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Juvenile Corrections Facilities Connect to
the Oregon Virtual School District
Introduction
This Program Highlight is the third in a series exploring
the use of educational technology in juvenile securecare facilities. This Highlight examines Oregon’s Stateoperated juvenile justice facilities and their use of a virtual
school district to provide online academic content to their
students. Educational technologies such as these have
become more common in classrooms across the country.
Teachers and students can now take advantage of a world
of digital content from curricula to training materials to
traditional and social media. Both formal research and
anecdotal evidence have shown that, when used properly,
technology can enhance student achievement, improve
student outcomes, and improve skills and knowledge of
teachers.1,2,3,4 However, juvenile detention and correctional
facilities traditionally have been reluctant to employ
educational technology because of perceived risks to
security and safety. Many facilities feel the risk that
students may use technology inappropriately outweighs its
potential benefits—especially with regard to the Internet.
This rationale is weakened by increasing evidence of
the benefits of educational technology for students and
teachers.

The Oregon Youth Authority
The Oregon Youth Authority (OYA) operates 10 securecustody facilities throughout the State that collectively
serve approximately 750 of the State’s most delinquent
young people who commit crimes before their 18th
birthday. Facilities house males and females of all
races and ethnicities from ages 12 through 24, though
the majority of youth in OYA facilities are Caucasian
males aged 16–20. Many of the youth in OYA facilities
share several key social characteristics (see Table 1).
OYA’s mission is to protect the public and reduce crime
by holding youth offenders accountable and providing
opportunities for reformation in safe environments.
OYA staff and partners provide the youth with a range
of evidence-based treatment and education programs
designed to address delinquency risk factors and
build protective factors. OYA uses standardized risk
assessments and structured case planning processes to
develop the most effective education and treatment plans
and intervention strategies.

Table 1. Social Characteristics of Youth in OYA Facilities
Social Characteristics

Percent
Males

Percent
Females

Use of alcohol or drugs

69%

81%

Parental use of alcohol or drugs

58%

72%

Diagnosed conduct disorder

48%

40%

Other diagnosed mental health disorder

40%

65%

Special education student

29%

35%

Victim of sexual abuse

14%

37%

Past suicidal behavior

6%

21%

The Oregon Virtual School District
Several years ago, OYA, in partnership with the Oregon
Department of Education (ODE), began exploring ways of
providing greater access to online educational materials
to youth. Their initial focus was on gaining access to the
Oregon Virtual School District (ORVSD) (http://orvsd.org)
within State facilities. The ORVSD is a program led by ODE
that, in cooperation with a consortium of virtual learning
providers throughout the State, seeks to increase access to
and availability of online learning and teaching resources free
of charge to the public school teachers of Oregon. Seeing the
growing success of the ORVSD in the State’s public schools,
ODE and OYA pushed for implementation of the system in
juvenile correctional facilities in 2013. The departments
worked with the system developers, Oregon State University,
to bring the system into secure-care classrooms and develop
curricula customized to students’ needs rather than relying
on off-the-shelf digital learning software. The ORVSD allows
students to supplement classroom instruction with videos,
podcasts, and other online resources. It also helps teachers
deliver content to students and share resources and
teaching strategies with their peers across the State, and
it allows parents and community members to interact with
teachers and collaborate with students.

Overcoming Challenges to Implementation
The implementation of the ORVSD in OYA facilities may
not have been possible were it not for the enactment
of Oregon Administrative Rule (OAR) Chapter 416,
Division 040 (http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/pages/
rules/oars_400/oar_416/416_040.html). The State law
provides guidelines for the acceptable use of electronic
networks by youth in OYA custody facilities. It covers
the use of specific computers, hardware, software,
storage media, and networks by authorized youth within
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OYA facilities to access education and employment
information that facilitates their successful reintegration
from confinement into the community. The message to
lawmakers in considering the bill was that such a measure
was necessary to ensure youth in the justice system
were afforded the same educational opportunities as
their peers in non-secure classrooms—meaning those
that best prepare them for college and careers. With the
rule in place, most of Oregon’s secure-care detention and
correctional facilities are now able to tap into online and
other digital technologies that will help youth in their care
make successful transitions back to the community.

who break the rules the importance of using the system
responsibly, for themselves and their peers.

Outcomes and Next Steps
Oregon is currently embarking on a full-scale, Statewide
implementation of the ORVSD in its facilities. In the coming
months, it will assess progress and make any necessary
modifications to content, training, and support. They have
heard from facility teachers and other staff that use of the
ORVSD provides them with many more educational options
than they had before. They report that students are better
able to continue their coursework and academic skill
building and enjoy the interactive modes of doing so.
To complement the expanding use of educational technology
in facilities, the State has undertaken a number of other
technological initiatives: it has rolled out a unified student
information system (SIS) used by nearly all of the State’s
OYA facilities and county-run detention centers; 79 of the
K–12 public school districts are in the process of rolling out
the Oregon Student Transcript Exchange (OSTX), an online
system that makes it possible to quickly exchange student
records and transcripts; and, it has adopted a uniform
online student assessment through Let’s Go Learn that will
let the State track every student’s progress.

Because ORVSD began in the public schools, ODE already
supported the technological backbone of the system. The
department has now developed a separate “virtual school
district budget.” As the ORVSD has made its way into OYA
facilities, the budget has grown to cover all initial fees, online
courses, training materials, and server space for all facilities.
The only financial responsibility of facilities is for the hardcopy
instructional materials used by students and teachers.

Maintaining Security and Safety
OAR 416-040 establishes a foundation that ensures
the secure use of ORVSD by outlining how facilities are
to maintain the security of any networked technologies.
Security maintenance occurs through the use of screening
software and firewalls in each facility. OYA and ODE have
worked with the ORVSD developer to ensure that youth
can easily access the educational content but nothing
else. In addition, each facility employs continuous, realtime monitoring of computer activity, and each facility
has designated staff to review the online history of every
computer on a monthly basis. This helps ensure that no
one accesses content they are not supposed to. Finally,
knowing that some youth may find ways around the security
measures, OYA built into their behavior management
procedures ways of addressing use violations without
denying access to students and of demonstrating to youth

OYA and ODE are committed to continuing their close
collaboration to ensure the best educational opportunities
and outcomes for all Oregon students and continue to
pursue educational and vocational technologies that best
prepare their youth for reentry back into the community.
For more information on the Oregon Virtual School District
and the OYA/ODE partnership, contact:
Sam Ko
Frank Martin
ODE Office of Student
OYA Education
Learning & Partnerships
Administrator
sam.ko@state.or.us
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