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1 Introduction  

The Award has been present in correctional facilities since 1957.1 In 2016, the Award was delivered 
in around 150 correctional facilities2 across the world, in countries such as Australia, Canada, Hong 
Kong, Ireland, Kenya, New Zealand, Singapore, South Africa and the UK. Although young offenders 
only constitute a minor proportion of the total number of Award participants each year, they are a 
key component of the ‘at risk and marginalised’ group of young people, who made up 11% of the 1.3 
million participants who took part in the Award in 2016. One of the Foundation’s strategic aims is to 
increase the participation of these young people in the Award to 20% by 2023. The Award generally 
appears to have a positive effect on all the young people involved, but it can have a profound and 
transformative effect on young people who face significant challenges within their lives, although 
these young people can also be difficult to reach. 

This paper offers an overview of the Award among young offenders, both in terms of previous 
research and current practices. The paper is the extension of a presentation given at the 
International Corrections and Prisons Association Conference on 26 October 2017, written by the 
Research Officers of the Foundation Amy Pearce and Jon Eilenberg, and a Foundation Trustee 
Foundation, Professor Howard Williamson. The presentation was titled ‘The role of non-formal 
education for young people in custody’ and given to an audience of correctional facility 
professionals, policy makers and charity workers.  

The first part of this paper is a discussion of the challenges faced by young people in custody as they 
transition from youth into adulthood. The next section examines the research on the Award among 
young offenders, followed by an examination of evidence provided by National Award Operators 
(NAOs) as to how the Award is delivered in correctional facilities. Finally, some conclusions are 
drawn and indicative recommendations made.  

  

                                                           
1 In 1957 the Award was introduced in a Durham borstal. That cooperation later fizzled out, but the institution 
still exists and is, today, looking to reengage with the Award, according to the UK Duke of Edinburgh Award.  
2 This number is an approximation based on the 2016 annual statistics and correspondence with NAOs.   
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2 Young Adults in Correctional Facilities 

All individuals go through transitions to adulthood, although this happens at different ages for 
different people, depending on individual, national and cultural factors. These transitions include 
moving from education to work, from family of origin to family of destination, and from dependent 
to independent living (Furlong and Cartmel 1997). Transitions to adulthood have become 
increasingly complex, can be prolonged and are now often reversible (rather than linear, as in the 
past), and are characterised both by greater opportunity and greater risk. For young people who 
come from disadvantaged backgrounds and who might already be facing problems in their lives, 
making this transition can be more challenging and risks of social exclusion are more pronounced.  
More limited access to and support in education and training can jeopardise next steps into into 
employment or further education and impede making a successful transition into adulthood (Barrow 
Cadbury Commission, 2005).  Young people in such circumstances are prone to ending up as 
members of what has come to be known as the ‘precariat’ (Standing 2014).  

One group that can experience such difficulties and subsequent pathways is young people who are 
placed in correctional facilities. This is not just due to their offending behaviour, but also because of 
likely related issues such as dysfunctional family circumstances, low educational achievement and a 
broader lack of human and ‘bridging’ social capital. While less persistent or less serious offenders 
may stop engaging in criminal behaviour with time, those in custody are more firmly socialised, 
indeed often trapped, in lifestyles that compound their ‘disengagement’ from society and confirm 
their attachment to criminal activity. Such a life-course context, supplemented by the stigma of 
having been in a correctional facility, carries a strong probability of a negative downward cycle as the 
life-course unfolds, though that is by no means a certainty (for some celebration of resilience, as well 
as commiseration with ‘failure’, see Williamson 2004). However, offending is often but one of these 
young people’s challenges: a large number of young people in correctional facilities battle with 
mental health issues, physical violence, substance abuse and self-harm, all of which add to the 
problems they face (Barrow Cadbury Commission, 2005; Elwick et al., 2013; BMA, 2014).  These are 
some of the key factors that perpetuate often very high rates of re-offending. In 2013, for example, 
the UK Ministry of Justice reported that 73% of young offenders who are released from custody re-
offend within 12 months.  

