judgement children become aware of their 
inner life
‘Curiosity involves a quiet, accepting tone that conveys a simple 
desire to understand the child: “What do you think was going on? 
What do you think 
that was about?” 

Empathy – a sense of compassion for the child & her feelings
‘The adult will stay with the child emotionally, providing comfort & 
support... The adult is also communicating strength, love & 
commitment, with confidence that sharing the child’s distress will 
not be too much. Together they will get through it.’ 



Culturally Sensitive Mentoring 
Understanding History 

It is important for non-Koorie Learning Mentors to understand Aboriginal history in order to work 
effectively with Koorie families & children. An understanding of the diverse experiences & needs of Koorie 
families & children is essential; what works for one family may not work for another as all are on different 
cultural journeys. 

‘The experience Aboriginal children have with you – your 
ability to engage with them, build trust & act wisely on what 
they say – will directly impact on their self-esteem, identity & 

capacity to develop a proud & loud Aboriginal voice. 

We need to tell our Aboriginal kids that they are valued & 
loved & that their culture is valued & respected. The best 

protection we can offer any child is to give them a sense of 
belonging & a sense that they are active players in determining 

their future.’ 

Bamblett, M. & Lewis, P. – Speaking Up Not Talking Down: 
Doing the Rights Thing by Strengthening Culture for 

Indigenous Children, 2006) 

Child’s Voice, our children have the right to be 
heard (VACCA) 

Hearing a child’s voice relies on listening, 
understanding & acting wisely on what they 
say. Only this allows us to respond to each 
child’s needs, understand their views & 
encourage them to ask for help when they 
need it.  For children to form their views & 
have a voice, we need to provide them with 
age appropriate & accurate information 
about things that affect them. 

Giving Aboriginal children a voice relies on 
understanding Aboriginal culture – history, 
family, belonging & community. Aboriginal 
children are part of families & communities 
that have historically not had a voice & 
continue to be denied the right to self-
determination (VACCA).



Being a Learning Mentor whilst a young 
person in custody 
By visiting/reaching out to young people & providing a warm & supported 
transition from custody, Learning Mentors can have a significant impact on 
the lives of young people.

Whilst a young person is in custody, their connection to an existing or new 
school/setting & relationships with a Learning Mentor is critical to their 
wellbeing & to their transition outcomes. 

As a Learning Mentor you should provide positive communication with the 
young person to build their positive sense of self, ensure they feel heard & 
a valued part of the school community, & that there is no stigma at the 
school/setting re: their time in custody. 

Note that young people will likely feel worried about their transition.  It is 
critical to listen to their concerns, reflect on their strengths & plan 
accordingly. 

A supported transition may include day release to visit the school/setting, 
establishing lunchtime activities (noting that young people will be 
transitioning from a highly structured custodial environment, into a less 
structured one), adaptation of learning via an IEP, regular check-ins with 
the learning mentor.



Child Safe Standards- Safe Mentoring

• As a Learning Mentor you need to make sure that your 
interactions with young people are child safe.

• You will likely be using these strategies to promote safety with 
other students at the school (e.g. not using personal phones or 
social media accounts & meeting in safe and open spaces).

• If you’re unsure about setting appropriate boundaries talk to 
your school’s leadership team about your Child Safety Code of 
Conduct, and discuss options for Learning Mentor catch-ups 
and communication.

• You may also like to complete the online module Protecting 
Children: Mandatory Reporting & Other Obligations

• If, through your interactions as a Learning Mentor, you form a 
reasonable belief * that a child has, or is at risk of being abused, 
Follow these Four Critical Actions. 

• This factsheet is also available on the warning signs of abuse.

http://www.elearn.com.au/det/protectingchildren/
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/programs/health/protect/FourCriticalActions_ChildAbuse.pdf
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/programs/health/protect/ChildSafeStandard5_WarningSignsSchoolStaff.pdf


A Tiered Approach to Working with Complex Behaviours of Concern 



Tiered school-based interventions…
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© State of Victoria (Department of Education & Training) 2020

Youth Justice Transition Model is provided under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International licence. You are free to re-
use the work under that licence, on the condition that you credit the State of Victoria (Department of Education & Training),
indicate if changes were made & comply with the other licence terms, see: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

The licence does not apply to:
• any images, photographs, trademarks or branding, including the Victorian Government logo & the DET logo; and
• content supplied by third parties.

Copyright queries may be directed to copyright@edumail.vic.gov.au

Thank you
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