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Glossary and Acronyms 

Aotearoa The land and nation also known as New Zealand (te reo 
Māori) 

 
Ākonga Student, pupil, learner (te reo Māori) 

 
Caregiver We use this as an inclusive term for a young person’s 

primary caretaker, including kin and non-kin such as 
parents, grandparents, or foster parents. 

 
Te Kahu 

Tōī/Intensive 
Wraparound 

Service (TKT/IWS) 

A support programme for young people aged 5-14 years 

who: 
- have behaviour, social and/or learning needs that 

are highly complex and challenging (and may 
have associated intellectual difficulty), and 

- require support at school, at home and in the 
community. 

Te Kahu Tōī provides a bespoke comprehensive, holistic, 

youth and family/whānau driven way of responding 
when children or youth experience significant challenges 

in their lives. During the Wraparound process, a team of 
people who are relevant to the life of the child or youth 

collaboratively develop an individualised plan of care. 
Some but not all young people in New Zealand RSS are 

engaged with TKT/IWS. 
 

Māori  The Indigenous peoples of Aotearoa New Zealand 
 

Rangatahi  Young people, youth (te reo Māori) 
 

RSS Residential Specialist Schools 
Tamariki  Children (te reo Māori) 

 
Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

 

New Zealand’s founding document 

Te reo Māori The Māori language 
 

Whānau Extended family or family group, including non-kin 
caregivers and close friends (te reo Māori) 
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Background and Context 

This report on an International Review of the Literature on Residential Specialist 

Schools (RSS) for learning and behaviour has been commissioned by the New 

Zealand Ministry of Education. The contract described the aims of the review: 

The Ministry of Education is reviewing a mechanism by which 

students/ākonga are transferred from other schools to any of three 

Residential Special Schools, as a way of [addressing] a range of complex 

needs. This mechanism is referred to as direct referral to distinguish it 

from referrals made through Te Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service 

(TKT/IWS). This project forms the first component of a larger evaluation 

effort. 

Sector Enablement and Support (SE&S) requires a literature review 

drawing on both qualitative and quantitative data showing how 

Residential Special Schools relate to ākonga well-being and learning. The 

literature review will inform the design and delivery of further research 

into the operation of the direct pathway for referral to residential schools. 

Follow-on projects will look at how effectively the direct pathway has 

worked to bring suitable students into residential schools, whether the 

direct pathway offers advantages over other referral methods, and how 

well ākonga who have entered residential schools through the direct 

referral pathway succeed educationally. 

We anticipate that a scan of the literature may identify a limited number 

of countries that are similar to New Zealand in how they use the 

residential school approach, and that the more in-depth analysis may 

focus on those countries. 

The three Residential Specialist Schools for learning and behaviour in New 

Zealand today are Westbridge Residential School in Auckland 

(https://www.westbridge.school.nz/) Salisbury School in Nelson (girls only) 

(https://www.salisbury.school.nz/), and Halswell Residential College in 

Christchurch (https://www.halswellcollege.com/). This literature review does 

not consider the other category of RSS in New Zealand, RSS for students with 

sensory disabilities. As specified, the purposes of this literature review is to aid 
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the Ministry of Education in evaluating the direct pathway for referral into RSS, 

and does not involve the TKT/IWS referral pathway. We note, however, that 

this pathway system is unique to New Zealand and in the review that follows, 

the literature speaks to RSS more generally. 

We begin the report with a brief overview of policy settings intended to guide 

education for all students followed by recent history of RSS provision in 

Aotearoa. 

The Context for RSS in Aotearoa 

In general terms, the New Zealand education system aspires to be an inclusive 

education system. With the 1989 Education Act, New Zealand law first stipulated 

that all children were entitled to enrol at their local school. In 1997 the 

government launched the policy Special Education 2000 with the aim of 

developing “a fair system to ensure appropriate students receive support 

wherever they may be and according to their level of need” (Ministry of 

Education, 1997). A variety of subsequent legislation and policy have been 

developed to support schools, communities and Ministry of Education provision 

for students, their families and their teachers.  

In 2007 the purpose and scope of the New Zealand Curriculum states:  

The New Zealand Curriculum applies to all English medium state schools 

(including integrated schools) and to all students in those schools, 
irrespective of their gender, sexuality, ethnicity, belief, ability or disability, 

social or cultural background, or geographical location … Schools that also 
offer Māori-medium programs may use Te Marautanga o Aotearoa as the 

basis for such programs. (Ministry of Education 2007, p.6) 

The Ministry of Education’s policy for promoting the participation and success for 

Māori, Ka Hikitia (Ministry of Education, 2007, 2013, 2019) stipulates that 

schools should provide Māori students with opportunities to achieve educational 

success “as Māori,” through quality educational provision and strong 

engagement with communities. The 2019 strategy asks schools to socialise five 

key principles into their school-wide practice: 

• Excellent Outcomes that support Māori learners and their whānau to 

achieve excellent education outcomes 

• Belonging that ensure Māori learners and their whānau have a strong 

sense of belonging across our education system 

• Strengths-based practices that recognise and build on the strengths of 

Māori learners and their whanau 
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• Productive Partnerships that support strong relationships between learners 

and whānau, hapū, iwi, educators and others to support excellent 

outcomes 

• Te Tiriti o Waitangi informed practice that gives practical effect to Māori 

aspirations in the education system 

The 2020 Education and Training Act (Ministry of Education, 2020) stipulates 

that Te Tiriti o Waitangi obliges schools, as Government organisations, to ensure 

that they are bringing Te Tiriti into effect. The 2020 Act stipulates that one of 

the primary objectives for Boards and schools is to give effect to Te Tiriti o 

Waitangi by: 

• working to ensure their plans, policies and local curriculum reflect local 

tikanga Māori (protocols), mātauranga Māori (knowledge/wisdom) and te 

ao Māori (worldviews). 

• taking all reasonable steps to make instruction available in tikanga Māori 

and te reo Māori, and; 

• achieving equitable outcomes for Māori students. 

These objectives put Māori identity, language and culture at the centre of 

teaching and learning, with an expectation that Māori students should be 

engaged, challenged, and affirmed in their cultural identity at school. 

Over the last 35 years there have been a number of reviews of Residential 

Schools in New Zealand. This overview focuses on the schools most similar to 

the subject of the present review of literature on RSS. The following description 

draws from these key resources: 

• The Department of Education 1986 Ministerial Review – an Evaluation of 

Departmental Residential Schools, Draft Report 

• The 2008 Evaluation of the residential behaviour schools: A report 

provided by the Education Review Office for the Ministry of Education  

• The 2012 report to the Minister of Education Education report: Response 

to the judicial review judgement about the closure of Salisbury School 

• The New Zealand Council for Educational Research 2015 evaluation report 

on Patterns of student progress in the Intensive Wraparound Service 

• Data provided from Analytics & Insight, Ministry of Education between 

December 2020 and March 2021 

• Data, descriptions and definitions provided from Te Kahu Tōī, Ministry of 

Education between December 2020 and March 2021. 

Consistent emerging themes include the over-representation of Māori, 

inequitable access, distance from families and home communities, poor evidence 

base for practice in RSS, with some questioning the need or appropriateness of 

RSS provision. The schools have been restructured including closures and 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

(19
82

)



8 
 

amalgamations over the time period. The most significant impact on RSS 

provision was the advent in 1998 of Behaviour Specialist Support Services 

supporting children and young people in their local schools. With more focused 

support in local schools there has been a steady decline in children admitted to 

and enrolled in RSS in the three present day Residential Specialist Schools. 

Since at least 1986 New Zealand has been reviewing its provision of RSS. 

The then Department of Education conducted a Ministerial Review – an 

Evaluation of Departmental Residential Schools (Department of Education, 

1986). The review was conducted with the aim of determining “the medium and 

long-term demands of the categories of residential special education now 

provided by the department” (p.1). The review considered the seven RSS at the 

time with 396 students enrolled and employing 350 staff. The five schools 

relevant to this current literature review were “Campbell Park (boys), Hogben 

(boys) and Salisbury (girls) for backward children; Waimokoia and McKenzie for 

maladjusted children” (p.2).  

Figure 1: Pupils at Residential Schools in 1986 

Schools 

 

Total 
Roll 

Ethnicity no. (%) 

European Māori/Pacific 
Islander 

Campbell Park (for “backward” 
boys) 

72 33 (46%) 39 (54%) 

Hogben (for “backward” boys) 98 85 (87%) 13 (13%) 

Salisbury (for “backward” girls) 80 48 (60%) 32 (40%) 

McKenzie (for “maladjusted” 
children) 

23 21 (91%)  2 (9%) 

Waimokoia (for “maladjusted” 
children) 

31 23 (74%)  8 (26%) 

Totals 
304 210 

(69%) 
94 (31%) 

Adapted from Department of Education (1986, Appendix Ia) 

The authors of this 1986 report made a number of observations and 

recommendations, focused on the concerns of separation of children and families 

including the following: 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

(19
82

)



9 
 

1. The Education Department should accept the goal of community-based 
special education services as a guiding principle. There will be children 

attending the schools whose needs could be met within their local areas.  
The Education Department should not provide residential care for children 

who have access to suitable special education for their local areas.  As 
community resources – both educational and residential – increase fewer 

children will require residential schooling.  
2. Where it is absolutely necessary and there is no suitable alternative to 

residential schooling every effort should be made to have children return 
to their homes regularly for weekends as well as school vacations. 

Provision for travel home be extended to allow children from residential 
schools to return home more frequently.  

3. No unequivocal comment can be made on the efficiency and effectiveness 
of the schools in meeting the general objective of successful functioning 

within the community due to the dearth of follow-up information and 
research. 

 
The authors also described “a generally disappointing approach to taha Māori 

(Māori values and practices).” We suggest over-representation of Māori students 

is of even greater concern.  

Discerning and discussing representation of particular groups of students 

during this time period is complicated by the ways the NZ government was 

applying definitions of membership to those groups of people. Cormack (2007) 

has described changes in definitions over different census periods. During the 

1986 census, in order to ‘qualify’ as Māori, an individual had to have at least 

50% Māori ancestry (the so-called blood-quantum approach). It’s not clear in 

the Department of Education (1986) report how students’ ethnicities were 

derived, whether or not people were able to self-identify as having Māori or 

Pacific Island ancestry or if these categories were assigned based on some other 

criteria. According to the 1986 Census, Māori comprised 12.5% of the total NZ 

population and Pasifika peoples comprised 3.9% of the population (Department 

of Statistics, 1989). Application of the 50% rule led to an apparent steady 

decline in the proportion of Māori in the New Zealand population up to and 

including that period. Cormack also reports that once the 1991 census moved to 

a category of self-identification, there was a steady increase in the number of 

Māori describing themselves as having Māori ancestry (up to 18% by 2006). All 

this is to suggest that the proportion of children whose families self-identified as 

Māori in 1986 may be greater than the actual numbers reported in the 1986 

review carried out by Department of Education. In any case, the 1986 

Department of Education report describes 31% of students at the RSS as “Māori 
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and/or Pacific Islander.” In contrast, the 1986 census – with its application of 

the 50% rule – reported Māori comprised 12.5% of the total NZ population and 

Pasifika peoples comprised 3.9% of the population (Department of Statistics, 

1989). By any definition, the number of Māori and Pacific Island students were 

overrepresented in RSS student numbers in 1986. 

There were a number of strategies introduced to increase support to 

schools and teachers at the local level. Most notable was the introduction of the 

policy Special Education 2000. The implementation of Special Education 2000 

included the establishment of the Resource Teachers: Learning and Behaviour 

(RTLB) Service. RTLBs are an itinerant service providing support to local schools 

for students in Years 1 to 10. The aim of the RTLB service is to improve learning 

and teaching outcomes for students with learning or behaviour difficulties 

(Ministry of Education, n.d.). There was a steady reduction in the number of 

children attending RSS. 

By 2008 the RSS provision of ‘behaviour’ schools had been reconfigured 

and comprised McKenzie School in Christchurch (South Island) and Waimokoia 

and Westbridge Schools in Auckland. Halswell School had by this time replaced 

Hogben School in Christchurch. Salisbury School (for girls) continued in Nelson 

and also served students with challenging behaviour although the primary 

reason for admission was learning disabilities.  

A 2008 report, An Evaluation of the Residential Behaviour Schools 

(Education Review Office, 2008) described the students at McKenzie, Waimokoia, 

and Westbridge Schools as attending a 40-week residential programme and 

amongst 

. . . a wider group whose severe and challenging behaviour is a barrier to 

learning and whose connection to education has been significantly 
damaged. These are students whose behaviour is severe, persistent 

across contexts and over time, and which involve repeated violations of 
societal and age-appropriate norms. (p.6)  

In 2008 the combined capacity for the three schools was for 105 students, 

though only 84 students were enrolled at the time of the report compared to 

enrolments in 1986. It is difficult to make an exact comparison due to the 

changing natures of the schools’ roles and rolls.  

The 2008 evaluation report identified the following issues (amongst others): 
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• Lack of clear role definitions across agencies and some children “referred 

to these schools for what is essentially respite” (p.3). 

• The three schools had a competitive relationship, with “little or no 

incentive for alignment” of criteria for referral, learning and teaching 

programmes or managing behaviour (p.22). 

• Māori students make up approximately 60 percent of the roll at both 

Waimokoia and Westbridge. “There is very little evidence, in either the 

school or the residential environment, of Māori culture other than some 

Māori words in classrooms and reference to karakia. There does not 

appear to be any systematic work to promote Māori culture and pride or 

to build long-term resilience” (p.18).    

The Evaluation turned to a review of the international literature to develop its 

framework for evaluation of the three schools. It concluded “The difficulty of 

saying what works best for these students is evident in the lack of definitive 

evidence that anything works. The few programmes that meet the standard of 

evidence-based practice are not in operation in the residential behaviour 

schools” (p.7). ERO made recommendations that the Ministry consider: 

• establishing one overarching board for the three schools’ operating with a 

national referral committee to recommend the most appropriate 

placement for each child; 

• developing a frame of reference/operational guidelines that would apply 

to all three schools; 

• creating the role of national practice leader either as part of an 

overarching board or as part of the wider network serving students with 

severe behaviour needs; 

• reviewing the current duration of residential care and education in line 

with international best practice; 

• increasing the level of interagency work in determining the most 

appropriate intervention at the earliest point; 

• providing more specialised and coherent training for principals, teachers 

and residential staff of the three schools; and 

• developing common terminology to be used among those who work with 

children with severe behaviour/conduct disorder. (pp.3-4) 

With the closure of Waimokoia School at the end of 2009, students who 

were returning to their local schools and communities needed transition plans 

that provided a more holistic and ‘wraparound’ approach. This was the genesis of 

the Intensive Behaviour Service (IBS). The success of IBS for many of the 

students led to an interest in further development of understanding and 

extending the practice to other students throughout New Zealand. The IBS 

became the Te Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service (TKT/IWS) in 2011.  
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In May 2012 the Ministry of Education consulted on closing all RSS while 

extending TKT/IWS. In August the then Minister of Education determined to 

close Salisbury and McKenzie schools, with Halswell and Westbridge Schools 

becoming the two co-educational RSS with a shared Board of Trustees. A 

subsequent Judicial Review resulted in Salisbury School remaining open 

(Education Report, December 2012). As noted above, Halswell, Westbridge and 

Salisbury comprise the three present day RSS in New Zealand.  

Figure 2 illustrates a continuing and steady decline in year on new 

enrolments in the three schools, most pronounced in the last ten years 

beginning in 2010. 

Figure 2: Annual new enrolments – RSS by school 

Provided by Te Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service 

By 2013 access to RSS was via the TKT/IWS process known as 

“prioritisation”, the process of establishing need and eligibility for TKT/IWS with 

or without RSS. From 2017 a second “route” into RSS was proposed, and from 

2019 it was possible for students to be enrolled without going through the 

TKT/IWS prioritisation process. From 2019 Salisbury school only enrolled 

students via the “Direct pathway”, i.e., without going through the TKT/IWS 

process. 
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A flow chart outlining the TKT/IWS processes is presented in Figure 3. 

Figure 4 sets out the differences in criteria for admission via TKT/IWS or via a 

“direct pathway.” Figure 5 is a flow chart outlining the processes in the “direct 

pathway.” 

The 2013 beginning of the involvement of TKT/IWS in enrolling students 

in RSS represented a shift in practice and a tension for the TKT/IWS model. As 

noted in the 2015 evaluation of TKT/IWS: 

There is a tension in the [residential specialist] schools being part of the IWS 

model when many of the overseas measures of outcomes for wraparound 

include the avoidance of residential placement as a positive outcome. 

