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Education 

 Matt Dunkley, CBE, Corporate Director for Children, Young People 
and Education 

To: Corporate Parenting Panel 17th September 2019 

Subject: Report on Looked After Children and Custody 

Classification: Unrestricted  

Summary: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendation: 

This report provides an overview of Children in Care who are in the 
youth justice system. As young people who are subject to a 
custodial remand become Looked After, the report provides 
information about the experience of custody for young people. It 
describes some of the developments which aim to improve the 
experience of young people in the secure estate and achieve better 
outcomes for them. 
  
Members of the Corporate Parenting Panel are asked to NOTE 
and COMMENT ON the report  

 
1 Introduction. 
 
1.1 The Corporate Parenting Panel requested a report on Children in Care who are open to 

Youth Justice.  This incorporates two groups:  
a) those who became Looked After by virtue of entering the secure estate, and  
b) those open to Youth Justice who were already Looked After.  

 
2 Young People in the Secure Estate 
 
2.1  Young People Sentenced to Custody 
 

In 2018/19 there were fourteen young people who were, prior to sentencing, Kent 
Looked After Children.  All of these were male and were aged 15-17.  In addition, there 
were a further seven young people from Kent who were sentenced to custody who were 
not Kent Looked After Children. 

 
These fourteen make up 66% of the young people who were sentenced to custody in 
Kent.  This disproportionality is unfortunately a national challenge. Kent Youth Justice 
are implementing a process of reviewing all custodial sentences to consider what 
learning can be gleaned, in order to improve outcomes for Looked After young people 
at the point of sentencing.  
 
For those young people already in care, the child’s social worker and youth justice 
worker work jointly to avoid them going into custody.  Foster carers are trained and 
supported to use restorative approaches and not criminalise children, for example when 
they have caused damage to property through their behaviour escalating at times of 
trauma and crisis.  Both staff and foster carers can access training in Trauma Informed 
Practice and the Sense of Belonging team support this by providing clinical psychology 
support to both the foster carer and the young person, at times of crisis. 
 



 

In 2019, Kent introduced the Reflective Fostering Programme for foster carers which 
uses a mentalisation model to support carers to understand and manage children’s 
behaviours differently.  Initial feedback of its effectiveness has been very positive and 
based on this, Kent has secured funding to deliver the training across the county in 
2020, with some accredited evaluation planned through the Anna Freud Centre. 

 
2.2  Young People Remanded to Youth Detention and Accommodation 
 

In 2018/19 there were eleven young people who were remanded to youth detention who 
were Kent Looked After Children prior to the remand episode.  All of them were males 
and their age and place of remand are shown below: 
 

Location Aged 15 Aged 16 Aged 17 Total 

YOI Cookham Wood  1 8 9 

STC Medway 2   2 

Grand Total 2 1 8 11 

 
A further twelve were remanded to youth detention who became ‘Looked After’ for the 
period of their remand.   
 
Kent Youth Justice have an existing process of scrutiny of all custodial remands, in 
order to address disproportionality and consider any learning.   
 
Kent has a joint protocol for working with children in care in custody, which was 
reviewed and updated in 2019.  As part of this, a number of joint audits were completed 
to understand children’s journeys and areas of learning.  One of the key learning points 
was ensuring that young people were not criminalised for acts that, had they been living 
within their birth family as opposed to living with foster carers or within a residential 
home, they would not have entered the criminal justice system.  This has informed the 
training we provide to staff and foster carers.  
 

2.3 An examination of all young people who entered the criminal justice system in Kent in  
2018/19 is below: 

 

 Kent Looked After 
Children 

Other Local 
Authority Looked 
After Children 

Total number of 
all children 
including those 
not Looked After 

Court Disposal 47 (17%) 13 (5%) 284 

Out of Court 
Disposal 

36 (7%) 23 (4%) 550 

 
3.  Looked After Children in the Criminal Justice System 
 
3.1 Kent young people subject to custodial disposals are typically placed in either Medway 

Secure Training Centre (STC) or Cookham Wood Young Offenders Institute (YOI). 
Medway STC accommodates girls aged up to 17, boys aged 12 – 15 years and 
vulnerable boys aged 16 – 17 years. Cookham Wood accepts the placement of boys 
aged 15 – 17 years. Both establishments take young people primarily from the South 
East including London, and 27% of all children in custody nationally are sent to the 
South East. 

 
3.2 While the vast majority of looked-after children do not have any involvement with the 

youth justice system, they remain significantly over-represented in the system in 



 

England and Wales when compared to their non looked-after peers.  Looked after 
children who have been looked after for at least 12 months are five times more likely to 
be convicted of offending than all children (Department for Education. Children looked 
after in England including adoption: 2017 to 2018). 
 

3.2 At least 60% of the young people in the UK who access youth justice services present 
with speech, language and communication difficulties which are largely undiagnosed 
(Language and communication difficulties in juvenile offenders. International Journal of 
Language and Communication Disorders). 