On a more positive note, however, young offenders are often more responsive to positive influences 
and interventions than their older counterparts, and tend to react positively to education when it is 
delivered in ways that works for them. The Award offers a framework for an intervention that can 
equip young offenders with the skills they need to change their lives during and after incarceration 
(Dubberley and Parry, 2009; MOJ, 2013). 

  



  

© 2017 The Duke of Edinburgh’s International Award Foundation Page 5 

The Award in Correctional Facilities 
December 2017 

3 Research on the Award in Correctional Facilities 

A modest body of research suggests that the life skills young people gain through the Award can 
address the socialisation and stigma associated with time spent in correctional facilities. When 
delivered effectively the Award can function as a holistic intervention that equips young offenders to 
deal with the challenges of correctional facilities described in the previous section. More specifically, 
young offenders have been found to benefit from the Award in four areas: giving back, increased 
health and wellbeing, employability and accessing new social worlds. 

The benefit of ‘giving back’ has been examined by Aspire (2010), Dubberley et al. (2011; Dubberley, 
2010) and Umhlaba (2003) who found that volunteering, e.g. by working with elderly people, made 
young offenders feel that they could repair the damage they had caused: 

“In talking about the importance of ‘giving back’, young people highlighted the imperative of 
their re-acceptance by, and into, mainstream society” (Dubberley et al., 2011: 348). 

Dubberley connected this to restorative justice, which is most often conceptualised as offenders 
repairing (‘making good’) the damage they have done to their victim. However, Dubberley argued, 
reparation activities can also be directed at the community or the wider society.  

Increased health and wellbeing comes as a result of the Physical Recreation section of the Award 
and the motivation for young offenders to become more physically active (Bitel & Campbell, 2005; 
Dubberley & Parry, 2009; Dubberley, 2010). Physical health is closely connected with mental 
wellbeing, and previous studies have shown that these two areas are of particular concern regarding 
young offenders (BMA, 2014).  

Regarding employability, Aspire (2010) and Bitel and Campbell (2005) found that the Skills section, 
and in some cases the Service section, of the Award can be an asset when young offenders are 
released and apply for jobs: 

“(…) doing their DofE programme enables [the young offenders] to development and try out 
these skills in a safe environment so that when they leave custody they are more able to 
positively adapt to society” (Aspire, 2010: 4). 

This can be a result of learning practical skills, but the life skills gained through the Award and the 
Award certification itself can also serve to make young offenders more employable.  

Access to new social worlds was also found to be connected to the Adventurous Journey, Service 
and Residential Project sections of the Award, which encourage young offenders to engage with 
people outside their normal social networks (Dubberley & Parry, 2009; Dubberley 2010). This 
includes contact between groups of offenders who do not normally socialise, but also interaction 
with groups outside the correctional facility, such as elderly people. This allows young offenders to 
empathise with a wider range of people by exploring similarities and related experiences.  
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Besides the young offenders, correctional staff and institutions have also been found to benefit from 
the presence of the Award. Existing research on the Award in correctional facilities indicates that the 
benefits experienced by staff and institutions generally fall into three categories: improved relations, 
better work attitudes and opportunities for positive media coverage.  

Improved relations was considered by Aspire (2010), Dubberley and Parry (2009) and Umhlaba 
(2003) and attributed to working together and sharing experiences. As mentioned above, Award 
participants tend to widen their social network, which can lead to fewer conflicts among offenders. 

“Facilitators mentioned that a particular strength of the programme is the relationships that 
develop between the participants, and between the participants and the facilitators” 
(Umhlaba, 2003: 13). 

These improved relations in turn benefited the staff and institutions, as fewer resources had to be 
spent on conflict resolution. Furthermore, relations between staff and offenders improved on 
account of the mutual trust developed as a result of the mentor-mentee relationship.  

Better work attitudes among the staff were reported by Aspire (2010), Dubberley and Parry (2009) 
and Umhlaba (2003). This is connected not only to the improved relations mentioned above, but 
also to an increased feeling of doing an important job. By observing how young offenders improve 
their life skills with their support, staff can experience that their work makes a difference. 