Residential placements can be seen more as a “problem” than a “solution” 

(see Whittaker, 2000, p. 18). There is a need to consider, on a number of 

levels, how the residential special schools fit into the New Zealand IWS 

model. (Burgon et al, 2015, p.79) 

In 2017 the RSS were concerned that TKT/IWS had become a barrier to students 

accessing RSS. The RSS argued that there was ongoing need and justification for 

students to be able to access RSS without needing to go through the TKT/IWS 

process of “prioritisation”. The RSS proposed a new set of criteria for “direct 

pathway for referral to residential schools” as described in the opening 

paragraphs of this section. The decision to establish a new pathway to RSS was 

made in 2018 to ensure that Salisbury could remain “open and functional” 

(Ministry of Education, 2018, p. 1) through a pathway that would “result in at 

least the minimum sustainable roll numbers for the school” (p. 1). This pathway 

was extended for all three schools “to retain consistency and fairness nationally” 

(p. 2) and aimed to “enable access for families who may not want or need a full 

wraparound service. . . because of their individual circumstances” (p. 2). The 

current criteria for the two pathways are shown in Figure 4. Key differences in 

the pathways are noted in italics. 
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Figure 3: Process flowchart illustrating entry into and exit from Te Kahu 

Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service

 

Provided by Te Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service 
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Figure 4: The Two Pathways into RSS 

RSS via Te Kahu Tōī Intensive 

Wraparound Service 

RSS ‘Direct entry’ Residential 

Specialist School 

The young person must be between 

the ages of 8-15 years old  (School 
years 3-10 at)  

(note provision of TKT/IWS without 
RSS is available from 5-15 years old, 

Schools Years 1-10) 

The young person must be between 

the ages of 8-15 years old (School 
years 3-10)  

 

The young person has behavioural, 
social and/or learning needs that are 

highly complex and challenging (and 
may have associated intellectual 

difficulty) and requires support at 
school, at home and in the community 

The young person has behavioural, 
social and/or learning needs that are 

highly complex and challenging (and 
may have associated intellectual 

difficulty) and requires support at 
school [only] 

Local learning support services 
available to the child/young person 

and their whānau have been fully 
utilised and are unable to meet their 

needs 

Local learning support services have 
been fully utilised for the young 

person and family and are unable to 
meet need 

 

 The young person does not need 

intensive intervention across multiple 
settings or require a multi-agency 

response (the child/young person 
does not need services such as Te 

Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound 
Service, Oranga Tamariki or High and 

Complex Needs). 
Provided by Te Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service   
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Figure 5: Process flowchart illustrating entry into and exit “direct entry” 

RSS  

 

Provided by Te Kahu Tōī Intensive Wraparound Service 

Disaggregated data for the three schools from the period 2017-2020 

suggests that the direct pathway has not identified a group of students with 

previous unmet needs. Figure 6 provides a comparison of the number of 

students admitted by either pathway across the four quarters of each year from 

2017 to 2020 inclusive. In 2017 and 2018 (from quarters 1 through 8 inclusive), 

admission was through TKT/IWS only. Quarter 9 marks the first quarter of 2019, 
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the beginning of the direct pathway. Salisbury School has had only students 

admitted via direct pathway since the inception of this pathway. Direct pathway 

admissions are shown in the darker colours. 

Figure 6: RSS Admissions by Admission Route for 2017 to 2020 

 

Provided by Data Analytics, Ministry of Education  

In general, there are some striking differences and unsettling similarities 

between the RSS and services described in 2008 and the RSS and services 

described today. There are fewer schools and fewer students in those schools. 

There has been ongoing development and expansion of direct support services 

to local schools.  

Figure 7 shows duration of attendance for 2017-2018. For students who 

remain in school, the Special Education Agreement (SEA - approving enrolment 

stipulating start and end dates) dates are used in place of actual last attendance 

dates. Students may leave before these dates, or their attendance may be 

extended by a new SEA letter. Given the low numbers attending through direct 

assignment, the following table reflects both the TKT/IWS and the direct 

pathways.  
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Figure 7: Durations of attendance at RSS 2017-2020 

School 

Average duration (in 

days) 

Average duration (in 

months) 

Halswell Residential 

College 374 12.3 

Salisbury School 

(Nelson) 830 27.3 

Westbridge Residential 

School 396 13.0 

Provided by Data Analytics, Ministry of Education  

Over the period 2017 to 2020 students attended RSS for different lengths 

of time. On average, they attended the Salisbury School longer than the other 

schools. In contrast, the enrolment in RSS in 2008 was for a 40-week period, 

roughly equivalent to one academic year. 

Disproportionate representation of Māori is a continuing concern. Figure 8 

shows the different ethnicities of the students at each of the RSS, regardless of 

pathway. 

Figure 8: RSS total attendance by ethnicity 2017-2020 

Ethnicity 

Halswell 

Residential 
College 

Salisbury 

School 
(Nelson) 

Westbridge 

Residential 
School 

Totals No. 

(%) 

Asian 
  

1 1 (1%) 

Māori 18 3 17 38 (48%) 

New Zealand 
European 

  
1 

1(1%) 

NZ European / 
Other European* 19 7 13 

39 (49%) 

Pacific Peoples 1 
  

1(1%) 

TOTALS 38 10 32 80 

* NZ European/other European includes: Australian, British/Irish, German, Dutch, Greek, Polish, 

South Slav, Italian and Other European 

Provided by Data Analytics, Ministry of Education  
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With this understanding of the context of current provision of RSS in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, we turn to the research questions posed by the Ministry 

of Education and addressed in this review of literature. 

 Research Questions 

1.    What is the intent or purpose of an RSS? 

2.    What criteria are used to decide who is best suited to enrolment at an 

RSS? 

3.    What policies govern the length of attendance at an RSS? 

4.    What are the benefits and risks of an RSS for ākonga (learners), 

families and whānau, or schools? 

5.    How are students transitioned to their home communities? 

6.    How are benefits for students maintained or risks managed once a 

young person returns to the home community? 

7.    What are the trends in capacity and uptake for RSS in New Zealand 

and other countries? 
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Method 

We conducted this literature review in the style of a rapid review (Ganann et al., 

2010; Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2016). Rapid reviews use some, but not all 

systematic review techniques, within a short timeframe (Ganann et al., 2010; 

Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2016). We chose this method due to the short timeframe 

required for completion (i.e., approximately 10 weeks). Although Ganann et al. 

(2010) found that overall conclusions from rapid reviews do not vary greatly 

from full systematic reviews and can be adequate for policy advice, they stress 

that rapid reviews may be less systematic and their conclusions are less 

generalisable. Thus, it is important for researchers to be transparent in their 

methods and that rapid reviews be viewed as interim guidance in the absence of 

a full systematic review (Ganann et al., 2010). This literature review can also be 

considered integrative as we have included both theoretical and empirical 

literature about RSS that includes qualitative and quantitative empirical work, in 

order to develop a broad conceptual, international understanding of the topic, 

albeit within a rapid timeframe (Onwuegbuzie & Frels, 2016). In this section, we 

outline the processes undertaken to develop this rapid review of the 

international literature on RSS. 

Within our conception of “literature” we included journal articles, book 

chapters, dissertations, theses, research reports, and government reports. The 

Ministry of Education requested inclusion of “grey” literature (research and 

government reports) to ensure a breadth of information about international 

practices and perspectives was included. Most of the literature used in the 

course of this review was peer reviewed.  

First, we identified search terms based on the research questions, the 

researchers’ knowledge of the topic, and consultation with international experts. 

We sought advisement from international scholars based on our knowledge of 

experts in this area and our initial search findings. We contacted experts from 

New Zealand, Australia, Canada, the UK, US, Iceland, and Sweden. In particular, 

we sought advice from international Indigenous scholars. Many scholars 

responded, providing local terminology, or specific items to include, as well as 

other scholars to contact. Further search terms were also added based on 
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localised terminology discerned through international literature. Figure 9 lists the 

search terms used and databases searched. 

In agreement with Ministry of Education officials, in recognition of the 

limited time to complete the review (i.e., approximately 10 weeks) and in the 

interest of identifying recent relevant research, we conducted searches on four 

databases for literature from 2000-2020. The University of Auckland Library’s 

recommended databases for educational research (Education Research 

Complete, ERIC, and A+) were chosen for the initial screen. We then turned to 

Google Scholar for material that would be potentially located outside of these 

databases. We found that, indeed, Google Scholar turned up additional research 

that was not located through these databases. One member of the research 

team (NRJ) screened all article titles and abstracts for relevance and applicability 

to:  

• the research questions; i.e., did the research address: 

o the intent or purpose of RSS;  

o the criteria for RSS enrolment;  

o policies for length of RSS attendance;  

o benefits or risks of RSS placement to students, families, and/or 

schools;  

o transition to home communities;  

o maintaining benefits or managing risks post-RSS;  

o trends in RSS capacity and uptake) 

• the population in New Zealand’s RSS for learning and behaviour; i.e., 

did the research include: 

o young people 8-15 years old,  

o with behavioural, social and/or learning needs that are highly 

complex and challenging and may have associated intellectual 

difficulty).  

Items deemed applicable to the research questions and population were 

downloaded. Locating research on the topic of Indigeneity and culturally 

grounded practice in RSS was most difficult.  
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Figure 9: Databases and Search Terms 

Databases Search Term(s) 

Education 
Research 

Complete; 
A+; ERIC; 

Google 
Scholar 

“Residential Schools” AND “Special Needs” 

"Alternative education settings" residential learning EBD 

"residential schools" AND disability OR disabilities OR disabled OR 
special needs 

"residential schools" AND disability OR disabilities OR disabled OR 
special needs AND behaviour 

"special education schools" AND residential 

“Special education schools” AND residential AND outcomes 

"special schools" AND residential 

“special schools” AND residential AND transition 

"therapeutic residential care" AND education OR school OR 

learning OR teaching OR classroom OR “education system” 

“Residential specialist schools” 

"Residential special schools" 

"special residential school" 

“residential schools” AND “disability” AND “culture” 

“Residential schools” AND “disability” AND “indigenous” 

“SEBD” AND “residential” 

"Schools for specific purposes" AND residential 

“out of area” AND placement AND disability 

 

The full text of downloaded items were then checked again for relevance 

against the research questions and population. Half the items were reviewed by 

at least two researchers to confirm the types of literature to include and exclude. 

One researcher (NRJ) reviewed the remaining items. A second team member 

reviewed any items deemed questionable. Excluded research generally fell into 

the following categories: internal intervention focused; staff focused; not an 

analogous setting (e.g., day school; secure setting); characterizing the 

population in RSS (i.e., who is there but not who ought to be there and why); 

not an analogous population (e.g., only young people with traumatic brain 

injuries, only young people with physical disabilities, adult population); other 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

(19
82

)



23 
 

items outside the scope of this project. Research reports, theses, and 

dissertations that were duplicative of published journal articles or book chapters 

were excluded. Given the time limitations of this project, we excluded most 

international research reports and government reports conducted before 2016. 

Research and government reports conducted 2016-2020 were screened for 

relevance to this review based on applicability to the research questions and NZ 

RSS population parameters. We identified additional items to screen by 

identifying promising references in fully-screened papers. At the end of this 

process we selected 105 items to include in the review. Figure 10 depicts the 

number of items identified and how many remained at each stage of the 

screening process. 

Figure 10: Search Process for Articles Included in Review 

  

One researcher (NRJ) read all of the included items, extracted information 

from each that was relevant to answering the research questions, and analysed 

the data extracted using a constant comparative method (Charmaz, 2014) to 

inductively identify how researchers and other authors discussed the relevant 

topics (i.e., intent or purpose, risks, benefits, policies, transition, international 

trends). Discussion amongst the research team members led to organisation of 

the topics into themes. For example, some were organised based on the 

Search: 

Database Search: 

4,553 articles, book chapters, theses, dissertations identified (includes 

duplication) 

105 research reports, government reports identified 

Total Screened (includes duplication): 4,688 items 

Title and Abstract Screening: 396 items remained 

Full Text Relevance Screening: 105 items 

remained 
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language used in research, such as ‘thin evidence,’ other themes resulted from 

comparing and contrasting reported findings and attempting to make sense 

across contexts and definitions, such as ‘international complexity.’ Team 

members subsequently read papers selectively to ensure the themes were 

accurate and reflective of the literature. Throughout this process, the team 

interrogated emerging themes to clarify and organise them. Finally, the team 

discussed and formulated the final themes, points for discussion, identified gaps, 

and recommendations.  

The first draft of the literature review was sent to two international peer 

reviewers and the TKT/IWS team for comment and critique. In addition to 

content-related comments, reviewers were asked to respond to the following 

questions: 

• Does the review present the literature in an even way, acknowledging 

strengths and limitations of the source material? 

• Are the conclusions well supported? 

• Do any conclusions and/or recommendations for further study flow 

logically from the material presented? 

The research team revised this literature review in response to those comments. 

In the sections that follow, we detail the identified themes in the research, 

discuss their implications in relation to Aotearoa New Zealand, identified gaps, 

and recommendations for future work. 
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International Complexity 

A primary issue in the development of this literature review was discerning the 

international landscape with regard to residential specialist education for young 

people with behavioural, social, and learning needs. What was immediately clear 

is that there is little international consistency in the naming, configuration, and 

use of such programs (Whittaker et al., 2016). The research team often found 

ourselves questioning, is this piece referring to a program similar enough to RSS 

in Aotearoa? Often the young people described sounded like the young people 

who find themselves in RSS and the facilities had analogous programming, even 

if they were not explicitly positioned as a school. Ultimately, we determined that 

to only include research regarding programs explicitly positioned as residential 

specialist schools would lose breadth in understanding the topic internationally. 

Furthermore, within and across national boundaries, the programs themselves 

varied considerably. Lanier et al. (2020), in their systematic review of 

behavioural interventions in residential treatment facilities, caution that 

“examining the benefits and shortcomings of residential treatment facilities as 

settings for intervention delivery can be difficult due to the significant variation 

in definitions, structure, training, staffing, format, services, and practice” (p. 2). 

Thus, they remind us that this heterogeneity of residential settings makes 

generalized statements about the effectiveness of places like RSS challenging, 

and perhaps ill-advised (Lanier et al., 2020). Retaining a view of the 

international variability as well as the heterogeneity between programs is 

paramount. In this section we describe international trends in the use of RSS 

and related residential settings and attempt to map some of this complexity in 

order to lay the groundwork for the findings that follow. We discuss the 

international complexities in labelling or categorizing children, the places that 

serve similar purposes to RSS, and the enmeshment of RSS-like programs with 

child welfare systems. 

International Trends in the Use of RSS, Residential Care, and 

Segregated Educational Settings 

International policy movements of deinstitutionalisation, least restrictive 

environment, mainstreaming, and diversion, and reflected in agreements such 

as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), the Salamanca 

Statement on Principles, Policy, and Practice in Special Education (UNESCO, 
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1994), and the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD, 2006), built international momentum for inclusive education and 

reduction in the use of residential care facilities (Ainsworth & Hansen, 2005; 

Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011; Whittaker et al., 2016). These movements are 

linked to reckonings with painful legacies of institutionalisation that are tied to 

colonial and ableist practices (Ainsworth & Hansen, 2005; Chapman, 2012; 

Stace, 2007). Some scholars suggest these movements also aligned with 

government desires to cut child welfare costs (Ainsworth & Hansen, 2005; 

Whittaker et al., 2016).  

 Across the world, these movements have changed the provision of 

education and care for young people towards a stated policy of inclusion and 

placement in the community. International trends, however, show increased 

identification and labelling of children with special education needs, reflecting 

that inclusion has not yet been realised (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011). 

Segregated settings for education and residential care facilities persist, with 

young people with behavioural difficulties more likely to be placed in such 

settings and some arguing for their use as a preferred option (Ainsworth & 

Hansen, 2005; Kurth et al., 2014; Jackson, 2008; Maich et al., 2018; McGill, 

2008; McLaren, 2013; Stalker, 2007; Whittaker et al., 2014; Whittaker et al., 

2016). 

 The use of residential care facilities varies internationally. Ainsworth and 

Thoburn (2014) explain that many countries they describe as “Anglophone” have 

moved away from large institution residential facilities for child welfare towards 

kin or family care. Institutional residential facilities, however, remain prevalent 

in continental Western European countries, Japan, and transition economies. In 

Anglophone countries, however, they explain that residential care is used almost 

exclusively for “children with challenging behaviour” and those who have “tried 

and failed” in foster family care (Ainsworth & Thoburn, 2014, p. 21). 