 
3.3 In recognition of the challenges that young people who have been Looked After face, 

the Home Office, Ministry of Justice and the Department of Education published 
(November 2018) a national protocol on reducing unnecessary criminalisation of looked 
after children and care leavers.   
 
Key points in the protocol include: 
 

 Restorative and diversionary approaches should underpin responses, whether the 
behaviour occurs in a child’s placement or the wider community   

 Many of the causes of youth offending lie beyond the reach of the youth justice system. 
All professionals should pursue a child-centred approach based on a broad range of 
agencies providing an integrated, co-ordinated and pro-active response to preventing 
and addressing challenging or offending behaviour. 

 Children/young people already within the youth justice systems need protection from 
escalation. Persistent and more serious offending can indicate that the young person 
has significant unmet needs and responses to offending should recognise this. 

 Children/young people on remand or custodial sentence are often highly vulnerable with 
multiple risks and needs. They require careful multi-agency oversight and support, 
including from youth offending teams, Children’s Services, health services and custodial 
facilities. 

 The protocol strongly dissuades authorities from involving the police in incidents which 
occur in residential care placements.  It also states that a local authority responsible for 
a child who is charged with a criminal offence should ensure the child is represented by 
a solicitor with expertise in youth justice. 
 
As a Corporate Parenting Panel, we should seek to reassure ourselves that we are 
meeting these standards. The Kent Reducing Reoffending Board has led on the 
production of a Kent protocol which is endorsed by Kent’s Youth Justice Service, 
Children’s Social Work Service and Kent Police. 
 

4 Custody experiences   
 
4.1  Cookham Wood YOI 
 

Cookham Wood YOI was inspected by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons in 
December 2018. The initial report assessed the YOI against four criteria: Safety; Care; 
Purposeful Activity and Resettlement. The report found ‘Care’ to be of a reasonably 
good standard. All other areas were judged to be ‘not sufficiently good’. 

 
The action plan published in April 2019 identifies that the relationships between young 
people and staff are generally good; the Youth Council is very effective, and the child-



 

focussed healthcare is impressive. The rewards-based behaviour management policy 
was positively assessed, and the resettlement support is generally good.  
 
Findings include that the levels of violence in Cookham Wood are too high and there 
are weaknesses in safeguarding referrals. Young people’s attendance at education was 
not adequate and the teaching quality in education required improvement. The lack of 
suitable accommodation on release was a serious concern for some children. 
 
Based on this feedback, Kent were concerned for their children in care placed in 
Cookham Wood and asked The Young Lives Foundation (YLF) to ensure that this 
cohort of children were provided with an advocacy service as part of our core advocacy 
offer for children in care.  This service is being delivered between Cookham Wood and 
YLF, who are currently training their volunteers to provide this service. 

 
4.2      Medway STC 
 

Medway STC was inspected in December 2018 by Ofsted, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate 
of Prisons and the Care Quality Commission. The establishment takes about 70 young 
people, who are either on remand or sentenced. The report noted that the 
establishment requires improvement to be good. Education and health provision were 
assessed as ‘good’ but how well young people are helped and protected, and the 
effectiveness of managers and leaders were judged as ‘requiring improvement to be 
good’. 

 
The report identified that some children were making good overall progress and staff 
understood why others were not. There was good joint working by staff from all 
disciplines across the centre. The centre challenged Local Authorities when necessary. 
 
It identified that the previous impact of having a Social Worker in post had not been 
sustained when the post was vacant. The support to young people from Local 
Authorities was variable. No young people from Kent were in Medway STC at the time 
of the inspection. 

 
4.3 Secure Schools  

 
In September 2015, the experienced school head and child behaviour expert Charlie 
Taylor (Chari of the National Youth Justice Board) was commissioned by the 
government to explore how the UK deals overall with children and young people who 
break the law. His review (2016) noted that: 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two urgent priorities arose from that report: 
 
1. to ensure that youth custody is a safe, secure environment in which young people 

can learn and reform. A recent HMIP report found that 46% of boys had, at some 

once children and young people are in custody the 
outcomes are not good enough. Levels of violence and 

self-harm are too great and reoffending rates are 
unacceptably high, with 69% of those sentenced to custody 

going on to commit further offences within a year of their 
release” 

 
 



 

point, felt unsafe at their establishment.  
 

2. To better prepare children and young people for a life after their sentence with a 
youth custody apprenticeship scheme being developed, ensuring that all young 
people are earning or learning on release. 
 

In response to those priorities, it was announced in March 2019 that Medway STC will 
be the first Secure School in the country. It will close as an STC in 2019 before opening 
as a Secure School in late 2020.  These establishments, run by headteachers, will 
"place education and healthcare at the heart of youth custody" and will be run by not-
for-profit academy trusts with expertise in working with children. Medway Secure 
School will be run by the Oasis Charitable Trust. 
 