Figure 1: Pre and post intervention body images drawn by a young offender who completed the Award. The images indicate 
a change in terms of confidence, health, wellbeing, employability and overall life skills (Bitel and Campbell, 2005: 73).  
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Furthermore, the training they take if they are directly involved with the Award (e.g. as Award 
Leaders) can give them new tools and perspectives on how to work with young people.  

Positive news stories about crime and young offenders can be rare, but working with the Award can 
give institutions an opportunity to tell stories of how interventions can and do work: 

“The DofE has also had significant positive press coverage in local media, with young people 
in custody or involved in the criminal justice system giving something back to the community 
they took from” (Aspire, 2010: 7) 

This was also found while working on the present paper with examples from New Zealand, South 
Africa and the UK, where young offenders doing the Award have told their stories to the media.  

These benefits to young offenders, staff and institutions have been linked to reduced re-offending 
rates, according to Aspire (2010), Dubberley et al. (2011), Umhlaba (2003) and Bitel and Campbell 
(2005): 

“(…) involvement in offending behaviour was reduced by approximately three-quarters 
among those actively involved in New Start, while the use of illegal drugs was reduced in 
almost half of New Start participants, and even higher levels among those who actively 
progressed towards their Award” (Bitel & Campbell, 2005: 66).  

Bitel and Campbell (2005) and Dubberley et al. (2011) also found that the Award has some positive 
impact on the CRIME PICS II3 scores of those who participate. Thus, the existing research has found 
that the Award is an effective intervention that has significant benefits for young offenders and can 
contribute to reducing re-offending.  

 

  

                                                           
3 CRIME-PICS II is a method to measure the effect of interventions along five dimensions: general attitude to 
offending, anticipation of future offending, victim empathy, evaluation of crime as worthwhile, and 
perceptions of current life problems.  
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4 Delivering the Award in Correctional Facilities  

This section is based on evidence from National Award Operators in Australia, Canada, Hong Kong, 
Ireland, Kenya, New Zealand, South Africa and the UK. The way in which the Award is delivered in 
correctional facilities differs from the way it is delivered outside, just as there are differences 
between countries’ justice systems and prison cultures. The experiences shared by the NAOs 
consulted here are laid out below in terms of integrating the Award and how each of the sections is 
delivered.  

As is the case with the research on the Award in correctional facilities, there is a lack of numbers to 
give an indication of the overall reach, but once more, the information and perspectives are 
illuminative and instructive: a basis for further reflection and debate. For example, NAOs reported 
that in 2016, as a rough estimate, around 3,000 young offenders in 150 facilities were involved in the 
Award. We have little knowledge of completion rates within this group, but some evidence suggests 
that it is relatively low. This is clearly a cause for some concern, though there are both internal and 
extraneous reasons for it.  For example, young people may be transferred or complete their 
sentence, rather than just losing interest and giving up. 

In terms of Award delivery, NAOs stressed the need to integrate the Award into all levels of an 
institution, both vertically and horizontally. Vertical integration means ensuring that all levels of an 
institution back up the programme, from the staff on the ground to management and policy makers. 
According to experiences from Ireland, Australia and New Zealand, the combination of bottom-up 
and top-down approaches can embed the Award more deeply into the institutional structure and 
ensure long-term commitments. Horizontal integration means involving different groups of staff on 
the ground. This is a priority of the Gaisce Award in Ireland:   

“We have a formula that we believe works for us: Whether we make contact with a new 
Institution or they make contact with us regarding initiating the Award, our first step would be 
to meet and discuss the Award with the contact person and talk through what is involved. We 
talk about getting a multi-disciplinary team on board, Teachers, Prison Officers, Work and 
Training Officers, Chaplaincy, Gym instructors etc.” (Project Manager, Gaisce). 