Although the use of residential special schools and day special schools has 

decreased for some children, for those with emotional and behavioural 

difficulties some countries report the consistent use, increased use, or creation 

of new behaviour-related segregated educational settings, such as behaviour 

units within schools, regional behaviour units, day behaviour schools, and 
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residential special schools with a behaviour focus (Cole et al., 2003; Graham et 

al., 2010; Graham & Sweller, 2011; HMIe, 2010; Lenehan & Geraghty, 2017; 

Riddell & McCluskey, 2012). For example, in New South Wales, Australia, special 

school enrolments decreased in the 1980s but then increased in the 1990s with 

a change in population: students with physical, hearing, vision, and mild 

intellectual impairment moved out of special schools, but students with 

moderate intellectual impairment and behaviour disorders moved in (Graham & 

Sweller, 2011). In England, although the number of boarding places in EBD 

(emotion and behaviour difficulty) schools decreased in the 1990s and many 

schools moved from 7 to 5 days per week boarding, almost all available spaces 

were used (Cole et al., 2003). Indeed, a 2017 report by Lenehan and Geraghty 

found that in the UK, the overall number of RSS spaces had decreased, but 70% 

of current students were there had challenging behaviour. In Northern Ireland, 

the number of children in residential care overall had fallen significantly in the 

2000s, but young people over 10 years old with intellectual disabilities were 

more likely to be placed away from their families in residential care, and very 

few of them were later moved into foster care or back to their families 

(McConkey et al., 2014). We found only one country that seemed most clearly to 

not use RSS: Iceland. However, two of their three day special schools, 

nationally, target young people with “serious behaviour issues” (Robinson, 

2016). 

Labelling and Categorizing Young People 

The terminology used internationally to refer to young people who may be 

placed in RSS-like settings represents a veritable alphabet soup of acronyms 

that reflect differing approaches to locating or naming the difficulties they 

experience. In the literature, scholars refer to these students as having, being 

diagnosed with, labelled as, or categorised as: 

• EBD – emotional and behavioural difficulties/disorder 

• SED – social and emotional difficulties 

• LD/ID/DD – learning disability/difficulties, intellectual disability, 

developmental disability 

• ED – emotionally disturbed or emotional difficulty 

• CD – conduct disorder 

• ODD – oppositional defiance disorder 

• SEBD – social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties – Scotland OR 

severe emotional and behavioural difficulties 
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• BESD – Behavioural, emotional, and social difficulties – England 

• SBD – social and behavioural difficulties 

• SEMH – social, emotional, and mental health 

• Challenging behaviour/behaviour that challenges (in some cases, this 

category was used related to other disability diagnoses) 

• Autism/ASD 

This is not just an issue that arises when looking at research across countries, 

even within countries the terminology used is inconsistent, an issue that makes 

drawing national conclusions and assembling accurate national data difficult (Hill 

et al., 2017; Kauffman, 2012; Kurth et al., 2014; Maich et al., 2018; Read & 

Harrison, 2002). The differing approaches to categorisation and labelling were 

informed by a range of legal, educational, medical, and social service systems 

that respond to young people. 

Complexity arose in whether students must be formally diagnosed or 

categorised based on educational need to receive services, and whether young 

people with behavioural difficulties were considered disabled. The use of formal 

diagnostic regimes (e.g., psychiatric labels including oppositional defiance 

disorder, conduct disorder, and emotional disorder) seemed linked to a 

medicalised response, particularly in the U.S. where diagnosed students may 

receive treatment in facilities known as residential treatment facilities or 

therapeutic residential care (see, for example, Fields et al., 2006; Gillen, 2018; 

Lanier et al., 2020). In other settings, a non-categorical system was linked to an 

inclusive education approach in which any child can receive support based on 

educational need (Maich et al., 2018; Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011).  

Whether it is wise to label children at all, through a diagnosis or a general 

category, is a topic of debate. Slee (2012) interrogates the need to label and 

instead encourages greater focus on the social conditions that necessitate 

labelling and their connection to neoliberal academic forces. Kauffman (2012), 

however, argues that labelling is necessary to identify appropriate interventions. 

These divides are not, however, clear cut as some jurisdictions seemed to have 

a hybrid system. For example, Graham (2012) explains that in New South Wales 

(NSW), Australia, the system is neither explicit nor coherent. The government 

differentiates between “challenging behaviour” and “disruptive behaviour,” the 

former tied to a confirmed diagnosis of disability within eligible categories of 

support in NSW, while the latter refers to “disobedient or disaffected students 
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‘whose behaviour can no longer be supported in their home school’” (Graham, 

2012, p. 164, quoting NSW Department of Education and Training, 2010, p. 1). 

Depending on the category a student falls into, they may be placed into a 

different behaviour-related school or programme. In different jurisdictions 

funding may be tied to a diagnosis or category and that, in turn, may be tied to 

placement. Drawing definitive conclusions about who is served and where, 

including trends for the use of RSS related to learning and behaviour, is 

challenging and highly contextual.  

Naming and Conceptualising the Context 

The terminology used for residential facilities with similar underlying purposes 

(i.e., those working with young people with identified learning, social, and 

behavioural concerns) differed across international jurisdictions. The terms used 

for these settings included: special school, EBD school, behaviour school, 

alternate/alternative educational setting, residential treatment centre/program, 

therapeutic residential care, HVB (Sweden), group care, List D schools 

(Scotland), out-of-area schools, out-of-home residential care. Whether countries 

used residential interventions at all was sometimes unclear, made complex by 

what they call them and which sectors are involved in funding and 

administration. These differences reflect complex historical, cultural, political, 

and economic factors (Ainsworth & Thoburn, 2014).  

A key difference was between programs that seemed to centre an 

educational purpose (e.g., in Aotearoa, the use of RSS, in the UK, residential 

school, or in the US, places called Alternate Educational Settings), and those 

that centred a therapeutic purpose (e.g., therapeutic residential care or 

residential treatment centre). Although therapeutic residential care seemed most 

often discussed in the realm of child welfare, the definition advanced by the 

work group on therapeutic residential care (Whittaker et al., 2016) suggests 

overlap in these programs:  

“Therapeutic residential care” involves the planful use of a purposefully 
constructed, multi-dimensional living environment designed to enhance or 

provide treatment, education, socialization, support, and protection to 
children and youth with identified mental health or behavioural needs in 

partnership with their families and in collaboration with a full spectrum of 
community-based formal and informal helping resources. (Whittaker et 

al., 2014, p. 24) 
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Despite their implied primary focus, “educational” and “therapeutic” facilities 

both seemed to focus on behavioural intervention and education (see, for 

example, Gagnon & Leone, 2005; Hajdukova et al., 2014; Libby et al., 2005). 

With this joint purpose, these settings are arguably situated at the nexus of 

care, treatment, and teaching—within education and social service frameworks 

(Severinsson, 2016; Severinsson et al., 2015). In England, this joint purpose is 

more systematically explicit: residential school placement decisions are often 

made and jointly funded by a panel of education, social service, and health 

officials, and residential schools are often joint-registered as children’s homes 

(Cole et al., 2003; Morris et al., 2003; Office of the Children’s Commissioner, 

2014).  

 Programs that were more explicitly therapeutically-oriented (e.g., those 

labelled residential treatment centres) tended towards short-term attendance, 

taking a rehabilitative approach to intervention (see, for example, Heufner et al., 

2015; Libby et al., 2005). Studies of these programs often referenced on-site 

counselling, psychotherapy, and medication management. Whereas, in other 

jurisdictions, such as the UK, RSS seemed situated as a long-term placement 

that individuals left when they aged out of educational systems (see, e.g., 

McGill, 2008). This divide will be exemplified further in the transition section, 

where research on return to local schools, families, and communities tends to 

come from more therapeutically-oriented “treatment” programs, primarily from 

the US, rather than those that situated their purpose primarily as educational. 

The exception here was studies in the New Zealand context, where RSS are 

situated as, primarily, short-term educational interventions. 

Within the educationally-centred programs, the availability of a residential 

component differed, with some jurisdictions speaking only of day behaviour 

schools though some residential facilities remain (see, for example, in Australia 

as discussed by Ainsworth, 2017 and Graham, 2012). Other areas had special 

schools for learning and behaviour with day and residential components in a 

single settings. For example, in Sweden, where RSS are mostly privately run, 

their on-site schools are increasingly populated with day students referred from 

local public schools reflecting a context in which “the most severe educational 

problems” (Severinsson, 2016, p. 924) are handled outside of public schools. In 
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England, also, special schools often have a combination of day and residential 

students (Cole et al., 2003; Office of the Children’s Commissioner, 2014). 

The move towards privatisation of residential schools was another 

difference in educationally-centred provision internationally. This was discussed 

most prominently in Scotland, where educational authorities administer day 

special schools and off-site bases for students with social, emotional, and 

behavioural needs (SEBN), but not residential schools (Her Majesty’s 

Inspectorate of Education, 2010). Smith et al. (2004a) explained that changes to 

policy in 1986 and 1996 in Scotland led to RSS being removed from 

“government control and funding and located within a market economy in which 

schools sell services to a range of local authorities” (p. 61). They characterise 

RSS in Scotland as a mixture of for-profit, private non-for-profit, and charitable 

concerns (Smith et al., 2004a). The implementation of a market system in 

Scotland for residential specialist schools has raised concerns, including that the 

push to create niche programming lacks grounding in efficacy and ethics, breeds 

competition rather than collegiality between schools, and incentivises cost 

cutting over quality provision (Jackson, 2008; Smith et al., 2004a). Recent 

research by Tomlinson et al. (2017) from England also found that 41.1% of 

residential placements for young people with learning disability (LD) or autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD) were at independent schools (i.e., private, for-profit, 

not publicly funded). The implications of this trend are a lack of complete, 

publicly available data about young people in RSS, which obscures 

understanding of independent residential schools’ use (Tomlinson et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, Tomlinson et al. (2017) note that such placements likely offer 

variable education, ethos, and support to young people given their lack of 

government funding and no requirement to adhere to national curriculum. A 

growing private sector of RSS internationally may result in a less-full picture of 

such settings in research, increases the complexity of RSS offerings 

internationally, and raises further questions about RSS educational quality.  

Enmeshment of RSS with Child Welfare Systems 

We found significant overlap in the realm of child welfare systems and residential 

specialist schools. This entanglement reflects the use of RSS for social-care 

purposes. Furthermore, some jurisdictions, such as the UK, treat RSS students 
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with disabilities as within the purview of child welfare, requiring oversight of 

their wellbeing, because they are placed outside the home (Abbott et al., 2002; 

Hill et al., 2017; McConkey et al., 2014; Morris et al., 2003). We discuss later in 

this review, however, that several studies have found this oversight obligation is 

not always met. Patterns in use of residential schools and other such facilities for 

children with behavioural, social, and/or learning needs in some cases follows 

trends in the configuration of child welfare systems discussed previously. 

Notably, there seems to be evidence that movement away from residential child 

welfare programs in some countries has meant that children who previously 

would have been placed in residential care facilities are now placed in RSS, or 

may end up in juvenile justice facilities (Cole et al., 2003; Ainsworth & Hansen, 

2005).  

Young people with behavioural, social, and/or learning needs and family 

concerns may end up in residential settings through a social welfare system or 

an educational system, or a joint system depending on where they are in the 

world and who identifies their need. Although all programs appear to incorporate 

elements of education, care, and therapy, the provisions they receive there may 

be more medically, socially, or educationally oriented depending on the focus of 

the program and national context. 

Thin Evidence 

A persistent refrain in the literature about RSS and RSS-like programs is that 

there is a thin evidence base to show that this class of intervention is necessary, 

works, and specifically, which (if any) approaches work. Even when studies 

report favourable outcomes for young people, the authors often question 

whether the intervention achieves efficacious outcomes that are sufficiently 

desirable when balanced with the associated risks and the costs involved 

(Harriss et al., 2008; Townsend & Wilton, 2006). Morris et al. (2002a) explain 

that there is “little research or evaluation of the education or care” (p. 14) 

provided by RSS, raising concerns that “decisions and judgements are being 

made about what is best for disabled children with very little evidence on which 

to base them” (p. 14). Indeed, in their policy position on group care for young 

people, the American Orthopsychiatric Association states that “there is no 

demonstrable therapeutic necessity for group care to be used as a long-term 
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living arrangement” (Dozier et al., 2014, p. 222). Rather, they believe that 

outside of safety concerns that may necessitate a locked ward, out-patient 

treatment of most difficulties can be equally effective (Dozier et al., 2014).  

These concerns persist in review studies conducted over the past 20 years 

that have attempted to identify beneficial residential interventions, or evaluate 

practices. These studies have found some promising interventions, but conclude 

that the research reviewed has significant limitations: they only examine short-

term outcomes, lack outcomes data for families, is of insufficient depth and 

breadth, and is insufficiently rigorous (Flower et al., 2011; James, 2011; Knorth 

et al., 2008; Lanier et al., 2020; Porter et al., 2020). Subsequent to this thin 

evidence is the problem of residential interventions as a “black box.” Even if a 

study shows evidence that a specific approach seemed to benefit young people 

and their families, often the aspects of the program that contributed to the 

benefit are not clear, nor sufficiently detailed to aid replication (Fields et al., 

2006; Knorth et al., 2008; Libby et al., 2005; Whittaker et al., 2016). Some, 

however, caution the search for metrics to prove the worth of RSS. Jackson 

(2008) argues, “It is difficult to quantify good outcomes for children with 

complex needs in a world of performance indicators and outcomes measures” 

(p.46) and insists that the RSS benefits communicated by young people and 

their families should not be eclipsed by an “ideology of social inclusion” (p. 46). 

Furthermore, some proponents of RSS argue that there is insufficient evidence 

of the benefits of inclusion and deinstitutionalisation to support the removal of a 

continuum of segregated education or residential care options given current 

realities (Ainsworth & Thoburn, 2014; Gasson et al., 2018; Jackson, 2004; 

Kauffman et al., 2018; McLaren, 2013). 

 The international work group on therapeutic residential care explains the 

lack of evidence as a systemic problem (Whittaker et al., 2016). They explain 

that the current international climate focuses on contracts that are focused, 

time-limited, and that deliver specific outcomes, which do not align well with 

rigorous research. Furthermore, they explain that there is a “dearth of funding 

specific to model development, testing, refinement, and dissemination” that 

limits the exploration of beneficial programs (Whittaker et al., 2016, p. 98). All 

of this, they explain, occurs in the context of a wider movement toward 

community-based solutions, which have been prioritised in funding agendas 
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since the 1970s (Whittaker et al., 2016). The work group believes that questions 

about efficacy and the black box have been and will remain unanswered under 

these conditions (Whittaker et al., 2016). 

 The thin evidence base for RSS and related programs is important to hold 

in mind while reading the remainder of the literature review. The lack of robust 

evidence underscores a need to remain critical of benefits and risks, and 

associated programs and interventions. 

How and Why is RSS Currently Used? 

Very little literature clearly stated the intent or purposes of RSS, explored 

suitable length of attendance, or identified who is best suited to RSS enrolment. 

Many studies simply characterized their study participants or identified the 

demographic data of young people in residential settings (see, for example, 

Berridge et al., 2003; D’Oosterlink et al., 2006; Gutman et al., 2018; Trout et 

al., 2009, 2013). Often, only the average length of stay was stated, but this did 

not explain the reasoning for the length, how it had been determined, nor 

whether it represented a beneficial length of attendance. Rather, most often it 

seemed the duration of attendance at an RSS was based on a clinical judgement 

process or not described at all. For example, Ainsworth (2017) states that 

therapeutic residential care placements should be time-limited, but stresses that 

“time in treatment is a clinical not an administrative decision and therefore 

should not be subjected to legislative determination” (p. 327). Some research 

described the process of RSS entry, but did not promote any practices as good, 

necessary, or supported by data. The research simply profiles current 

experiences. Thus, this section explains how RSS decisions were made, by 

whom, and why RSS appears to be used rather than offering a substantiated 

guide for RSS practice. In fact, researchers raised questions about whether RSS 

was the best option for young people, whose purposes RSS served, and whether 

local provisions could not be improved given the social and financial costs of the 

services (see, for example, Pilling et al., 2007). We explore this further in the 

discussion section. Rele
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How are RSS Placement Decisions Made? 

RSS decision-making processes were most often not based on clear criteria, and 

were made locally by panels, individual referrals, and in some cases through 

legal decisions. In many areas of England, tripartite panels with representatives 

from education, health, and social services made RSS placement decisions 

(Morris et al., 2003). This aided the possibility for local service enhancement 

before or instead of RSS approval, as well as shared costs between the three 

branches, but often constituted long, involved, and tense process (Abbott et al., 

2002; Cole et al., 2003; Morris et al., 2003). In the US, alternative education 

placements (including RSS and other segregated settings) can happen through 

four main avenues: 1) Individualised Education Plan team decision (i.e., school-

based team determines student would benefit academically, behaviourally, or 

socially from a more restrictive environment); 2) Family, mental health expert, 

or other referral; 3) Expulsion from general education setting, and; 4) Legal 

decision (Kumm et al., 2020). Research literature indicates some countries also 

made RSS decisions through child welfare systems, such through Children’s 

Hearings in Scotland that can place children in residential schools for care and 

protection grounds (Smith et al., 2004b). In Sweden, similarly, Vinnerljung & 

Sallnäs (2008) explain that in Sweden, out-of-home care is dominated by 

adolescents with troubled or troubling behaviour, noting that child welfare there 

has evolved to a role of “policing teenagers” (p. 144) with a focus on general 

welfare and psychological intervention on the individual and family rather than 

punitive legal actions. Therefore, social services places Swedish young people in 

RSS “often voluntarily, but sometimes forcibly” (Severinsson, 2016, p. 924). 

