
Proposal to establish a Student Court program in 

the Northern Territory 

 

In 2016 with assistance from the Law Society Northern Territory Public Purpose Trust the North 

Australian Aboriginal Justice Agency (NAAJA) worked with Sanderson Middle School and 

Palmerston Senior College to implement the pilot Peer Panel – a restorative justice project within 

schools to empower and build the capacity of youth to be change agents themselves and within 

a youth justice context. 

What is the pilot Peer Panel? 

The pilot Peer Panel project was a diversionary restorative justice program for students at schools 

who committed minor offences on school grounds.  The concept involved participants waiving 

their right to be suspended from school or referred to the police and agreeing to plead guilty to 

agreed facts and have the case heard and determined by their peers (who are trained Peer Panel 

students in years 9, 10 and 11).  At Peer Panel hearings, students were appointed to various ‘real 

life’ court roles, including the prosecution, defence counsel, court staff and members of the jury. 

An adult Co-ordinator oversaw the hearing. The Peer Panel jury asked restorative justice 

questions of the Participant, the Participant’s family and the victim (if relevant) and retired to 

determine the appropriate outcome (the sentence or penalty).   

The objectives of the pilot Peer Panel were to harness positive peer influence as a way of assisting 

young people who had committed low-level offences; engage young people to become active 

participants’ in the Youth Justice System; to provide an opportunity for young people to learn 

about the law and to provide a career pathway for young people interested in the law.  

With the pilot Peer Panel project significant work went into developing the concept and capability 

and developing the partnerships necessary for an expanded program with greater impact.   

See the Short video developed by legal intern Caitlin Burke. Angie – can we put this video on 

YouTube and link? 

Why extend the pilot to a broader Student Court program?  

Key points as to how the proposed program adds value:  

 The Student Court proposal extends the concept of victim conferencing to High Schools 

and Colleges with a proven model, and allows young people to be change agents 

themselves and within a youth justice context.  The program seeks to foster long term 

behavioural changes in participants by developing an understanding of how their 

behaviour impacts on others, developing a sense of community-mindedness and 

encouraging participants to pursue positive pathways. 

 The program provides a safe and supported environment for young people to support 

other young people.  The program is coordinated by trained professionals with expertise 



in this space and working in partnership with High Schools and Colleges.  Student Courts 

are non-judgemental and entirely rehabilitative.   

 The model is adapted from successful, proven programs across thousands of sites in the 

United States of America where young people are involved in youth justice decisions 

affecting their peers (also called Youth Court or Peer Court).  The model also draws on 

New Zealand models of ‘circle conferencing’.     

 Student participants in this program who serve important roles in the conference process 

are future advocates and future lawyers.  This program serves as a platform to develop 

legal knowledge and skills and as a pathway to grow the future legal profession of the 

Northern Territory.   

 Student Court serves as an opportunity to develop genuine partnerships between a non-

government justice agency, participating High Schools and Colleges (and the Department 

of Education) and the community in the youth justice space.   We have the opportunity to 

work together for an innovative and impactful program.   

 School and College suspensions and disciplinary action is seen as a significant community 

issue in the Northern Territory, with newspaper reports indicating growing concern.  The 

Student Court offers a holistic, community based response as an alternative to 

suspensions and as a restorative justice model. 

  

A 3 year model to build capacity and extend the program’s reach 

NAAJA is making approaches for funding to secure a 3 year, sustainable program to build capacity 

and extend the program’s reach.   

Over the course of a 3 year program we will establish the program select colleges in Darwin and 

build capacity to extend the program more broadly, with a focus on Katherine and with a model 

adapted to areas with significant Aboriginal populations. 



 

Why NAAJA? 

NAAJA delivers high quality and culturally competent legal services to Aboriginal people in the 

Top End of the Northern Territory.  In addition to our core legal practice in criminal and civil law, 

we provide law and justice related services and serve as a broader justice agency with innovative 

and impactful programs.   

With the pilot Peer Panel complete: 

 We have established program capability in this space – NAAJA ran the 2016 pilot Peer 

Panel project and has a strong track record in the justice system.   

 We have established people capability and expertise – Olivia Campbell who has a 

background as a prosecutor and working with young people led the pilot and is available 

to return at the end 2017 to lead the program. 

 We have established resources developed through the pilot such as a training manual, 

review and evaluation material and other resources to implement a broader program.  We 

have learned lessons from the pilot and are in a position to extend the program for greater 

impact.    

 We are able to draw on a broad range of legal interns (volunteers), legal expertise and 

other related resources to add value to this program and contribute in-kind support. 

 As an Aboriginal non-government organisation and capability in the justice space NAAJA 

is well placed to lead and develop genuine partnerships in this area.  Cultural competency 

is at the core of NAAJA’s work.  

 

Year 1

Establish program in 
select Darwin colleges

Year 2

Explore options to 
extend program to 
Katherine (priority). 

Explore options to 
extend program to 
other Schools/Colleges.

Year 3

Explore options to 
extend the program 
adapted to areas with 
a significant Aboriginal 
population and with 
Law and Justice groups 
in select communities.