The involvement of staff from different disciplines strengthens the holistic approach of the Award as 
an intervention for young offenders. However, this also depends on local policies and strategies, as is 
the case in the UK where the Award is categorised as education rather than physical activity in order 
to secure and ensure funding. In some countries, the Award may be delivered by external 
contractors, which can give a more consistent and long-term involvement although it also comes 
with extra costs.  

The Service section of the Award can include a wide range of activities, as reported by NAOs in Hong 
Kong, Ireland, Kenya and New Zealand. Young offenders have been serving food to elderly people, 
growing vegetables for women’s shelters, taking part in nature conservation projects or volunteering 
in hospitals. They have also done prison duties, such as cleaning or cooking, or peer mentorship, 
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which has proven very successful in several countries. Along with the Skills section, Service allows 
young offenders to give practical examples of their life skills once they leave the correctional facility.  

The Physical Recreation section has included activities such as ball games, badminton, athletics, 
boxing, taekwondo, fitness or spinning, as reported by NAOs in Hong Kong, Ireland and Kenya. Many 
young offenders already use physical activity to occupy themselves and get out of their cells, e.g. by going 
to the gym, so the Physical Recreation section might be a good starting point for getting them involved in 
the Award. One motivator could be priority access to the gym, as suggested by the Irish Gaisce NAO. 

The Skills section can serve three different functions for young offenders: to improve an academic skill, to 
pursue a hobby or to learn a practical skill, all of which comply with the Award’s values and philosophy. 
Examples of skills reported by NAOs in Hong Kong, Ireland and Kenya include IT, literacy, maths, art, 
playing a musical instrument, learning first aid and wood or metal work. In Ireland, there are also 
good experiences relating to anger management and addiction therapy.  

The Adventurous Journey section is a challenge in most countries, since the idea of the Journey is to 
leave a familiar environment which is often not an option when in custody!  Furthermore, the 
Adventurous Journey is often perceived as ‘fun’, which can be at odds with the notion of prison as a 
punishment. However, there are several ways of working with these challenges. In South Africa the 
Adventurous Journey functions as a reward for continuous commitment to the Award, but offenders 
are not allowed to leave the correctional facility. This approach can also defuse potential criticism 
and negative media coverage accusing the Award of providing treats for offenders. In Kenya, young 
offenders are allowed to leave the facility but have to return to sleep every night. In Hong Kong, 
offenders are allowed to leave the facility and sleep outside, but they are closely monitored and do 
not choose their own route.  Within the UK, some young people may be permitted to pursue their 
Adventurous Journey through ‘release on temporary license’ (known as ‘ROTL’).  In Irish correctional 
facilities, the Adventurous Journey section is referred to as the ‘Team Project’ to reflect the fact that 
the young offenders do not leave the institution or sleep outside. Instead, they engage in teamwork 
such as cooking a meal for an outside organisation or raising money for charity. In some such cases, 
staff and offenders have worked on team projects together by, for example, doing a charity run 
inside and outside of the facility at the same time.  

The Residential Project is organised much along the same lines as the Adventurous Journey section.  

Delivering the Award in correctional facilities is an area which receives a lot of interest from Award 
operators, the Foundation, correctional facilities and policy makers alike. However, but there is no 
denying that setting up the Award in correctional facilities requires a lot of work and dedication from 
the involved stakeholders. Correctional facilities can be a challenging environment to work in, but 
there is a growing body of relevant research and practical experiences that can be shared across 
regions and countries to the benefit of Award operators, institutions and not least young offenders.  
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5 Conclusion and Recommendations 

Transitioning into adulthood can be problematic for those young people who experience time in 
correctional facilities as they are often firmly immersed in lifestyles characterised by negative 
socialisation and stigma. In many cases, a positive and purposeful intervention can break this pattern 
and the Award offers a framework for achieving this. By enabling young people to challenge 
themselves and develop their skills across a range of sections, participation in the Award can support 
the development of life skills to the benefit of offenders, staff and institutions alike.  

Based on evidence provided by NAOs, the delivery of the Award needs to be embedded into several 
levels of the institutions. The content of each Award section also needs to be negotiated and 
planned with care so that it meets institutional and national requirements in terms of policy and 
practice for young offenders.  