Without clear criteria for placement, decision-making was highly 

individualised and localised, not simply based on a child’s needs. For example, in 

England, Abbott et al. (2002) found that in the absence of clear criteria, 

placements were guided by “a mix of personal beliefs, budgetary constraints and 

anxiety about inability to properly monitor residential schools” (p. 13). The 

individualised and localised decision-making could raise questions of equity. 

Studies from the U.S., England, and Northern Ireland demonstrated highly 

variable rates of placement into segregated settings by region (McConkey, et al., 

2004; McGill, 2008; Morris et al., 2002a; Kurth et al., 2014). Writing about the 

U.S. context, Kurth et al. (2014) conclude that this national variability  in 
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placements of children into more restrictive settings reflect larger systems and 

practices, including local capacity and resources, pressure from parents and 

professional groups, and state-level funding structures (Kurth et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, Kurth et al. (2014) suggest placement into restrictive settings also 

reflect “underlying assumptions about students with significant support needs” 

(p. 235).  

Parents often had a key role in RSS placements and in several studies 

they were described as having to fight to secure placements (McGill et al., 2006; 

Morris et al., 2002b). This fight often followed a long journey of being let down 

by schools and community services, and ultimately deciding that RSS would be 

the best place for their child (Abbott & Heslop, 2009; London, 2011; Morris et 

al., 2003). Parents often felt isolated, confused, and unsupported during the 

process, left with the feeling that it was intentionally difficult and unclear (Abbott 

et al., 2002; Morris et al., 2002b). In the process to identify local alternatives to 

RSS, some parents felt pressured with a Hobson’s choice: continue to deal with 

an untenable situation at home without support, or turn their child over to foster 

care in order to keep their child locally—with RSS presented only as an option if 

foster care failed or an appropriate placement could not be found (Abbott et al., 

2002; Gasson et al., 2018). See also, the section Absence of Children’s Views in 

Placement under Perceived Risks for further discussion of RSS placement. 

Why is RSS Used? 

Four areas emerge from the literature to explain why young people are sent to 

RSS, illustrating the current function of the placement: family support needs, 

educational capacities of local schools, children’s social and emotional needs, 

and treatment or remediation of a young person’s emotional or behavioural 

concerns. Most often, multiple aspects were described as reasons for, 

contributors to, or co-existing with the need for the placement.  

Across the literature, RSS generally appears to be used when families 

cannot or have not been adequately supported in the community. In these 

situations, the RSS placement was seen to provide the family needed respite. 

Leading up to a placement, community and school support to families has been 

characterized as poor, unsuitable, inaccessible, inadequate, and non-existent 

(Gasson et al., 2018; London, 2011; McGill, 2008; Pilling et al., 2007; Seamer, 
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2008). McGill et al.’s (2006b) statement summarises the conditions described 

across the literature: 

Family experiences prior to the current residential school placement were, 

almost universally, extremely negative and stressful . . . parents seldom 

appear to have encountered any effective provision that helped them to 

manage their child’s behaviour better. In contrast, many public services 

were themselves unable to manage their child’s behaviour, with resulting 

frequent breakdown of respite and school arrangements. (p. 612) 

As a result, families had difficulty coping with their child’s difficult, sometimes 

violent, behaviour and the home situation became untenable leading to the 

family feeling in danger, family breakdown, social isolation, and siblings 

developing problem behaviours (Abbot et al., 2002; Abbott & Heslop, 2009; 

Brown et al., 2011; Gasson et al., 2018; Harriss et al., 2008; Keown, 2007; 

McGill et al., 2006b; Morris et al., 2002a, 2002b). In some cases, placement in 

RSS happened after several foster placements had failed (Gutman et al., 2018; 

Harriss et al., 2008).  

 The second area, educational capacity, refers to the use of RSS when local 

schools have been unable to serve some students. Local schools, including day 

special schools, were not able to provide the intensity of support a child needs, 

had failed to meet the child’s needs, or otherwise felt they had exhausted their 

resources and ability to respond to a child’s behaviour (Gasson, et al., 2018; 

Harriss et al., 2008; Keown, 2007; London, 2011; Morris et al., 2002a, 2002b, 

2003; Pilling et al., 2007; Stalker, 2007). For example, in New Zealand, Gasson 

et al. (2018) described children’s physical and social isolation in their local 

schools prior to RSS due to use of prolonged “time out” periods in separate 

rooms or sending children home to manage behaviour or when a 1:1 teacher 

aide was not available. In some cases, a day special school was not within a 

reasonable distance, a child had been excluded from such a school, or was seen 

to present a danger to other physically vulnerable children within the school 

(Keown, 2007; Morris et al. 2002b, Seamer, 2008). In all of these situations, the 

RSS was seen to provide an intensity of support not currently available in the 

local school. Another rationale was that the RSS could provide a 24-hour 

“curriculum” deemed necessary to provide consistency for young people and 

support their development (Pilling et al., 2007). The notion of a 24-hour 

curriculum is contested, with its legitimacy seemingly based on opinion rather 
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than research or evaluation of any RSS service (Morris et al., 2002a). Granite 

and Graham (2012) also suggest that segregated educational settings, such as 

RSS, serve another function for local schools under performance pressures or in 

competitive market systems. When schools remove students with behaviours 

deemed disruptive or who are not performing well academically, they see a rise 

in average test scores, they can concentrate resources on students who can 

meet or exceed minimum standards, end distractions for “good” students, and 

appease parents (Granite & Graham, 2012, para. p. 40). 

One English study described children’s social and emotional needs as a 

reason for RSS placement: young people had difficulties making friends, due to 

bullying or long-distance travel to school precluding friendships outside of school 

hours (Morris et al., 2002b). Although not positioned as the reason students 

were sent to RSS, several studies also described students’ social isolation and 

bullying in local schools prior to RSS (Gasson et al., 2015; Hajdukova et al., 

2016). Some students had also developed significant emotional distress from 

local schooling experiences, which was a factor in RSS decision-making (Morris 

et al., 2002b). In these situations, RSS was seen to provide a fresh environment 

where students might be able to make new social and emotional connections.  

 The final purpose of RSS, discussed directly or implied in the literature, is 

to treat the young person’s behavioural and social concerns. Porter et al. (2020) 

found that a focus on the young person’s behavioural and social concerns as the 

“need” for residential care was most common in places that took a recovery, 

rehabilitation or treatment approach, and was a feature of programs in the US 

and Northern and Western Europe. While the previous sections take a more 

social-relational stance to frame the need for RSS, suggesting a lack of capacity 

or barriers in the social environment around the young person, this purpose is 

squarely focused on the young person and suggests their need for remediation 

or rehabilitation. For example, in Ferrall and Polat’s (2003) study of former RSS 

students, the authors asked the former students why they had attended the 

school. The former students reported reasons such as, they were badly behaved, 

or “usual teenage stuff” (p. 233). The authors of the study were perplexed by 

these answers, suggesting the young people were in denial, had no conception 

of why they were placed there, or were defensive in their responses. In their 

interpretation, the authors assumed that the reason for their placement was 
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severe behavioural difficulties (Ferrall & Polat, 2003). Similarly, other studies 

that describe outcomes of an RSS programme do not clearly detail the young 

person’s route to the specific programme, why or how they are placed there, 

they only characterise them with descriptors such as troubled youth, and detail 

their significant behavioural and emotional problems (see, e.g., Fields et al., 

2006; Gutman et al., 2018; Heufner at al., 2018). These studies may name a 

history of family and academic concerns, but the central reason for their 

placement in the facility seem to be their social, emotional, and behavioural 

difficulties. In this way, RSS are characterised as a place that addresses and 

treats a young person’s social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties, and 

reflects a medicalised or cure-oriented approach to disability. These studies also 

seem to ignore the cultural mismatch between RSS students and the 

organisations that are purporting to serve them.  

Disproportional Placement 

When discussing why young people are placed in RSS, the international research 

on disproportionality is worthy of consideration. International research speaks to 

disproportional over-representation of racialized and socioeconomically 

marginalized groups in special education statistics, in particular within 

segregated educational settings such as RSS, for young people seen to have 

emotional and behavioural difficulties (Bartlett & Freeze, 2020; Cooc & Kiru, 

2018; Dyson & Gallannaugh, 2008; Graham, 2012; Gabel et al., 2009; 

Voulgarides et al., 2017). Racialised and socioeconomically marginalized boys 

are particularly overrepresented in categories used to describe young people 

with social, behavioural, and emotional difficulties, including: Indigenous youth 

(Canada, Australia, US, Aotearoa), socioeconomically deprived adolescent boys 

(Scotland), Black youth (England, US), and Roma and Irish Traveller children in 

England (Bartlett & Freeze, 2020; Bevan-Brown, 2002; Cooc & Kiru, 2018; 

Dyson & Gallannaugh, 2008; Gabel et al., 2009; Graham, 2012; Riddell & 

McCluskey, 2012; Voulgarides et al., 2017). Disproportionality is most often 

documented in English-speaking and European countries (Cooc & Kiru, 2018). 

 Sociocultural, structural, and biological explanations have been used to 

understand disproportionality (Cooc & Kiru, 2018; Gabel et al., 2009; Graham, 

2012; Riddell & McCluskey, 2012, Voulgarides et al., 2017). Biological 
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explanations, including neuropsychological ones, place the problem within 

individual physiology, thus requiring pharmaceutical intervention (Riddell & 

McCluskey, 2012). Much research, however points away from these biological 

explanations, given that disproportionality is most commonly found within high-

incidence categories, such as learning and behaviour difficulties, that “rely on 

subjective evaluations of students and school and community contextual factors 

rather than biological bases” (Gabel, 2009, p. 627). Racism and other forms of 

bias in structures, school processes, and practices, and embedded in 

sociodemographic factors are, therefore, more likely explanations (Cooc & Kiru, 

2018; Voulgarides et al., 2017). For example, Graham (2012) explains that 

disproportionality can be driven by attribution of cultural deficit without scrutiny 

of school settings, special education processes and instruments that are 

culturally and linguistically biased, and persistent beliefs in the biological basis of 

social, economic, and educational inequalities. These issues are revealed in “the 

impact and effect of teacher attitudes and competence, instructional quality, 

classroom context, curricular access and other factors that set the set the stage 

for learning and behaviour difficulties” (Graham, 2012, p. 171). Furthermore, 

politically-driven practices such as “law and order” approaches to discipline in 

schools compound these effects (Graham, 2012). Speaking of the Canadian 

context, Bartlett & Freeze (2020) argued similarly, pointing to “deeply 

entrenched attitudes and reified practices within the special education paradigm 

that contribute to cultural discontinuity and the social construction of disability in 

Indigenous students” (p. 97), including Eurocentric standards of behaviour in 

school codes of conduct and Western systems of diagnosis. While international 

literature suggests similar underlying drivers of disproportionality, Cooc and Kiru 

(2018) highlight the importance of recognizing the current and historical local 

context to fully understand local patterns.  

The data provided in the Background and Context section of this review 

indicates that Māori tamariki and rangatahi are also vastly overrepresented in 

RSS enrolment statistics. This overrepresentation is longstanding (Bevan-Brown, 

2002). Although there have been at least 8 studies of RSS students in Aotearoa, 

few named participant ethnicities, none engaged intersectionality in their 

analysis, and we found only one (London, 2011) that engages with matters of 

Māori culture in the context of RSS. This lacuna in research leaves the 
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experiences of Māori in RSS unnamed and poorly understood despite their 

overrepresentation and requires urgent investigation and remedy.  

Perceived Benefits of Residential Schools 

In the literature about RSS, some studies discuss perceived benefits to students 

and families as a result of this type of provision. Benefits come from three 

perspectives: those of young people and families themselves, as well as those of 

professionals (including teachers, RSS staff, and education and social service 

authorities). Another way benefit is demonstrated is through quantitative studies 

that measure behaviour changes. Recognizing these various perspectives is 

important, as they do not always align.  

The benefits of RSS for young people can be characterised as: 

• Improved behaviour related to education, self, and others 

• Academic achievement 

• Positive relationships with teachers, staff and peers 

• Structure and support 

• Recreation and leisure opportunities 

• Contact and relationships with families 

Benefits to families can be characterised as: 

• Respite and reconnection 

• Positive relationship with schools 

• Learning new coping skills 

Research shows that many young people and their families describe positive 

experiences with RSS, often situating this as the first or only positive experience 

with schooling and social services. Alongside this, it is important to consider 

contradictions within and across studies: student experiences were often mixed 

and sometimes students, staff, and families disagreed about aspects of the 

experience. This is a reminder that individuals can experience similar settings 

differently, see situations from different perspectives. This makes generally 

characterising perceived benefits and risks of RSS a difficult task. Not all RSS 

settings are alike, and not all interventions within them benefitted all young 

people and their families. Furthermore, as discussed previously under 

international complexity, the programs and interventions differ in focus and 
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scope, as do the young people in the settings. Nonetheless, in this section we 

report on themes across the literature. 

Perceived Benefits to Young People 

Improved Behaviour Related to Education, Self, and Others 

Some research suggests that RSS supports students to change their behaviour, 

which, in turn, supports young people to engage in education and improves their 

relationship to themselves and others (Brown et al., 2011; Farrell & Polat, 2003; 

Gasson et al., 2015, 2018; Harriss et al., 2008; Hornby & Witte, 2008b; Keown, 

2007; London, 2011; Polat & Farrell, 2002). A study by Harriss et al. (2008) 

from the UK, for example, found that young people, their families, and staff 

agreed that RSS had a “positive and often substantial impact on the emotional 

and behavioural development” (p. 36) of students, which enabled their ability to 

trust others, ask for help when struggling, persist at difficult tasks, and act in 

age-appropriate ways. As a result, young people gained self-esteem, greater 

confidence, and a greater ability to deal with difficult feelings (Harriss et al., 

2008). Notably, however, the qualitative studies that suggested RSS fosters 

changed behaviour most often reflect experiences within RSS only (Brown et al., 

2011; Harriss et al., 2008; Keown, 2007; London, 2011) and describe variable 

experiences in education and the community after RSS (Farrell & Polat, 2003; 

Hornby & Witte, 2008b; Polat & Farrell, 2002), raising questions about the 

sustainability of positive behaviour change beyond RSS settings. Furthermore, 

quantitative studies using objective measures of behaviour change related to 

RSS or other forms of residential treatment are limited and often only short-

term, or conducted while in school not after leaving (see, e.g., Fields et al., 

2006, Gutman et al., 2018; James, 2011; Knorth et al., 2008; Lanier et al., 

2020). Often evaluations of behaviour change were focused on a specific 

intervention within a school and therefore outside the scope of this study. Given 

the limitations of these studies and the thin research base for outcomes of 

residential programs, we do not go into detail here. Refer to the Thin Evidence 

section for further discussion about this. 

Academic Achievement 

Some studies discussed the academic achievement possible in an RSS setting 

(Brown et al., 2011; Gasson et al., 2015; Gutman et al., 2008; Harriss et al., 
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2008; Hornby & Witte, 2008b; Keown, 2007; London, 2011; Polat & Farrell, 

2002). As one student put it, “I actually got to learn” (Gasson et al., 2015, p. 

737). Students were more likely to stay in class, concentrate, and listen (Harriss 

et al., 2008). Young people and staff attributed these gains to a classroom pace 

that better aligned with their learning needs (i.e., a slower pace), individualized 

attention, teaching methods used, and spacious classrooms (Brown et al., 2011; 

Gasson et al., 2018; Harriss et al., 2008; Hornby & Witte, 2008b; Polat & Farrell, 

2002). Refer to the section about Inadequate Educational Provision under Risks, 

however, for further discussion about this. 

Positive Relationships 

Many students described significant positive relationships with adults and peers 

in RSS, often for the first time. Two studies interviewing RSS students in New 

Zealand (Hajdukova et al., 2014; Hornby & Witte, 2008b) highlight this benefit. 

