


 
 

   

 

school.1 The Victorian public school retention rate of students from years 7/8 to year 12 in 2024 
was 79.5%, compared to 87.9% in 2018.2 This is in stark contrast to the 90.9% retention rate of 
Victorian private school students from years 7/8 to year 12 in Victoria. This trend among public 
schools means more children are becoming at greater risk of disadvantage. 

Public school funding is critical for effective early intervention tools. Inadequate school funding 
increases the probability of children becoming disengaged and at risk of disadvantage and 
criminalisation. 

Public schools will be unable to purchase materials or maintain their buildings and grounds to the 
standard required to engage students and encourage them to attend school. With retention rates 
already dropping, this trend is likely to continue if schools are not given the funding to create an 
environment that is inviting for children. This disengagement poses a danger to increase the 
number of at-risk students and threatens to lead more children to have earlier engagement with the 
criminal justice system. The younger children are introduced to the criminal justice system, the 
harder it is to break the cycle of criminality. More funding should be funnelled into public schools to 
prevent the drivers of crime before they appear. 

School lawyer programs 

School lawyer programs have become staples in a few schools across the state. By embedding a 
lawyer in the school network, it aims to create a positive relationship between the lawyers and the 
students, parents, guardians and teachers. It can be difficult for children to access legal 
assistance without the aid of their parents and if a child wants to access legal advice without their 
parents, the school lawyer can improve access to justice for children.  

It is also an important tool to help educate children on pertinent topics such as sexting, cyber 
bullying, online safety, criminal law, etc. Organisations such as Westjustice, after seeing a lot of 
success with their school lawyer programs, have expanded it to trial a ‘transient youth clinic’ that 
aims to re-engage and support students who have disengaged from and/or left the school. 

Withholding promised funding from public schools is likely to impact schools’ abilities to fund 
these programs, which in turn will have an impact on engagement and access to justice for 
children. 

Overuse of intervention orders and the criminalisation of children 

One of the recurring issues we see in our family violence practice is the use of intervention orders 
as a tool to manage behavioural issues and issues such as bullying at school, with many parents 
being given the advice by schools to seek intervention orders for children as young as 10. In our 
experience, children are often unable to understand not only the conditions of the intervention 
order, but the criminal justice consequences should the intervention order not be followed. 
 

 
1 Working Together Action Plan, October 2023, Smart Justice for Young People. 
2 Report on Government Services 2025, Productivity Commission. 








