Education and Vocational Training Unit of the Western Australian Department of Corrective Services

The Role of Correctional Education in creating better education, training and employment outcomes for Indigenous Peoples 

We are in total agreement that there exists a requirement for a holistic approach to addressing the educational disadvantages of Indigenous peoples if we are to increase the likelihood of success both at the State and national level. Australian correctional education providers are in a unique position of being responsible for the provision of state-wide educational services for their community’s citizens; regional, remote and metropolitan.  The services we provide are often overlooked by the governments and community’s which we serve. With the total number of people being incarcerated in Australia’s correctional systems rising annually, it is becoming increasingly important that the role played by prison-based educators be recognised and supported.

It is an unfortunate fact that like poverty, contact with the criminal justice system is intergenerational. Internationally and also here in Australia, the overwhelming majority of offenders come from disadvantaged backgrounds; they lack sufficient proficiency in adult basic education, are low skilled and have little or no sustainable employment history. They lack the basic ‘tools’ to meet the requirements of most vocational education and training courses of study. Properly funded correctional education programs, however, can and do, help provide the environment and the individual assistance that is required to meet the learning needs of some of Australia’s most needy learners.

With Indigenous peoples representing approximately 41% of the growing prisoner population in Western Australia, it is an unfortunate fact that for a significant number of regional and remote Indigenous peoples the educational program provided by the Education and Vocational Training Unit of the Western Australian Department of Corrective Services (EVTU) provides one of the more viable options for the mastering of effective adult basic education and vocational skills training. The program offered by prison Education Centres assists the State in providing accredited educational services that help ‘plug the gaps’ in education suffered by Indigenous peoples, as well as provide avenues for the acquisition of new vocational skills that can increase opportunities for employment and economic independence. 

Professional correctional educators in Western Australia accept that part of their role as educators is to clarify the purpose and aim of education to Indigenous peoples in the State’s prisons. For many, their experiences as students in the State’s school system has left an impression that education was a State mechanism for instilling discipline rather than a vehicle for learning and the increasing of opportunities to better participate in Australian society.  While the EVTU considers the creation of an environment for high quality learning, that is tailored to individual needs, and places a premium on effectual staff mentoring as its primary objective, the aim of clarifying the purpose inherent in actively participating in the educational process should not be undervalued. The conveyance of an understanding of the potential benefits of education to the adult Indigenous student, who in many instances is also a parent of pre-school or school-aged children, can serve to create valuable support for better participation of Indigenous children in education. Consequently, it is not solely the successful facilitation of offender engagement in the national education and vocational training system that should be noted but also the potential development of a foundation for the intergenerational change that both the Indigenous and wider Australian communities seek to achieve. It is the transformational capacity of correctional education and its relation to facilitating socialisation and self actualisation that makes it an important potential component in creating pathways to more favourable education and training outcomes for Indigenous peoples. 
For every correctional educator the education, mentoring and training that is being provided is not just for the student participating in the class but for the families and communities that they represent and will be interacting with once they are released to their community. It is an important mechanism in breaking the cycle of poverty and incarceration that increasingly plagues Indigenous peoples and the role correctional education can play in assisting the nation needs to be more widely recognised and supported.
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