In one study, students described their RSS teachers as nicer and better than 

mainstream teachers (Hajdukova et al., 2014). Students felt they were treated 

fairly, teachers were more skilled in working with them, strict in a good way, 

able to manage students’ behaviour, and this supported positive relationships 

(Hajdukova et al., 2014). In contrast, these students characterized their 

mainstream school teachers as unfair, uncaring, and unwilling to listen. This led 

to distrust, including a perception that teachers treated them differently, which 

negatively impacted their behaviour and emotional regulation (Hajdukova et al., 

2014). Two earlier studies also found that students rated their experiences at 

RSS as significantly better than their mainstream educational experiences 

(Hornby & Witte, 2008b; London, 2011). At mainstream schools, students were 

labelled and stereotyped, there was a lack of support and strategies, and 

students experienced inappropriate punishments such as time outs and writing 

lines. They reported their only good experiences in mainstream school were 

during sport, lunch, playtime, outings, or developing friendships (Hornby & 

Witte, 2008b). These findings align with Cliffe’s (2013) identification of the 

harmful mechanism of “framing” whereby teachers framed Māori rangatahi with 

complex needs and challenging behaviours according to their past behaviours, 

an action that altered their interactions with the students and belief in change. 

This is not to say that only RSS can treat students with respect and care, that all 

teachers in local schools are mean and uncaring. For these students, this was 
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their experience of their relationships with teachers and how it impacted their 

learning and self-esteem. The experiences of students with similar difficulties 

who have stayed in their local school was beyond the remit of this literature 

review. Understanding what enables student success and fosters a student’s 

sense of belonging in their local school is needed. Drawing from their positive 

experiences at RSS, students called for mainstream teachers to develop better 

understandings of diverse learners and the varieties of strengths and needs of 

individual students, better training to work with students with emotional and 

behavioural difficulties, and smaller classes (Hornby & Witte, 2008a, 2008b).  

In RSS, students also developed positive relationships with other staff and 

friendships with peers (Gasson et al., 2015, 2018; Harriss et al., 2008; Polat & 

Ferrell, 2002; Smith et al., 2004b; Townsend & Wilton, 2006). This often 

contrasted with relationships in other areas of their lives, including at home and 

in previous school settings, where developing strong relationships had been 

challenging. Maintaining these valuable connections upon leaving the RSS was 

not always easy due to distance, nor attended to (Abbott & Heslop, 2009; 

Heslop & Abbott, 2008; January et al., 2018; Pellicano et al., 2014). Clouding 

these positive accounts were stories of bullying, abuse, and neglect in RSS, and 

the problem of staff transience that impeded positive relationship development 

(Allroggen et al., 207; Conroy, 2012; Polat & Farrell, 2002; Read & Harrison, 

2002; Smith et al., 2004b). Refer also to the section on bullying, abuse, and 

neglect in the Risks section.  

Structure and Support 

Some students, families, and educational officials perceived the structure and 

support available within RSS as beneficial (Gasson et al., 2018; Keown, 2007; 

Lenehan & Geraghty, 2017; Polat & Farrell, 2002; Smith et al., 2004b). This 

aligns with a common statement among proponents of RSS, discussed 

previously in our exploration of rationale for RSS placements: the 24-hour 

curriculum. Professionals who believe RSS is necessary suggest that a consistent 

environment between “home” and school benefits young people behaviourally 

and socially (Jackson, 2004; Keown, 2007; McGill, 2008; Morris et al., 2002b; 

Pilling et al., 2007; Polat & Farrell, 2002). For example, professionals in Morris et 

al.’s (2002b) study in England felt that in day schools, the good work at school is 

“undone” when kids go home at night because parents don’t have the skills to 
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administer behavioural support. Thus, RSS is deemed the solution to provide this 

consistency. The stability and security of RSS was also welcomed by students 

who came from unstable and abusive home lives (Gasson et al., 2018). Student 

perspectives, however, varied across studies (London, 2011; Smith et al., 

2004b). In a study of former RSS students in Scotland, for example, some 

students reported a feeling of safety as a result of the structure and routine of 

the school, but others did not appreciate the highly-structured environment and 

experiences of bullying contradicted feelings of safety (Smith et al., 2004b).  

Recreation and Leisure Opportunities 

Many students who participated in research felt the recreation and leisure 

opportunities available, including extracurricular activities and school outings, 

was a significant benefit of their RSS experience (Gasson et al., 2015, 2018; 

London, 2011; Polat & Farrell, 2002; Smith et al., 2004b, Townsend & Wilton, 

2006). Gasson et al. (2015, 2018), in their study of RSS students in New 

Zealand, highlight that for many students this was their first successful 

experience in these realms, including their first time participating in team sports, 

school campus, and outings. This contrasted with mainstream school where they 

were more likely to remain socially isolated and only permitted to participate in 

recreational activities in the presence of a teacher aid (Gasson et al., 2015, 

2018). 

Contact with Families 

In one study examining the experiences of students at one RSS in Scotland, 

students named improved contact with their families as a benefit of their RSS 

experience (Smith et al., 2004b). Students appreciated the support they 

received at RSS to (re)connect with their family, including arranging visits, 

something that previous placements had not always attended to. This would be 

particularly important for Māori students given the cultural value of familism. 

Familism values typically include obligations to the family (including extended 

family), expectations of familial support, and family serving as a referent when 

making decisions (Knight et al., 2010; Stein et al., 2019) 
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Perceived Benefits to Families 

Improved Relationships 

Families in a New Zealand study by Gasson et al. (2018) described a positive 

relationship with the school as a benefit of RSS. While many caregivers in this 

study had overwhelmingly negative relationship with their child’s mainstream 

school prior to RSS (e.g., only receiving complaints about behaviour and 

requests to take them home), the RSS provided weekly feedback from the 

school principal. For many, it was the first time they had received positive 

feedback about their child from their school (Gasson et al., 2018). 

Learning New Coping Skills 

In several studies, caregivers explained that they learned new coping skills 

during their child’s time at RSS (Gasson et al., 2018; Harriss et al., 2008). 

Parents learned things like better ways to ensure consequences to their child’s 

actions (Gasson et al., 2018). Harriss et al. (2008), for example, explained: 

Parents/carers reported that, through collaboration with staff, they had 
learnt new ways to respond to difficult behaviour. Many now believed that 
they could cope with very challenging behaviour, and that they and their 

families could get through the most difficult times, which had in turn had 
a direct impact on the behaviour of their children. (p. 38) 

These studies, however, did not provide details about how the RSS worked with 

families nor did they describe how RSS-home school partnerships were culturally 

responsive. Refer to the Transition section for further discussion of family 

involvement in residential settings. 

Respite and Reconnection 

The most frequently-discussed benefit of RSS was its provision of respite to 

caregivers, giving them space to breathe, time away from their child’s 

challenging behaviour, and the opportunity to reconnect with their child, family, 

and community (Brown et al., 2011; Gasson et al., 2018; Harriss et al., 2008; 

Townsend & Wilton, 2006). Pre-RSS, often immediate family members became 

extremely socially isolated from their communities, with a sole focus on one of 

their children. Furthermore, some families lived in fear of their child’s violent 

behaviour (Gasson et al., 2018). These conditions led to family breakdown and 

RSS “helped the family survive” (Harriss et al., p. 38). In a Scotland study of 

families with children attending one RSS, Brown et al. (2011) found that 
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residential placements allowed for more attention to siblings, and helped families 

to get more sleep. 

This respite, combined with behavioural changes attributed to the school, 

led to more enjoyable times when their child returned home for visits, and in 

some cases when they returned permanently (Brown et al., 2011; Gasson et al., 

2018; Harriss et al., 2008; Keown, 2007, Townsend & Wilton, 2006). Keown 

(2007), speaking from her perspective as an educational official in New Zealand 

supporting students and families who have attended RSS, says that in this work 

she “witnessed. . . [the] gradual restoration of families” (p. 34) that she 

attributes to their RSS experience. Brown et al. (2011), for example, found that 

families were more able to enjoy themselves and have fun together with an RSS 

placement. Families in Townsend and Wilton’s (2006) study of former RSS 

students in New Zealand said the following about their experiences: “saved his 

life,” “best thing that could have happened to him,” “huge difference to our 

whole family,” “really helped us when we needed it” (p. 153). 

Many families described overwhelmingly positive experiences with RSS 

(Brown et al., 2011; Gasson et al., 2018; Harriss et al., 2008 Lenehan & 

Geraghty, 2017; London, 2011; McGill et al., 2006). Families, for the most part, 

felt the schools met their child’s needs, provided high quality care, and they 

trusted the staff. However, McGill et al. (2006) caution that “apparent parental 

satisfaction with residential school placements may reflect the substantial 

improvement of their family situation rather than, necessarily, being a comment 

on the school and may not be consistent with the experience of their children” 

(p. 611). This caution seems important to bear in mind, given that many positive 

family perspectives in the RSS literature sit alongside descriptions of their 

desperate circumstances leading up to RSS placements. 

Perceived Risks 

The literature points to a number of potential risks to a young person’s 

placement in RSS. We characterize these risks as follows: 

• Disconnection from family and community 

• Inadequate educational provision 

• Quality of care 

• Abuse and neglect 
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• Bullying 

• Stigmatization 

• Absence of children’s views in placement 

• Deviancy training 

• Mental health consequences 

• Cumulative, long-term risks of being in care 

• Disproportional placement 

• Colonial violence 

As discussed previously at the start of the Perceived Benefits section, these 

themes from research about RSS and RSS-like programs internationally should 

be read with attention to their limitations. As described in the International 

Complexity section, results come from heterogeneous programs that differ in 

focus and scope, as do the young people in the settings. Not every program is 

alike in terms of the conditions and interventions therein and so the perceived 

risks cannot be deemed universal to all RSS programs. Furthermore, participants 

are heterogeneous and experience programs differently. Within and across 

studies, participant accounts are not always aligned with each other. Student 

and family experiences were often mixed and sometimes students, staff, and 

families disagreed about aspects of the experience. This is a reminder that 

individuals can experience similar settings differently and see situations from 

different perspectives. This makes generally characterising perceived risks of 

RSS a difficult task. Not all RSS settings are alike, and not all interventions 

within them were perceived as a risk by all young people and their families. With 

these limitations in mind, in this section we highlight themes across the 

literature that describe perceived risks that ought to be considered when 

thinking about RSS. 

Disconnection from Family and Community 

Despite the perceived benefits to families discussed previously, the 

consequences of disconnection from family and community were the most 

frequently-discussed perceived risks in the literature about RSS (Gasson et al., 

2015, 2018; Harriss et al., 2008; Jacobs & MacMahon, 2017; London, 2011; 

McGill, 2008; Morris et al., 2002a, 2003; Pellicano et al., 2014; Pilling et al., 

2007; Polat & Farrell, 2002; Rawson, 2009; Read & Harrison, 2002; Seamer, 

2008). Read and Harrison (2002) summarized many of the concerns raised 

across the literature by highlighting the potential for eroded relationships with 
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parents, siblings, family, friends, culture, and community when a child goes into 

residential care. 

 Several studies described student concerns about being away from home. 

Students worried about missing out on family, friends, and things happening at 

home (Harriss et al., 2008). Some students disliked sleeping at RSS and that 

they could not go home when they wanted to (Gasson et al., 2015, 2018). Read 

and Harrison (2002) explained that young people in residential care are often 

unhappy with the level of contact available with their families. 

Two studies sought the views of siblings of young people attended RSS, 

noting their ambivalence about the separation (Jacobs & MacMahon, 2017; 

Rawson, 2009). Siblings characterised the experience as one family living apart, 

close but distant, and felt guilty while remaining supportive of the placement. In 

both studies, siblings wanted more contact but felt this was difficult or unrealistic 

due to the distance and their commitments at home (e.g., work, friends, and 

school). 

 Studies that included parent perspectives frequently mentioned the 

concerns of distance. In their study of parents of children with intellectual 

disability attending RSS, McGill et al. (2006) found that parents would have liked 

their child to attend a school closer to home. The further their child’s placement 

was from home, the stronger their concern was. Harriss et al. (2008) found that 

parents missed spending time with their child and worried about their child’s 

sense of control and isolation from family and community.  

Parents’ concerns about distance were compounded by difficulties visiting 

their child. In McGill et al. (2006), many parents reported constraints on how 

often they could visit due to distance, cost, work commitments, and other family 

commitments. To visit their children, parents needed to pay for travel and 

accommodation, and this was even harder for parents who relied on public 

transit. Travel to visit a child in RSS had an impact on other children at home. 

Some parents reported that their child’s placement in RSS had resulted in 

elevated expectations at work, which had not accounted for the demands of 

travel. Importantly, McGill et al. (2006) highlight that the concerns raised by the 

parents in their study were compounded by social disadvantage.  
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A study from England found that absent, complicated, and thin support for 

families to visit their children in RSS was a structural problem (Morris et al., 

2002a, 2003). They found that funding from local educational authorities was 

confined to beginning, end, and half-term visits, which made more regular visits 

and attending meetings more difficult. This was complicated by some 

educational officers’ views that encouraging contact between parents and 

children was not their responsibility. Although social service officers were more 

likely to see this as their duty, not all children in RSS had social service 

involvement (Morris et al., 2002a). Furthermore, although some local area 

authorities had policies to fund additional visits, this was not publicized and only 

responsively administered with an eye towards managing the budget (Morris et 

al., 2002a). This led to inconsistencies in who received additional funding for 

visits.  

These difficulties maintaining contact associated with RSS-attendance are 

cause for concern, given Read and Harrison’s (2002) assertion that maintaining 

family relationships is crucial to successful transitions out of care. Indeed, some 

research stresses that family involvement should be central and built into the 

fabric of residential care and treatment (see, e.g., Geurts et al., 2012), which we 

describe further in the section on transition. Although this view is now seen to be 

outdated and incorrect, Read and Harrison (2002) noted that some programs 

still believe that family involvement is harmful to young people’s progress and 

adjustment in care. Furthermore, for Indigenous children in particular, 

disconnection from family, community, and culture is a significant concern that 

we engage in more detail in this section under the heading Colonial Violence. 

Inadequate Educational Provision 

Engagement with educational outcomes, or attention to education altogether, 

was often not the focus of literature reviewed. However, when education was 

discussed, studies often spoke to ineffective or mixed educational experiences in 

RSS (Harriss et al., 2008; Lenehan & Geraghty, 2017; Morris et al. 2003; Polat 

& Farrell, 2002; Severinsson, 2016; Smith et al., 2004b; Townsend & Wilton, 

2006). The most frequent issue was perceived low educational expectations in 

RSS settings, which researchers attributed to schools’ focus on therapeutic 

rather than educational goals (Harriss et al., 2008; Severinsson, 2016; 
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Townsend & Wilton, 2006). When considering participant concerns about 

educational quality, Townsend and Wilton (2006) surmised that “teachers may 

have been overly sensitive to motivational and classroom management issues at 

the expense of setting appropriately challenging academic standards” (p. 152). 

Following this logic, in some other studies, students found their educational 

experiences under-stimulating and some caregivers were concerned about their 

students’ ability to return to mainstream schooling (Harriss, et al. 2008; Polat & 

Farrell, 2002).  

Severinsson’s (2016) analysis of students’ individualised education and 

care plans at Swedish HVB (their equivalent of an RSS) took the understanding 

of low expectations further. She found that these plans tended focus on 

individual (medical and psychological) explanations for children’s problems and 

lacked attention to the ways organizations and groups contributed to their 

problems. Furthermore, the plans lack connection to students’ historical 

schooling experiences. This focus on the individual prioritized “care” as the 

dominant discourse of schools, thereby legitimizing lowered educational 

expectations. She explains, “Students are enrolled as being almost incapable of 

receiving teaching due to their social difficulties” (Severinsson, 2016, p. 931). 

This focus on care or therapy over education was observed in the literature 

about RSS settings reviewed for this project.  

 These concerns with educational outcomes align with Granite and 

Graham’s (2012) examination of day behaviour schools in New South Wales, 

Australia. They found the students served in these settings have poor academic 

outcomes, are more likely to leave school early, and have later involvement with 

the justice system. They connect this to a substantial gap between secondary 

school curriculum taught in mainstream and segregated settings. In segregated 

settings, they suggest, the supportive climate supersedes intellectual demand, 

with implications for return to mainstream school, further study, and 

employment (Granite & Graham, 2012). Similarly, in an Education Scotland 

review of RSS (2016), they noted that the schools were at the “early stages” in 

tracking students’ progress through general education had had not developed 

robust approaches to moderate students’ standards of attainment. 
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 Speaking to educational quality in alternate educational settings (AES, a 

term used in the U.S. that includes RSS-like settings), Flower et al. (2011) 

examined U.S. research of behavioural interventions in AES conducted between 

1970 and 2010. They assessed these studies for their inclusion of nine effective 

practices, as identified by Tobin & Sprague (2000) and Nelson et al. (2009), and 

for research quality. The effective practices included: 

• Low student to teacher ratio 

• Highly structured classroom with behavioural classroom management 

• Positive methods to increase appropriate behaviour 

• School-based adult mentor 

• Functional behavioural assessment 

• Social skills instruction 

• Effective academic instruction 

• Parent involvement 

• Positive behavioural interventions and supports 

 They found that the research minimally included these practices and the quality 

of research was low. They concluded that without implementation of effective 

practice in AES, young people with emotional and behavioural difficulties will 

continue to experience poor outcomes (Flower et al., 2011). Although 

investigating the mechanisms of educational practice within RSS was outside the 

scope of this literature review, these findings highlight the importance of 

exploring educational practices in future work. As discussed previously, the thin 

evidence base for residential education and treatment settings persists today. 