In conclusion, the findings of this paper suggest that while the Award generally has a positive effect 
on all the young people involved, it can have a profound and transformative effect on young people 
in correctional facilities.  Research and experience shows that the Award can function, across the 
world, as a holistic and effective intervention for young offenders in correctional facilities. 

Finally, five recommendations can be made based on the present paper:  

1. Award operators should consider offering the Award to young offenders as one of the ways 
to reach the strategic goal of 20% ‘at risk and marginalised’ young people participating in the 
Award.   

2. Award operators should work with correctional facility staff, management and policy makers 
on implementing the Award on multiple levels and set up interdisciplinary teams to deliver 
the Award.  

3. Award operators should think carefully about how to deliver the Adventurous Journey and 
Residential Project sections in correctional facilities so they meet Award demands as well as 
national legal requirements and criminal justice policy regulations.  

4. The Foundation should elicit more detailed statistics on the full extent of Award 
participation, and at what level, in correctional facilities to get an overview of how many 
young offenders are involved with the Award, how many finish and how many reoffend.4  

5. The Foundation should set up a forum for people working with the Award in correctional 
facilities. This could be done as a part of the Online Learning Hub (OLH), and be used by 
Award teams and the Foundation to share knowledge, tools and experiences.  

If anyone would like further information about the Award in correctional facilities, please contact 
the Foundation Research team at research@intaward.org.  

                                                           
4 The UK DofE and the Manchester Metropolitan University are in the early stages of a quantitative study of 
the correlation between the Award and re-offending rates.  

mailto:research@intaward.org


  

© 2017 The Duke of Edinburgh’s International Award Foundation Page 11 

The Award in Correctional Facilities 
December 2017 

References 

Aspire (2010) Aspire Project Report, Place unknown: The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award. 

Barrow Cadbury Commission (2005) Lost in Transition, London: Barrow Cadbury Trust. 

Bitel and Campbell (2005) Passport to possibilities: The evaluation of The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award 
New Start Project, Place unknown: Partners in Evaluation. 

British Medical Association (2014) Young Lives behind Bars: The health and human rights of children 
and young people detained in the criminal justice system, London: BMA Ethics Department. 

Cameron, M., & MacDougall, C. (2000). Crime prevention through sport and physical activity. Woden: 
Australian Institute of Criminology. 

Dubberley, S. (2010), Young Offenders, Imprisonment and The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award. PhD 
thesis, Cardiff: University of Wales. 

Dubberley, S., & Parry, O. (2009). “Something we don’t normally do”: a qualitative study of the Duke 
of Edinburgh’s Award in the secure estate. Research, Policy and Planning, 27(3). 151-162.  

Dubberley, S., Parry, O., & Baker, S-A. (2011). Mending fences: reparation and the reorientation of 
young people in the secure estate. Criminal Justice Studies: Critical Journal of Crime, Law and Society, 
14(4). 337-350.  

Elwick, A., Davis, M., Crehan, L., & Clay, B. (2013) Improving outcomes for young offenders: an 
international perspective, Reading: CfBT 

Furlong, A. and Cartmel, F. (1997), Young People and Social Change: individualization and risk in late 
modernity, Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Ministry of Justice (2013) Transforming Management of Young Adults in Custody, London: Ministry 
of Justice. 

Service National de la Jeunesse (2013) Non-Formal Education with Children and Young People: 
Learning in out-of-school settings, Luxembourg: Luxembourg 

Standing, G. (2014), The Precariat: The new dangerous class, London: Bloomsbury  

Umhlaba Development Services (2003). President’s award: Evaluation Report Ready Initiative. 
Brammfontein, South Africa: Umhlaba. 

Williamson, H. (2004), The Milltown Boys Revisited, Oxford: Berg. 

 


	Version control
	Contents
	1 Introduction
	2 Young Adults in Correctional Facilities
	3 Research on the Award in Correctional Facilities
	4 Delivering the Award in Correctional Facilities
	5 Conclusion and Recommendations
	References