5  Support from KCC for young people in custody 
 
5.1 Kent Young people in custody are all allocated a Youth Justice worker. The young 

person is visited within 5 working days, and a planning meeting with family and relevant 
professionals takes place within 15 working days. The Youth Justice worker is the point 
of contact for the YOI or STC to ensure that the young person has regular contact with 
family members, significant professionals and friends with whom contact has been 
approved. 
 

5.2 Young people who are Looked After (both those who are securely remanded and those 
who were Looked After prior to a Court disposal) are supported by both their Children’s 
Service Social Worker and the Youth Justice worker. The two professionals attend all 
meetings and coordinate plans.  The focus of the plan is to support a positive 
reintegration back into the community. The Children’s Services Social Worker 
undertakes statutory visits as they would for any Looked After Child.  
 

5.3 The young person is allocated a worker within the STC or YOI who is responsible for 
seeing the young person regularly and passing on any information or concerns to the 
family and professionals. In the last 12 months, following feedback from young people, 
both establishments have installed telephones in every young person’s room. This 
enables the young person to contact approved people at any time. The establishments 
report that this has improved the young people’s sense of wellbeing and reduced levels 
of anxiety.    

 
6 Care Leavers in Custody 
 
6.1 Kent currently has 46 young people who are care leavers within custody.  33 are citizen 

children and 13 are unaccompanied asylum young people.  The Care Leavers Service 
have a dedicated Care Leaver and Asylum Offending Co-Ordinator allocated to work 
with our young people in custody and this position is funded through the Controlling 
Migration Fund.  Having this dedicated role has made a significant different to 
supporting young people, particularly in planning their accommodation and discharge 
from custody.  The Co-Ordinator has also been able to build good working relationships 
with the custody staff, as well as visiting our young people regularly, alongside their 
allocated Personal Adviser. 

 
7 Healthcare and Resettlement 
 
7.1 Both Medway and Cookham Wood have healthcare providers based in the 

establishment. These are responsible for physical and mental health services including 
substance misuse. All providers are required to liaise with community-based services so 



 

that treatment and support can continue upon release. Each young person has a 
resettlement plan which details their health needs.  

 
7.2 Physical health treatment in the community is arranged through the young person’s GP. 

Mental health support is the responsibility of the North East London Foundation Trust, 
who are in contact with the secure establishment services and contribute to 
resettlement planning.  
 

7.3  The young person’s success upon release into the community is reliant on effective 
resettlement planning, including the securing of suitable accommodation in advance of 
release.  
 

8  Education 
 
8.1  Young people should receive 25 hours of education per week whilst in custody. This 

includes English and Maths and can be provided at a level to suit the young person’s 
needs. There is physical activity available to all young people, and Cookham Wood has 
an art department which has produced pieces of art that have won awards with the 
Koestler Trust. A range of different evening activities are available on both sites. Young 
people can be given Release on Temporary Licence to attend college interviews or 
participate in community-based learning. 

 
8.2 Resettlement plans will focus on maintaining the skills and learning of young people. 

Resettlement meetings will include the custody-based education providers, and 
representatives from Virtual Schools Kent, the Inclusion and Attendance Service, 
colleges or schools are invited whenever appropriate.  

 
8.3 Cookham Wood is in the process of training all staff in trauma-awareness as part of 

their ambition to embed trauma-informed approaches across their workforce.  
 
9 Future Plans  
 
9.1 Youth Justice and Kent’s Children’s Social Work Services are in discussion with 

Cookham Wood to develop additional services for young people. These include: 
 

 Development of a trauma-informed resettlement service. Many young people in 
custody have experienced trauma during their childhood and have not always 
had the opportunity to access services to address this. A trauma-informed 
approach will focus on developing strong, positive relationships with young 
people so that they are confident to engage with other services. 
 

 The advocacy service provided by The Young Lives Foundation for Kent Looked 
After Children will be available to all Kent young people in Cookham Wood once 
staff security clearances have been received.  

 

 The Family Group Conferencing Service and Youth Justice Service have been in 
discussion about offering restorative meetings to all Kent young people and their 
families whilst they are in custody. This could collaborate with the Family Liaison 
Worker in Cookham Wood and support effective resettlement of young people.  

 

 Cookham Wood has recently been visited by Matt Dunkley and County Youth 
Justice Board members to raise awareness of the ‘Secure Stairs’ project. Further 
visits by Dan Bride, Head of Youth Offending, are planned to explore 
opportunities to collaborate on trauma-informed resettlement.  



 

 
 

10.  Recommendation:  Members of the Corporate Parenting Panel are asked to 
NOTE and COMMENT on the information contained within the report. 

 
 

11 Contact Details 
      
  

Report Author 
Mark Powell 
Strategic Development Manager (Youth Justice),  
03000 411071 
mark.powell@kent.gov.uk  
 
Dan Bride 
Assistant Director, North & West Kent Adolescent Services & Head of Youth Justice 
03000 411732 
Dan.bride@kent.gov.uk    
 
Lead Director 
Stuart Collins  
Director of Integrated Children's Services West (Early Help and Preventative Services 
Lead) 
03000 410519 
Stuart.Collins@kent.gov.uk 
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