The “effective practices” named by Tobin and Sprague (2000) used to guide the 

Flower et al. (2011) study also lack a robust research basis, and deserve further 

interrogation in concert with foundational values to identify effective practices, 

for whom, and in what settings.  

 Several studies also raised concerns about monitoring and oversight of 

children’s education once in attendance at RSS. Morris et al. (2003), in their 

study of children’s RSS placements in England, found that local educational 

authority and educational psychologist oversight of students’ progress was 

lacking due to challenges of distance and finding time to see children 

individually. This concern was repeated in a more recent study (Lenehan & 

Geraghty, 2017). Refer also to the section on Transition, which discusses similar 

concerns. 
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Quality of Care 

Although many parents were pleased with their RSS experiences, as described in 

the section on perceived benefits, some parents raises concerns about the 

quality of care their children received (Lenehan & Geraghty, 2017; McGill et al., 

2006). Parents were concerned about the impact of staff turnover as well as 

insufficient training and experience among junior staff (McGill et al., 2006). The 

American Orthopsychiatric Association discourages the use of long-term group 

care without stable staff, as they believe it cannot substitute a home 

environment where children can develop healthy, long-term attachments with 

adults (Dozier et al., 2014). They suggest that unstable group care settings 

impede young peoples’ development, and can lead to further problem 

behaviours. 

Vulnerability to Abuse and Neglect 

Several studies described the heightened potential for abuse and neglect in 

residential care and schooling settings (Allroggen et al., 2017; Boendermaker et 

al., 2018; Conroy, 2012; McGill, 2008; Morris et al., 2002a, 2002b, 2003; Pilling 

et al., 2007; Read & Harrison, 2002; Stalker, 2007). Conroy (2012) shared 

findings from the Irish commission into child abuse published in 2009, in which 

former RSS students shared stories of loss of identity, physical abuse, denial of 

communication needs, sexual abuse, rape, assaults, and the creation of new 

impairments (e.g., mental health concerns including suicidality). A more recent 

study found that young people in institutional care in Germany (including RSS) 

had a high lifetime prevalence of severe sexual victimisation and 5% were first 

severely sexually victimised after entering the residential institution, suggesting 

that institutional factors were significant to these experiences (Allroggen et al., 

2017). Dozier et al. (2014), in the American Orthopsychiatric Association’s policy 

position against group care, further argue that for young people with histories of 

abuse, group care settings can be physically dangerous. Allroggen and 

colleagues (2017) conclude that the abuse risks should be taken into 

consideration when making placements in residential institutions. 

Several studies raised concerns about oversight and monitoring of child 

welfare in residential settings given heightened concern about abuse. In the UK 

Stalker (2007) explained that little data is available on abuse of children in care, 
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which she states is not surprising given the inconsistency in monitoring of 

children in residential settings. Morris et al. (2002a, 2002b, 2003) found that 

local authorities in England did not enact sufficient welfare monitoring of children 

attending RSS. Oversight was dependent on whether children’s placements were 

funded by social services, which left children funded only by educational 

authorities without sufficient monitoring (McGill, 2008; Morris et al., 2002a, 

2002b, 2003). Even when social services was involved, they did not always fulfil 

their statutory duties to oversee child welfare (Morris et al., 2002a; Pellicano et 

al., 2014). Conroy (2012) shared similar concerns about insufficient national 

monitoring and inspection of residential settings in Ireland and Allroggen et al. 

(2017) stated that preventative and protective strategies are urgently needed in 

Germany. In addition to improved monitoring, Bodendermaker et al. (2018) 

called for better training in sex and sexuality for trainees and professionals 

working in residential care, and Pellicano et al. (2014) emphasised the 

importance of listening to young people in order to ensure their safety. 

Conroy (2012) proposed that the focus on normalisation in institutional 

settings, such as RSS, creates the conditions for mistreatment. She explains, 

“The ideology of normalisation and the consequent effacing of difference are 

patently clear in the domination and subordination of the children to unfettered 

power” (Conroy, 2012, p. 818). That is, in a setting that attempts to aid young 

people to conform to “normal” behaviour, those who do not or cannot comply 

are rendered “other,” less than human, and it becomes easier to inflict harm on 

them.  

These concerns raised in the international literature must be considered in 

relation to the current Royal Commission of Inquiry into abuse in State and 

faith-based care in Aotearoa (Abuse in Care Royal Commission of Inquiry, 

2020a, 2020b). The interim report issued in December 2020 indicated that 

abuse occurred in RSS settings, is not just a historical issue, and that while clear 

national statistics on abuse of disabled people in care are not readily available, 

there is no reason to believe our conditions in Aotearoa are different than 

international conditions (Abuse in Care Royal Commission of Inquiry, 2020a). 

Oversight, care, and protection of our tamariki and rangatahi’s wellbeing and 

safety should be primary in any review of RSS. 
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Bullying 

Several studies found that students were bullied at RSS (Polat & Farrell, 2002; 

Read & Harrison, 2002; Smith et al., 2004b). Conversely, Hajdukova et al. 

(2016), in their study of 29 boys attending an RSS in New Zealand, found that 

only a small number were bullied at RSS. In their study, students reported much 

more bullying in mainstream schools, where they felt responses were ineffective 

while the RSS was reported to have an effective anti-bullying system with clear 

rules in place. The young people reported that being bullied in their local schools 

contributed to their social isolation, feelings of rejection, and negative and 

aggressive reactions towards their peers (i.e., becoming a bully). At RSS, 

students reported being able to remain calm and not respond to bullies, noting 

their awareness of strict consequences for bullies and bullied. Furthermore, 

having friends at RSS was a protective factor against bullying as compared to 

local schools where students had fewer friendships. Hajdukova et al. (2016) 

conclude that better anti-bullying programs are needed in local schools, as well 

as social skills programmes for students and peer-based peer mentoring 

programs. Given that not all RSS programs are alike, these findings also point to 

the importance of strong anti-bullying systems in all educational and residential 

settings. 

Stigmatization 

Several studies discussed stigmatisation from attending an RSS for young people 

with emotion and behavioural difficulties (Gasson et al., 2018; London, 2011; 

Polat & Farrell, 2002). Having the school’s name on their record resulted in 

difficulties getting a job, getting into further or local education settings, and 

being treated badly by family members and community due to the school’s 

association with bad, dangerous, and difficult children.  

Absence of Children’s Views in Placement 

In England, Morris et al. (2002a) found that children’s views were not commonly 

sought before RSS placement because authorities thought it was inappropriate, 

could raise expectations, and was the job of the parents. This is a breach of 

statutory duties to protect children’s human rights. Even where children’s views 

were considered legitimate, authorities assumed it would be difficult to get the 

child’s opinion either because it might have been influenced by parents or that 
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children were incapable of having a view (Morris et al., 2002a). In their report 

from the same study Abbott et al. (2001) show that while some children felt 

they had a say in their RSS placement, others felt they had not, or were 

influenced by parents or other important adults to believe RSS was the right 

place for them. Some children who agreed to the placement later were unhappy 

and very homesick there, and some parents did not involve their children in the 

decision-making due to their impairment (Abbott et al., 2001). The unfortunate 

result of this is that children could be placed in RSS against their will and without 

the ability to have a say in their living and learning conditions. These concerns 

are not just historical. A 2014 study found, similarly, that placement decisions 

were often made for, not with, children (Pellicano et al., 2014). Notably, 

regardless of their level of involvement in the decision to go to RSS, Abbott et al. 

(2001) found that children overwhelmingly would prefer to be at home.   

In Aotearoa, it is the Ministry of Education’s practice to assess children’s 

views before in the course of RSS placement determinations. This is in line with 

Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), 

which requires that children are given the right to express their views freely and 

that these views are given weight in the decision-making process. The perceived 

risks outlined in this section should be taken into consideration alongside the 

previous section titled, How and Why is RSS Currently Used? 

Behavioural and Mental Health Consequences 

Several studies discussed the risk of increased problem behaviours and mental 

health concerns that may result from being in residential care. While Dozier et 

al. (2014) suggest that these outcomes may result from placement in group care 

situations, others attribute this to deviancy training, “the unintentional exposure 

of youth to negative influences through peer associations” (Whittaker et al, 

2016, p. 93). That is, studies differed in their assessment of the cause of 

behavioural and mental health changes: an outcome of the RSS intervention 

itself or a result of socialisation, from living and working together with other 

young people with similar difficulties. For example, caregivers in one study were 

concerned that their young person had developed new behaviours since living at 

the school, including increased swearing, becoming explosive when angry, and 

unpleasant eating habits (Harriss et al., 2008). Huefner et al. (2018) found that 
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negative behaviour among residents does have an influence on their peers. Their 

study found that “negative peer influence is greatest when youth misbehavior 

rates are high and program staff are inexperienced” (Heufner et al., 2018. p. 

1165), however, more experienced staff could negate this influence. Heufner 

and colleagues (2018) concluded that to address this problem, programs should 

limit the number of residents expressing high levels of negative behaviours in a 

single setting. However, they recognize this may not be possible in settings with 

shorter stays where residents move on when their behaviour improves (Heufner 

et al., 2018).  

Other researchers suggest that there are mental health consequences for 

young people in care, including increased anxiety (Read & Harrison, 2002). Read 

and Harrison (2002) state that being in care is a risk factor for mental ill health, 

while Dozier et al. (2014), suggest group care can cause psychological harm 

even in otherwise typically-developing children. Porter et al. (2020) agreed, 

stating more generally that research indicates that institutional care is 

detrimental to young peoples’ development and well-being. 

Cumulative, Long-Term Risks of Being in Care 

Several studies discussed what they perceived to be long-term risks of being in 

care (Read & Harrison, 2002; Vinnerljung & Sallnäs, 2008). Notably, these 

studies cannot definitively connect negative outcomes to the care received, but 

suggest a correlation with care. Furthermore, these studies discuss risks to our-

of-home care more generally, of which one mode is RSS. Read & Harrison 

(2002) state that homelessness, unemployment, prison, early pregnancy, and 

lifelong struggles with depression, social isolation, and loneliness are cumulative, 

long-term risks of being in care. Vinnerljung & Sallnäs (2008) studied the long-

term outcomes at age 25 for 776 young people placed in out-of-home care 

during their early teens in Sweden. They found that those young people placed 

in out-of-home care for behavioural problems had very high rates of premature 

death, prison sentences and legal sanctions for serious involvement in crime, 

hospitalization for mental-health problems, and low educational attainment. 

These rates were higher than their peers placed in out-of-home care for other 

reasons, and much higher than the general population. Generally, a longer time 

in care did not improve outcomes, except for educational attainment 
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(Vinnerljung & Sallnäs, 2008). See also the section on transition, which 

discusses post-RSS outcomes further. These findings raise questions about the 

benefits of residential care and schooling. If it is intended to change long term 

outcomes for young people, these findings are not promising. 

Colonial Violence 

Several studies spoke to the potential for RSS and other forms of residential care 

to enact colonial violence on young Indigenous people and migrants. Speaking of 

segregated settings more generally, Gabel et al. (2009) explain, “in the case of 

immigrant and indigenous students special education is employed as a tool for 

assimilation into dominant society but functions as a tool of exclusion from the 

dominant society” (p. 636). Others have argued similarly about forms of 

residential treatment and care (Chapman, 2012; de Finney et al., 2011). The 

perceived risk of colonial violence can be encapsulated as the potential for harm 

in removing children from their homes and communities and placing them in a 

school or program that lacks sufficient connection to their family, community, 

and culture, and in which interventions are not culturally grounded nor culturally 

sustaining.  

 The very use of residential treatment facilities, some argue, is interlinked 

with colonialism and disability-related eugenics practices. In Chapman’s (2012) 

institutional autoethnography of a residential treatment facility (RTF) in Canada, 

he argues that such a facility “made sense only within legacies of oppression of 

Aboriginal and disabled peoples” (p. 130). Chapman (2012) explains that 

although Indian Residential Schools are widely condemned in Canada today, 

“crucial elements of the Residential School system, such as removal from one’s 

community and immersion in the English language and European-descent 

culture, were cut and pasted” (p. 131) into the institution where Chapman 

worked. Chapman explains that these practices that had otherwise been 

condemned were made acceptable by aligning them, instead, with logics of 

disability-related eugenics. That is, by medicalising the young people’s 

difficulties, a residential treatment centre that follows similar practices to an 

Indian Residential School becomes socially acceptable, can be considered 

“treatment” rather than “containment,” and can be positioned as non-colonial 

(Chapman, 2012, para., p. 131).  
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de Finney et al.’s (2011) critique of residential care in Canada aligns with 

Chapman (2012) and Gabel et al.’s (2009) concerns. They argue that service 

provision in residential care is entangled with notions of normativity and seeks to 

rehabilitate Indigenous and queer young people without sufficiently seeking to 

dismantle the structures that created their “need” for care (de Finney et al., 

2011). Furthermore, attempts to Indigenize the child welfare system in Canada, 

they argue, have been hampered by legislation and standards grounded in Euro-

Western thought (de Finney et al., 2011).   

The perceived risk of colonial violence should not be dismissed when 

schools incorporate aspects of Indigenous or other non-Eurocentric cultures into 

their practices. As Chapman (2012) explains, “even though we took them 

[students] to the occasional powwow and had dream catchers in our window, we 

fostered their development entirely within non-Native cultural traditions” (p. 

137). Although the facility in Chapman’s study had appropriated aspects of 

Indigenous culture (e.g., Indigenous stories, trips to cultural events, medicine 

wheel, talking feather), whiteness remained centred. As such, Chapman (2012) 

argues the institution acted within a “civilizing mission” (p. 138): culturally-

relevant materials were not grounded in or by Indigenous cultures nor were 

behaviour-modification practices. Therefore, children were socialised into white, 

Eurocentric modes of knowing, being, and doing. 

The one New Zealand-based study that engaged questions of Indigenous 

culture in the analysis of RSS experiences strengthens the relevance of 

Chapman (2012), de Finney et al. (2011), and Gabel et al.’s (2009) concerns in 

Aotearoa. London’s (2011) study of one RSS included three student participants, 

two of which were Māori. London (2011) found that the RSS lacked culturally 

grounded practices in teaching and in their approach to behaviour management. 

At the same time, however, the two Māori whānau-members involved in the 

study felt the RSS was an effective intervention for Māori girls based on their 

experiences at the school and knowledge of unmet needs in the community 

(London, 2011). It is notable that although we found papers, theses, and 

dissertations related to at least 8 studies of RSS in Aotearoa conducted since 

2000, only London’s (2011) engaged with matters of Māori culture, none 

engaged notions of intersectionality in their analysis, and few named participant 

ethnicities altogether. This relative absence of attention to culture in the NZ 
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literature about RSS is particularly striking given its persistent theme as an 

identified issue in reviews of RSS settings. As discussed in the Background and 

Context section, the 1986 Ministerial review found a “disappointing approach” to 

taha Māori (Māori values and practices) in RSS and the 2008 Educational Review 

Office report found “little evidence” of Māori culture in RSS. In light of the 

longstanding over-representation of Māori rangatahi in RSS, this is a significant 

gap in the literature. 

Transition 

Three distinct areas of transition were covered in the literature: 1) Transition to 

school, 2) Working with families, and 3) Adulthood or “age out” transitions from 

RSS. Within these three areas, we found a mix of descriptive outcome studies 

(e.g., describing what happened for young people who left RSS, what happened 

or did not following RSS) and intervention studies that described or evaluated an 

approach to transition and measure outcomes. The overarching message from 

research that discusses transition is that having a plan that is developed early, in 

partnership with key stakeholders, reviewed regularly, drives action within RSS, 

and includes “aftercare” is necessary. Different approaches to transition were 

seen in RSS settings designed to be short-term, where early planning for 

transition was deemed paramount, as opposed to longer-term RSS settings, 

where most students left later when they aged-out of the program. Research 

into transition back to local schools came, most often, from U.S. settings classed 

as residential treatment centres or alternative education settings that saw their 

role as a short-term intervention. This contrasted with research from RSS in 

England, where McGill (2008) explained, “children rarely return from a 

residential school to a more local educational placement. Indeed, a move further 

away is more likely” (p. 10).  

