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Northern Virginia Detention Center
Alexandria, VA
Introduction
The Northern Virginia Juvenile Detention Center (NVJDC) is
a secure, pre- and postdisposition, 70-bed facility serving
adolescents being held for the juvenile courts of Northern
Virginia. The center draws its population primarily from the
cities of Alexandria and Falls Church, as well as Arlington
County. The Center is licensed by the Virginia Department
of Juvenile Justice. The education program is under the
auspices of the Virginia Department of Education, StateOperated Programs, and receives funding from the State’s
general fund and Title I, Part D, (Part D) Subpart 1. Teachers
in the program are employees of Alexandria City Schools;
however, the City is reimbursed for all expenses associated
with the program, including salaries and benefits.
Table 1. Overall Enrollment 2012–13
Population

Male

Hispanic or Latino of any race

185

Female
40

American Indian or Alaska Native

10

1

Asian

14

3

Black or African American

205

60

White

125

40

Population Totals

539

144

122

35

Specialized Programs
Students with Disabilities (IDEA)
Section 504 only
Limited English Proficient (LEP

1

1

245

55

The NVJDC is organized into four units:
§ Predisposition older male students, typically from local
school districts, with an average length of stay of 22 days.
§ Male students who are part of the Federal Office of
Refugee Resettlement/Division of Children’s Services
(ORR/DCS) program and have past or pending
involvement in the justice system that may affect
immigration status. The average length of stay for these
students is 67 days.
§ Predisposition female students, typically from local school
districts, with an average length of stay of 22 days.
§ Postdisposition male and female students remanded to
a 6-month program called New Beginnings. The students
are typically from local school districts, with an average
length of stay of 180 days.

The staff of the NVJDC’s education program are comprised
of core content area teachers—mathematics, language
arts, science, social studies, art, and physical education
(PE)—as well as a principal, two special education
teachers, a literacy coach (funded by Part D funds), a
postdisposition teacher, and an English as a Second
Language (ESL) teacher. All teachers are licensed and
endorsed in their subject area by the Commonwealth of
Virginia. The faculty faces a number of challenges due
to the fact that students are grouped by living unit, not
by age, grade, or ability. In addition, the length of stay for
students in the multigrade, multi-ability classes ranges
from 24 hours to 6 months or longer, and students come
from different school districts. The NVJDC faculty employs
a co-teaching model and project-based learning as ways
to address student diversity, including the large number of
students who are LEP or disabled.

A Focus on Education
The NVJDC faculty approaches educational programming
from the premise that for many students, engaging in
educational programming while in a juvenile detention
facility affords them the opportunity for individualized or
small-group instruction that will provide much-needed
remediation and re-connect the student to the formal
learning process. Furthermore, the detention experience
occurs during a time of crisis for the youth, which can
serve as a catalyst for positive change. NVJDC teachers
feel enrollment in the education program often plays a key
role in facilitating positive change, because it may lead the
youth to experience—possibly for the first time—academic
success that can enhance feelings of self-worth and
improve problemsolving abilities. The faculty values family
involvement and realizes that family members are
instrumental in promoting the likelihood of academic
success. The faculty has found that many parents of youth
in detention are not actively involved in their child’s
education, and there is a need to reengage them. When a
student is enrolled in the education program, initial contact
is made with the parents by sending a letter and including
the child’s STAR testing results. There are followup
phone calls and emails, open houses, dissemination of
report cards, and other educational communication. The
school also holds regular parent–student conferences.
Contact with the parents of students detained through the
ORR program is a significant challenge, so individual
conferences are held with parents to discuss their child’s
progress while enrolled at NVJDC.
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Co-Teaching Model
To address the many challenges and meet the goal
of re-engaging students in the educational process,
academically, socially, and emotionally, a co-teaching
model is used in most of the classes. Content area
teams work with specialist support to address students’
educational needs, maximizing the potential for a
successful transition to further schooling. The teams
are made up of teachers in social studies and language
arts, science and mathematics, and art and PE. Coteaching enables teachers to be more responsive to the
needs of diverse learners by increasing the content area
knowledge of specialists and the core content teachers’
knowledge of instructional strategies and differentiation.
The success of the model is enhanced by the cooperation
of detention staff and the presence of a detention
specialist in every classroom.
Teachers in the program report that co-teaching increases
student engagement and the amount of time in which
meaningful instruction takes place. Once a level of trust
among the team has been established, teachers are more
willing to share their ideas and perspective. Students enjoy
increased individualized attention and report that they get
help when they need it.
Although students in detention typically are in need of
significant academic supports—many function below grade
level in reading or mathematics, and have experienced a
disrupted school career or behavioral issues that have had
a negative impact on their education—social-emotional
supports are equally important. The small class size and
the co-teaching model affords teachers the opportunity
to attend to students’ social and emotional needs by
providing more time and opportunity to interact with
students one on one. In addition, there is an advisory
period each day, when students have the opportunity to
set goals, current events are discussed, and teachers
engage in character education programming. During
character education sessions, teachers work with students
through guided practice exercises on increasing their
ability to listen to both sides of the story, evaluate their
decisions and choices, and increase their skills in the art
of compromise.
Unfortunately, NVJDC’s teachers have determined that
many of their students have not experienced a great deal
of success in school, so all successes, however small,
are celebrated. For example, gains in STAR achievement
scores are recognized, and a student of the week is
chosen. In addition, there is a monthly “Celebration of

Learning,” a recognition award for a project or product
created by a student. Students submit their Celebration
of Learning products to the school leadership, and
the products are submitted to an external panel who
determines the best Celebration of Learning product for
the month.

Project-Based Learning Approach
As all classes are multigrade, students are working on
different subjects in a content area. For example, in a
science class, some students may be studying biology,
while others are studying chemistry or life sciences. In
order to optimize learning and engage students more
effectively, a project-based learning model is used. By
examining a complex question, the students can view the
issue from different perspectives and practice 21st-century
skills, including collaboration, communication, and critical
thinking. This model is used in both the co-teaching and
individual teaching classrooms. The project-based learning
model allows teachers to individualize the instructional
process and address differences in learning styles, and
also allows the provision of interventions and supports for
students with disabilities or students for whom English is a
second language.
In summary, there are many challenges in educating courtinvolved youth, particularly in a short-term justice facility:
the population fluctuates from day to day; students are in
crisis; they may have experienced significant disruptions
in their educational career; classes are multilevel
and multigrade; parental contact may be minimal or
challenging; and many students enter detention below
grade level in reading or mathematics. By using a coteaching model and a project-based learning model,
NVJDC’s education program addresses those challenges.
Co-teaching supports students both academically and
socially-emotionally, and project-based learning gives them
the opportunity to use and improve their academic and
social-emotional skills through collaboration and effective
communication. The goal of the program is to re-engage
students in their education and facilitate their transition
back to their home schools. Co-teaching and project-based
learning go a long way to help achieve that goal.
Contact Information
NVJDC School
Julie Crawford, Principal
Julie.crawford@acps.k12.va.us
This program highlight was written by Lynne Kendal-Wilson,
Transition Specialist at the Richmond Juvenile Detention Home
and NDTAC Expert Panelist.
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