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What we know about SLCN in the justice system already

The compelling evidence presented below is just a fraction of the evidence which makes the link between SLCN and an individual’s involvement in the criminal justice system. I attach a “Dossier of Evidence” recently compiled by the Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists (RCSLT) which summarises more of the published literature. 

Speech, language and communiucation needs in the criminal justice system

· A study showed that there is a high level (91%) of communication disability in young people known to a youth offending team (in England).  This is significantly greater than in the general population (10%) (Brooks, 2011).

Consequences of SLCN 

Education and employment:

· A study into young people not in education, employment or training showed that 100% of the individuals who completed the speech and language therapy assessments presented with some degree of SLCN, of which 50% had severe difficulties i.e. language levels more than 2 years below their chronological age.  Only 21% had previously been referred for speech and language therapy (Lanz, 2009).
Challenging and offending behaviour:

· Substantial proportions of children with specific language impairment experience social and behavioural problems as they reach secondary school age, and that these problems increase over time (Redmond et al, 2002)

· Low education and speech and language and literacy difficulties are risk factors for offending (Tomblin et al, 2000).

Mental health / mental illness:

· There is evidence that children may be misdiagnosed as having a conduct disorder or mental health problem when in fact they have an undiagnosed SLCN (Lanz, 2009).

The court process:

· Many young people with SLCN lack the language skills to understand what is happening to them or the implications of what is being asked of them (Snow and Powell, 2004).  
Rehabilitation / reducing reoffending:
· There is a mismatch between the literacy demands of programmes and skills level of offenders, which is particularly significant with respect to speaking and listening skills (Home Office Findings 233, 2009).  

· To access education and treatment programmes an offender requires GCSE level English A-C (Davis, Lewis, Byatt, Purvis and Cole, 2004).  However around one third of offenders have speaking and listening skills below level 1 (equivalent to age eleven) of the National Framework (Davies at el, 2004) and are unable to access these programmes due to their poor language and literacy skills. 

Impact of taking action on SLCN in CJS 
· A study in Leeds showed of the young people who completed the intensive supervision and surveillance programme with identified expressive language difficulties, 88% made significant gains on standardised assessment following speech and language therapy (SLT) intervention despite their often chaotic lives, substance misuse and years away from formal education (Gregory, 2009).

· In a children’s home for young offenders with learning difficulty and challenging behaviour staff were involved in physically restraining these young offenders on two to three occasions every day.  After receiving communication training and guidance from SLT, the staff were able to reduce the number of restraints used to two per week. (Boyd, 2007).

Action on SLCN in CJS currently in Scotland
The most comprehensive survey of SLT provision in Scotland’s justice system (by researchers at Queen Margaret University commissioned by RCSLT) showed 156 people involved in the justice system received SLT support in 2011. The bulk of the provision was in Polmont Young Offenders Institute (21 hours / week for estimated 456 young offenders). The only other dedicated SLT service for offenders in Scotland is 1 day per week in Cornton Vale. All other SLT services are adhoc and unsustainable. I attach an article summarising the survey results, published by RCSLT in this month. 

Scotland’s literacy action plan refers specifically to the literacy difficulties of young offenders and subsequently there is considerable investment in developing these and numeracy skills within young offender populations. We understand anecdotally from the SPS that it is hard to engage young offenders in voluntary literacy programmes. 

While RCSLT recognise literacy is clearly a vital life skill and therefore merits investment we also contend that;

· People require underlying speech, language and communication skills in order to access any education but in particular education targeting the most complex communication skill of literacy. We would further highlight motivation to learn and engagement hangs, to a large extent, on a person’s communication experience in the classroom. 

· People require face to face verbal and non verbal comprehension and expressive communication skills every day, all day. It is difficulties in these areas that are the most immediate barriers to educational, employment , health enhancing and positive social opportunities. 

In 2010 RCSLT held a conference in Polmont Young Offenders Institute attended by 

55 participants including young offenders, professionals and organisations working throughout the criminal justice system in Scotland. A survey of those attending showed ;

· 100% of participants agree “Speech, language and communication needs are a problem in the criminal justice system which need to be addressed somehow”

· 93% of participants agree “I and / or my organisation would like to be involved in any future development of speech, language and communication services in the justice system”

· 100% of participants agree with the statement “I think speech and language therapy has something to offer my organisations area of practice”
Subsequent to the RCSLT Conference in 2010 RCSLT convened the inaugural meeting of the “Communicating Justice Coalition” in January 2011. Members of the coalition (including Children First, Cornerstone, Families Outside, National Autistic Society Scotland, Dyslexia Association Scotland and Capability) agreed that action was needed at least initially focussed on general awareness raising at strategic and operational levls of the justice system; research and identification of need and better roll out of the SLC resources (skills, knowledge, practocal tools etc.) Scotland has now. 
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