Transition to Local Schools 

Transition Challenges 

The central issue that studies identified regarding transition was insufficient 

direct engagement between the residential setting and the local school to plan 

for transition and consult afterward (Gagnon & Leone, 2005; January et al., 

2018; Nichols & Davis, 2003; Trout et al., 2013). The risks of inadequate 

transition planning was that schools are unprepared, reluctant, or unwilling to 
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accept returning students, students are inadequately supported, problem 

behaviours return, and students fail or leave school (Gasson et al., 2018; 

Hornby & Witte, 2008b; January et al., 2018; McLaren, 2013; Trout et al., 

2013). Although here we are speaking specifically about school-related 

transition, it is important to recognize that the conditions associated with 

transition home and return to local school are connected.  

One study from New Zealand identified issues that 10 students and 14 

caregivers encountered during the transition from a disestablished RSS to their 

local school in 2013 (Gasson et al., 2018). In this study, the families received 

transition support from the Ministry of Education.1 Some families had difficulty 

identifying a school that would accept the student post-RSS. Families felt some 

schools discriminated against their young person due to their behavioural 

difficulties, while other schools stated that they simply lacked the resources to 

support a child returning from RSS, and others would only do so when a teacher 

aide was available. This difficulty meant some students were gradually returned 

to school (i.e., initially not full-time), which raised concerns for families about 

their child’s stagnated schoolwork during this period. Other families had more 

success, which they attributed to having a strong transition plan that was 

instituted alongside the behavioural gains made in RSS. Students that returned 

home to unstable living situations had more difficulties in their local school, and 

families reported difficulty working with child welfare services that compounded 

these problems (then Child Youth and Family, now called Oranga Tamariki). 

Gasson et al. (2018) show clearly the complex untenable circumstances that 

arise when students are returned to their home communities and schools 

without environmental changes and without supportive, connected plans that 

welcome them into community schools.  

Townsend & Wilton’s (2006) findings provide a contrasting picture. Their 

study looked at outcomes for 34 former RSS students from a single school in 

New Zealand who had left the school an average of 2.5 years prior. They note 

that each student and family had a social worker who maintained contact after 

leaving school but provided no specific details about how this program worked. 

Of the 28 participating students who returned to school (6 had left at age 16), 

 
1 We note that Gasson et al. (2018) refers to this support as IWS. The services provided 

were not TKT/IWS but rather transition support from the Ministry of Education. 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

(19
82

)



62 
 

they found that 90% were coping adequately socially, 80% were coping 

adequately academically, and the social worker reported that none were having 

major difficulties academically or socially. The differences between these two 

studies may be explained by the different contexts in which they were 

conducted: they appear to be focused on two different schools, and Gasson et 

al.’s (2018) study follows leavers during the disestablishment of an RSS, 

whereas Townsend and Wilton (2006) were looking at experiences of students 

leaving RSS for standard reasons; also, Townsend and Wilton (2006) did not 

include caregiver perspectives.  

Approaches to Transition 

Several studies focused on specific approaches to educational transition in 

response to the issues identified in the previous section. Notably, while all of the 

studies reported relatively positive outcomes, none of these studies provided 

outcomes beyond 12 months after leaving the program, thus the evidence for 

their efficacy remains thin. See also the section, Thin Evidence Base. With this in 

mind, we illustrate key aspects of these transition programs. 

 A clear, individualised, co-developed transition plan can help to guide the 

process (Wilkinson et al., 2020; Wilkinson & McDaniel, 2020). According to 

Wilkinson et al. (2020), this work should begin from day one in an RSS, and the 

time spent in RSS should be oriented around the transition goals. Planning for 

transition should include active engagement between the RSS, caregivers, 

representatives from the community school, and any other involved providers 

(Fields et al., 2006; Hornby & Witte, 2008a; Nichols & Davis, 2003; Wilkinson et 

al., 2020). A barrier to this active work, as will be described in the section about 

age-out transition, is distance. However, it was proposed that video or 

teleconference could help to bring parties into transition planning from a 

distance (Nichols & Davis, 2003). 

 Key information should be shared with the local school upon transition 

(Nichols & Davis, 2003; Hornby & Witte, 2008b). In partnership with 26 rural 

school districts, Nichols & Davis (2003) identified key information local schools 

need from a residential treatment centre upon discharge. This included a student 

wellness statement, including any related concerns about the student’s ability to 

accommodate school and medication effects, a detailed aftercare plan that 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

(19
82

)



63 
 

identified who was responsible for what, and an educational portfolio that 

demonstrated student progress towards individualised education plan (IEP) 

goals.  

 Direct educational support from the RSS for one year post-transition can 

support students to stay in school and in their communities (Trout et al., 2013). 

The “On the Way Home” program at Boys Town included an RTC liaison who 

worked with a “school mentor” at the local school to monitor the student’s 

educational progress and check-in weekly with the family, and a homework 

support program (Trout et al., 2013). 

Working with Families 

Several studies stressed the importance of active work with families during 

residential programs, working towards and after transition. Indeed, some 

advocated for a family-centred model of residential care (Geurts et al., 2012). 

This work was viewed as necessary for several reasons. First, as part of healing 

family trauma that may be at the core of or resulting from the residential 

placement (McNamara, 2020). Gillen (2018) and others discuss the family 

ambivalence that often accompanies placement into residential treatment or 

school (see also, Gasson et al., 2018; Jacobs & MacMahon, 2017; Rawson, 

2009). Work with families can help to reframe the decision to send a young 

person to RSS as a loving one (Gillen, 2018). Work with families is also seen as 

essential to facilitate the transition home. These studies discussed the 

importance of working with families and recognised that young people are part 

of an ecosystem. Simply removing them temporarily from home to address their 

behavioural concerns was insufficient without engagement with the home 

environment. 

Two studies of young people’s transition home found that the lack clarity 

in transition plans were a problem for families and young people (January et al., 

2019; Patel et al., 2019). One study from Canada reported that although 

families experienced an initial honeymoon period and joyful reunion upon return 

home, there was awkwardness (Patel et al., 2019). Young people had difficulty 

navigating their families, schools, friendships, and the reduced structure on 

return, tended to socially isolate to manage the pressures, and few used the 

skills they learned in residential treatment to cope (Patel et al., 2019). In 
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contrast, Geurts et al. (2012) explains that when families are involved in 

residential treatment, outcomes are better than residential interventions as 

usual. That is, they found that caregivers are less stressed, better equipped to 

respond to behavioural concerns, and specific training in this area strengthens 

the effect (Geurts et al., 2012). Notably, however, one study by Huefner et al. 

(2016) suggests that although family contact is important during residential 

placements, not all contacts are beneficial. Heufner and colleagues (2016) found 

that home visits with overnight stay during residential stays were the strongest 

predictor of positive outcomes on transition, though this study was only 

correlational and could not definitively explain this finding. However, in Geurts et 

al.’s (2012) work, they stress that family involvement is not simply about 

contact, the concept of involvement goes further than this. 

 Studies that discussed family involvement as their focus, or as a central 

component of a residential schooling, treatment, or care program put forth the 

notion that caregivers should be centrally involved rather than dismissed as 

incapable in their role. Instead, they should be provided support and accessible 

services during and after care, with maintenance of active and open 

communication (Challenging Behaviour Foundation & Mencap, 2016; Geurts, 

2012; January et al., 2018; Patel et al., 2019). Gillen (2018) described a 

program in which staff and parents were conceptualised as a “co-parenting 

team” during care, rather than parents being dismissed during the endeavour. 

Aside from their involvement in team meetings, treatment plan development, 

and therapy sessions, scholars suggested that family should share life in the 

residential facility, for example, at mealtime (Geurts, 2012; Gillen, 2018; 

McNamara, 2020).  

The way that a young person’s family is understood by school and 

treatment teams is also important. McNamara (2020) states that a broad and 

inclusive conception of family is necessary. She recommends inviting a child-led 

identification of who in their life is important and should be conceived of as 

family (McNamara, 2020). This is especially important in honouring Indigenous 

conceptions of family, where extended family (in Aotearoa, whānau) are central 

to raising children (McNamara, 2020). 
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Several studies described different ways that family were included in their 

programs and supported in transition. In addition to the mechanisms named 

above, the Project ReEducation model took an ecological approach to working 

with young people (Fields et al., 2006). Young people went home (or to a 

surrogate home) each weekend to practice new skills with their family and a 

liaison teacher/counsellor worked with their family in preparation for discharge 

(Fields et al., 2006). A transition program, “On The Way Home”  that provides 

12-months of support following discharge from Boys Town included Common 

Sense Parenting instruction that built caregiver skills in effective consequences, 

praise, staying calm, and problem solving, as well as guidance from an assigned 

family consultant, and involved parents in the homework support program (Trout 

et al., 2013). One program described involvement of siblings in a residential 

treatment program, including them in family dinners and providing a sibling 

support group afterwards (Gillen, 2018). One residential school in England, 

Sunfield School, discussed their efforts to incorporate family into school 

improvement through participatory research that helped to improve the family 

induction process, associated support, and involvement of siblings (Carpenter, 

2006). A 2016 report compiled by the Challenging Behavioural Foundation and 

Mencap provides guidance from families about what works for them to maintain 

strong connections with young people in RSS, including: support for active 

communication, regular visits, and seeing family as key partners throughout 

their young person’s time in RSS, including to influence the school’s policy and 

practice. 

Several pieces also discussed some challenges in the process of working 

with families. First, McNamara (2020) discussed the need to build trust with 

families, through respectful and welcoming invitations to partner in the work. 

However, she notes this can be a challenge when staff attrition is high in 

residential settings (McNamara, 2020). Second, working with families is 

challenging due to lack of funding to meaningfully involve them and, closely 

linked to this, how to do this when families are far away from the program 

(Geurts et al., 2012; McNamara, 2020). We also discuss this in the Risks 

section. Geurts et al. (2012) also name family violence as a challenge to this 

work. 
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Adulthood or “Age-Out” Transitions 

There were few studies in our review that described successful transition 

programs for young people who left residential schools because they reached an 

age when they were no longer eligible to remain in school. There were, however, 

a number of studies that described the challenges students and families 

encountered in this process and related concerns that point to potential areas to 

address in these types of transition. 

 Several studies from the UK described adulthood transition planning from 

RSS that was inconsistent, random, or not present (Abbott & Heslop, 2009; 

Heslop & Abbott, 2007, 2008; McGill et al., 2006; Pellicano et al., 2014). In a 

study of RSS school-leavers from a single school in the UK, former students 

reported that better preparation for transitioning to the “outside world” was 

necessary and the support provided on leaving was insufficient—not systematic, 

monitored, or on-going (Farrell & Polat, 2003; Polat & Farrell, 2002). With poor, 

last-minute transition planning came outcomes that were not the best option for 

young people (Heslop & Abbott, 2008). Abbott and Heslop (2009) identified key 

issues that contributed to or resulted from transition planning in their study: 

timeline conflicts for applying for funding and associated outreach, staffing and 

social work turnover, lack of clear roles in the transition, young people not 

included in the planning, distance, lack of attention to maintaining relationships 

developed within RSS, and parental stress. Regarding involvement of young 

people, Heslop and Abbott (2008) found that even when transition-related 

activities happened in the classroom, these were rarely leveraged into their 

actual transition planning. Regarding distance, this reflected the challenges of 

including officials from home in transition as well as family (Heslop & Abbott, 

2008). Although local area officials were responsible in transition, they were 

unlikely to travel to meetings and therefore did not sufficiently know the young 

person and young people were generally disconnected from their local 

community (Heslop & Abbott, 2008; Pellicano et al., 2014).  

 Family stress in transition planning had several dimensions. Parents were 

not always involved in or aware of transition planning when it did happen, yet 

schools seemed to rely on them to identify options for their child’s next steps 

(Heslop & Abbott, 2008). Heslop and Abbott (2008) also found that parents were 
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unaware of options for their child’s future and unsupported in identifying those 

options. Perhaps this is because suitable future services were unavailable (McGill 

et al., 2006). Indeed, in the absence of RSS-supported planning, one family 

described needing to develop a bespoke service to create a supported-living 

arrangement for their son in the home community (Seamer, 2008). Given the 

stressors that many families encountered led up to RSS placement, caregivers 

expressed concerns that the fight for an appropriate future for their child would 

simply begin again (McGill et al., 2006). Several studies of sibling experiences 

pointed to other dimensions of family stressors: siblings anticipated a future role 

as a caregiver or support person to their sibling, but were uncertain about that 

future role and their ability to advocate, as well as the potential stress to their 

family if the transition did not go well (Jacobs & MacMahon, 2017; Rawson, 

2009). 

 With the aforementioned challenges in mind, several studies named 

improvements that could be made to transition. Caregivers had clear views of a 

desirable future: their young person is happy, able to pursue their interests, has 

a social life and/or lives with other young people, is able to engage in range of 

activities including continued education, and that the young person lives closer 

to the family (Heslop & Abbott, 2007; McGill et al., 2006). Young people, their 

families, and professionals described a good transition as requiring: forward 

planning that includes better information, includes parents and key 

professionals, earlier decisions about funding, back-up plans, and greater 

opportunity for choice that reflect young people’s hopes; continuity that includes 

a cross-over period, attention to maintaining friendships and developing new 

ones for the next settings, and attention to readiness for the “outside world” 

during RSS, and; minimizing the effects of distance through the use of video 

conferencing, digital photos, and centralized information about local options 

(Abbott & Heslop, 2009; Heslop & Abbott, 2007, 2008). In response to sibling 

concerns, one school developed a sibling information pack that included a 

transition DVD with adult siblings discussing the transition experience, expanded 

sibling information on the school website, and encourages greater sibling 

involvement at all levels of the organization (Rawson, 2009). 

 One example of a successful transition program, which addressed many of 

the aforementioned concerns with adulthood transitions was the My Way 
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transition program out of the UK (Broadhurst et al., 2012). The program took a 

holistic, person-centred approach to transition wherein a facilitator with a small 

caseload supported young people and families to envision their future and 

supported problem-solving and obstacle-removal to achieve this vision. An 

evaluation of this approach suggested better outcomes for young people and 

their families than traditional approaches to transition (Broadhurst et al., 2012). 

 This section detailed the crucial role of transition planning for return to 

school, family and community, and when young people depart RSS as school 

leavers. International literature reviewed demonstrated the pitfalls to poor 

transition planning and desires for more thoughtful, systematic, and intensive 

support in the transition from RSS. 

Summary 

This project was commissioned by the New Zealand Ministry of Education, 

in the context of a new “direct pathway” into RSS. This new pathway was first 

agreed in 2018 and applied from the first quarter of 2019. The project reports on 

a rapid, systematic and integrative review of the international literature on RSS. 

The Ministry of Education proposed these research questions that are addressed 

in the review: 

1. What is the intent or purpose of an RSS? 

2.  What criteria are used to decide who is best suited to enrolment at an 

RSS? 

3.  What policies govern the length of attendance at an RSS? 

4.  What are the benefits and risks of an RSS for ākonga (learners), 

families and whānau, or schools? 

5.  How are students transitioned to their home communities? 

6.  How are benefits for students maintained or risks managed once a 

young person returns to the home community? 

7.  What are the trends in capacity and uptake for RSS in New Zealand 

and other countries? 
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While investigating where, if and how the international research addressed 

these research questions, a number of themes were identified. These themes 

included: 

• International Complexity: This theme describes the complexity of 

comparing student populations, aims, approaches and perceived 

outcomes across international settings. 

• Thin Evidence in support of the approaches used and claims made 

about efficacy of RSS placement 

• How and why RSS is currently used across contexts 

• Perceived benefits to students and for families 

• Perceived risks to students and for families 

• Transitions out of RSS; whether there was any planning and what 

seemed to work better for young people, their families and schools 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Difficult Comparisons: Apples, Oranges, and Pineapples 

A key finding from this literature review is that practices, structures, and 

sociocultural contexts of RSS are heterogeneous internationally. Student 

populations and research participants were, therefore, across related studies. 

Comparison of practices internationally feels like comparing apples, oranges, and 

pineapples. Drawing conclusions across contexts is a significant challenge. Porter 

et al. (2020) agreed with this assessment, characterising the research in the 

field as “a mosaic” (p. 44) noting that the specificity of the location and 

approach “allows us to say little with confidence” (p. 45). Combined with the 

simultaneous condition of thin evidence across the field, it seems safe to 

conclude, as others have, that it is fraught to make definitive conclusions about 

“what works” in residential care and schooling settings (Lanier et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, wariness about the suitability and efficacy of RSS practices from 

outside New Zealand seems a reasonable stance. Any consideration of adoption 

must to be cognizant of the philosophy, staffing, and approach that drives the 

program and its relative alignment with the philosophies and conditions of the 

New Zealand context.  
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Particularly absent in the literature was any attention to culturally 

grounded, sustaining, or responsive practices in RSS. This presents a gaping 

hole in the literature that is of particular concern to Aotearoa, in which our 

obligations under Te Tiriti o Waitangi demand that schools: ensure their plans, 

policies and local curriculum reflect local tikanga Māori (protocols), mātauranga 

Māori (knowledge/wisdom) and te ao Māori (worldviews); take all reasonable 

steps to make instruction available in tikanga Māori and te reo Māori, and; 

achieve equitable outcomes for Māori students. A lack of attention to Te Tiriti 

obligations in research into RSS is particularly concerning in light of the over-

representation of Māori rangatahi in these settings, as outlined in the 

Background and Context section. In fact, aside from the RSS literature 

specifically concerned with disproportionality, few studies explored matters of 

culture, ethnicity, or race in the studied contexts altogether. Most studies did not 

refer to the ethnicities of participations. Those that did in many contexts had 

participant groups that were highly minoritised, yet this did not seem to factor 

into the analysis. Research does exist regarding culturally responsive approaches 

to challenging behaviour (see, for example, Wearmouth et al., 2012), but to our 

knowledge, this work has not yet focused on RSS settings. This relative silence 

around matters of intersectionality is not a new concern for disability research 

(see, for example, Bell, 2017), but its continued absence cannot be overlooked. 

Exploration of practice in current RSS settings with regard to their cultural 

grounding and in relation to obligations to Māori, and targeted exploration into 

the experiences and aspirations of Māori RSS students and whānau Māori are 

necessary. 

Undeniable Experiences, Inevitable Need? 

Research shows that many young people and their families describe positive 

experiences with RSS, often situating this as the first or only positive experience 

with schooling and social services. These undeniable experiences must be 

recognized when considering the situation of RSS. These experiences, however, 

ought to also raise questions about why young people and their whānau have 

not had positive experiences before. Are these positive and negative experiences 

inevitable? Is RSS the only mechanism to achieve such positive outcomes? What 

did the RSS do to achieve these experiences and could this be achieved in other 
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ways? How does the positive experience of RSS connect to future, long term 

experiences for the young person and their whānau? And, how do whānau Māori 

experience RSS? 

What is credited for the positive outcomes discussed in the section on 

benefits to young people varies in the literature. Some researchers attribute 

these outcomes to the specifics of the RSS context, (e.g., the small class sizes 

and the “24-hour curriculum” providing a highly structured environment with 

purpose-built recreation). This attribution suggests that RSS is possibly the only 

environment that could yield these benefits—the need for RSS is therefore 

positioned as inevitable. For example, Polat and Farrell (2002) conclude: 

One has to seriously question whether a mainstream environment could 

ever offer the level of care and support needed to help these pupils 
overcome their long-standing emotional problems and provide 

appropriately structured educational opportunities. In addition, 
mainstream provision can never offer the support required during 
evenings and weekends. (p. 106) 

This, in turn, positions young people, their families, and communities within a 

deficit discourse (Skidmore, 2002). This pedagogical discourse of deviance sets 

off a tsunami of responses that recuses, obviates, and obfuscates the school and 

educational system’s responsibility in creating issues for young people. Indeed, 

the use of a short-term, segregated residential school program in New Zealand 

aligns with a special-education approach that locates academic or social deficits 

within an individual that requires remediation (Danforth & Narain, 2015). This 

sits in stark contrast with the Ministry of Education’s (2020) stated commitment 

to inclusive education. 

Other scholars, however, suggest that the beneficial strategies employed in 

RSS could be replicated more widely in local schools and communities 

(Hajdukova et al., 2016; Hornby & Witte, 2008a, 2008b; McGill, 2008). This 

approach would better align with a discourse of inclusion, so long as it does not 

simply “decorate . . . inclusive education with the intellectual furniture of special 

education” (Danforth & Narain, 2015, p. 71). Given that the primary benefits 

espoused from RSS were positive relationships and escape from desperate 

circumstances, it is difficult to imagine that local education settings and support 

schemes have done enough to achieve the government’s inclusive aspirations.  
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Scholars offer at least three interconnected explanations for the persistence 

of RSS in settings that espouse values of inclusion: the context has not changed 

sufficiently despite policy rhetoric; inclusion and community care is not feasible 

for some children and young people; and inclusion is not desirable. Despite 

policy rhetoric, support and capacity-building in schools and communities have 

been insufficient. McGill (2008) argues that in England, RSS remain viable 

because “support services for families remain poor unsuitable and inaccessible” 

(p. 4) and schools remain unable to serve some students. This claim aligns with 

findings from the international literature. Furthermore, trends in child welfare 

systems away from residential care, similarly, seem to have left root causes 

intact, with young people simply shifted into other, sometimes ill-equipped 

systems (Ainsworth & Hansen, 2005; Cole et al., 2003).  

Why schools have not sufficiently changed, Graham and Sweller (2011) 

explain, is often chalked up to feasibility. That is, an assertion that changes to 

schools required to achieve inclusion would be too logistically or financially costly 

to achieve and therefore not possible. This is reflected in Cole et al.’s (2003) 

statement that despite movements away from exclusionary educational settings 

in England, schools “continued to find it impossible to educate a small 

percentage of pupils with behavioural difficulties on mainstream site” (p. 187). 

Speaking from the Australian context, however, Graham and Sweller (2011) 

stressed that feasibility seems to be linked to individual student characteristics, 

where “troublesome children are less welcome in their local schools than those 

with mild disabilities, or those whose diagnostic classification attracts significant 

teacher aide time” (p. 951). This suggests that feasibility is more of a moving 

target, influenced by educational structures and support funding regimes rather 

than per se impossibility. 

Intimately tied to the feasibility explanation is a question of desirability of 

inclusion into local community schools. In this argument, the philosophy of full 

inclusion is seen as potentially damaging, based on the needs of individual 

students who cannot succeed in education without intensive supports that are 

likely to be watered down in an inclusive setting (Kauffman et al., 2018). As 

McLaren (2013) argues,  

It would be considered inhumane treatment if a child with physical 
disabilities was expected to negotiate their way up a flight of stairs. 
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However, children presenting with major sensory processing difficulties 
are expected to negotiate their way through the noisy and over-

stimulating environment of a regular classroom. It can also be argued that 
this environment causes them considerable pain and distress, it is likewise 

an inhumane form of treatment. (p. 33) 

This statement positions a goal of inclusion as both infeasible and undesirable, 

an unethical option for some students for whom attending a general community 

school would be painful and could never be sufficiently changed. 

McLaren’s argument aligns with others, who suggest that the right place 

for some young people is in a specialised setting, returning to the argument for 

RSS inevitability. A similar argument was made by Whittaker et al. (2014) who 

suggest that therapeutic residential care should not be an option of last resort, 

but a “treatment of choice where indicated” (p. 330), with an assertion that 

community placements are not always right for some individuals who require a 

more high-intensity treatment environment. Contrasting this, however, is 

Graham et al.’s (2010) assertion that segregated settings serve to contain young 

people schools are unable or unprepared to work with, meaning that those 

deemed to “need” such a setting tend to be disadvantaged and disaffected 

youth. See also, the earlier section on disproportional placement. 

We agree with Ainsworth and Hansen (2005) that simply removing 

residential programs, be they care or educationally-oriented, does not fix the 

problem. Indeed, such an act may be considered unethical. We do not conclude, 

however, that the need for RSS and other residential programs is inevitable. 

Instead, we tend to agree with scholars who argue that the educational and 

social context has not sufficiently shifted in line with a bold vision for social 

inclusion (Danforth & Narain, 2015; Graham & Sweller, 2011). We are reminded 

of Kafer’s (2013) politics of crip futurity, a stance that demands we imagine the 

world otherwise, rather than taking for granted the current conditions as 

inevitable. This does not ask that we deny the difficult or positive conditions 

associated with RSS, but rather that in full recognition of those experiences we 

ask: What world would allow those positive experiences to exist outside of an 

RSS framework, where our children, young people, and whānau are able to live 

together in community? McGill et al. (2020) suggest a focus on building “Capable 

Environments”: social, physical, and organizational environments to support 

people to live good lives in their local communities—even if challenging 
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behaviour continues. This demonstrates a promising shift away from pedagogical 

discourses of deviance, to instead identify existing capable environments and 

targeted work with communities to proliferate such environments. 

Shameful Disproportionality and Responsibilities to Māori 

The statistics on ethnicities of students enrolled in RSS since 2017, provided in 

the Background and Context section, reveal significant over-representation of 

Māori rangatahi when compared to the general population. This should be cause 

for urgent concern. Bevan-Brown (2002) explained that this over-representation 

in RSS statistics in Aotearoa is not new. Furthermore, Māori students, as 

compared to non-Māori students, are overrepresented in the stand-down, 

suspension, exclusion, and expulsion statistics (Education Counts, 2020). These 

negative statistics are exacerbated for the Māori learners experiencing complex 

needs. Although the literature demonstrates that New Zealand is not alone in its 

disproportional representation of Indigenous youth in educational programs 

targeting social, learning, and behavioural challenges, this is cold comfort. The 

literature on disproportionality demonstrates that over-representation is a 

matter of bias, not biology. As a key stakeholder of services to Māori 

adolescents, the New Zealand education system has a responsibility to prioritise 

and implement governmental goals that meet the needs of all learners; including 

Māori students experiencing complex social, behavioural, and educational needs.  

Addressing disproportionality, Voulgarides et al. (2017) caution, cannot be 

achieved solely through technical fixes. Some countries have attempted to 

address inequities by moving from diagnosis to need-based policies for learning 

supports. However, disproportionality research shows that need-based practices 

still results in over-identification of marginalised populations in learning and 

behaviour categories (Graham, 2012). Furthermore, Graham (2012) emphasises 

that re-implementing diagnostic requirements is not a solution either, given that 

this practice reinforces deficit views that justify disproportionality. Instead, 

Dyson & Gallannaugh (2008) recommend structural solutions to rectify 

conditions rather than individual identification of “special education needs” that 

individualise social problems. Learnings from dis/ability critical race studies 

(Dis/Crit) also demand fundamental epistemic, cultural, and structural shifts to 

dismantle co-constituting forces of racism and ableism (Annamma et al., 2013). 
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Braiding in learnings from scholars of disability justice, colonialism—or what de 

Finney et al. (2011) refer to as neo-colonialism—operates in tandem with racism 

and ableism and must also be dismantled (Sins Invalid, 2019). 

The work to reorient structures to decolonise and Indigenise education in 

Aotearoa is longstanding. Structural changes to the child welfare system are also 

badly needed, with current government promises to devolve Oranga Tamariki 

powers to Māori (RNZ, 2021). Further exploration to this matter in the context of 

RSS is urgently needed. 

Taking an inclusive education approach, research already demonstrates 

important learnings to support improved practices in schools. How Māori 

students experiencing complex needs are supported to realise their goals and 

aspirations is critical to their success and engagement in education. Low teacher 

expectations and poor school-whānau relationships can impinge on their success 

in any schooling situation. Teachers, as “agents of change” (Bishop et al., 2003), 

are instrumental in supporting Māori students to move forward to pursue their 

aspirations and succeed “as Māori.” While teachers may not be able to solve 

complex issues in the young person’s life, they can use encouragement and 

support to promote Māori student and whānau engagement in education. For 

this to happen, it is necessary for educators to bracket their biases and negative 

assumptions about Māori students who present with challenging behaviours and, 

instead, see the young person holistically, as someone who has both challenges 

and aspirations. Teacher expectations may be pivotal to how Māori students 

experiencing complex needs pursue opportunities and aspire for success in 

mainstream education.  

In a study conducted by Hutchings et al. (2012), whānau Māori reported 

that they had hopes and aspirations for their children in mainstream education. 

Whānau said that they wanted educators to have a holistic view of their children 

and believed that low teacher expectations were a barrier to Māori student 

success. They felt that teachers referred to whānau Māori and tamariki as 

“lacking” in education and consequently “lay failure solely at the feet of those 

tamariki and their whānau” (p.40). Cliffe (2013, p.102) has stated that “to know 

Māori students is to know that their lives are both complex and filled with hope 

and expectation for success”. 
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The participants in Cliffe (2013) and Fitzpatrick et al.’s (2013) studies 

stated that they had aspirations to do well in their education and in life, wanted 

to be seen as young people with potential, and did not want to be solely judged 

according to past negative behaviours or deficit discourses. They wanted to be 

seen as young people who were aspirational, full of potential and capable of 

success. They also wanted meaningful access to opportunities in education, 

wanted to be seen as successful, and wanted to know that others believed in 

them and their ability to be successful. 

Cliffe-Tautari (2019) has argued that the processes influencing identity 

development trajectories for Māori young people who experience complex needs 

are multi-dimensional and fluid. In addition to the aforementioned risks of 

disproportional labelling of Indigenous young people, labels used for 

administrative purposes in schools and perhaps for the purpose of streamlining 

services are particularly damaging, and can alienate students for whom inclusion 

is fundamentally important (Graham & Macartney, 2012). If labels serve as 

identity markers for Māori young people, then categorisation by nature is 

harmful, as it dulls a holistic view of the young person. Graham and Macartney 

(2012) suggested that the over emphasis of a label can present a young person 

in a “diminished light” where the young person “becomes their label” (p.199). 

The negative effect of this tyranny of categorisation is that the label then 

overshadows the positive qualities, attributes, personality and cultural 

distinctiveness of Māori students. Terminology such as ‘at-risk’ and ‘complex 

needs’ do not provide scope for such fluidity, and as labels, they can be 

problematic; homogenising a wide spectrum of students and their needs. 

Gaps and Unexplored Areas 

Throughout this literature review we have pointed to gaps in research as well as 

unexplored areas of research given the remit of this project. Here, we reiterate 

these gaps and unexplored areas.  

• There are a number of studies about interventions within an RSS, 

behavioural, therapeutic and educational, that were outside the remit of 

this review. Notwithstanding the assessment of a thin evidence base 

across these studies, this area has not been fully mined for the purpose of 

this literature review 
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• There is a body of literature that explores staff perspectives, experiences, 

and qualifications within residential education and treatment settings. This 

work may be of use in future studies. 

• This literature review was focussed on experiences within RSS. There is 

likely valuable research and local practices that point to what keeps young 

people in their local schools. In line with the aforementioned concept of 

“capable environments” (McGill et al., 2020), this is an area for future 

exploration. 

• As described in the section on Thin Evidence, there is a gap in the 

literature that explains what works, why, and how in RSS settings. 

• Research that is methodologically inclusive and prioritises the views of 

young people in RSS is slim. That which did exist lacked attention to the 

ethnicities of participants and did not take an intersectional approach to 

analysis (including attention to ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and 

class).Closely aligned to this, there is a gap in the area of culturally 

appropriate and sustaining practice in RSS 

• Literature does not identify beneficial criteria for RSS enrolment and 

length of attendance 

• Literature that discusses return to local school from RSS is thin  

Recommendations for Future Research and Work 

Regarding RSS in Aotearoa New Zealand 

Based on the findings of our literature review and in relation to the context of 

Aotearoa New Zealand, we offer suggestions for future research and work 

regarding RSS. Although only our first recommendation explicitly prioritises 

Māori knowledge and experiences of ākonga and whānau Māori, we recommend 

that all future work be underpinned by an ethic of intersectionality and 

conducted in line with Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 

• There is an urgent need for research that is conducted in partnership with 

Māori, using kaupapa Māori research methodologies and theory to 

explore: 

o Ākonga and whānau Māori experiences of RSS currently.  

o Disproportional enrolment of Māori rangatahi in RSS 
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o Culturally sustaining and grounded practices in RSS for Māori 

students 

• Future research needs to be methodologically inclusive, for example, that 

which is co-designed and participatory, prioritising the views of young 

people. 

• Given the risks presented in the literature to RSS placements, what 

barriers exist to keeping students in their local community and school, 

with family? What mechanisms would support keeping students in their 

local community and school, with family? What is needed to build “capable 

environments” in Aotearoa (McGill et al., 2020)? Where do “capable 

environments” already exist in Aotearoa and how can we learn from those 

environments? 

• Given the critical importance of transition practices discussed in the 

literature, how are students admitted through the RSS-only pathway 

transitioned back to their local schools and communities? What challenges 

exist? What are the outcomes? 

• In recognition of both benefits and risks named in the literature, how are 

RSS currently serving students? What is working well and why? What is 

not? Can any of these learnings be transferred to local schools? 
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