
 
Executive Summary: 

Monitoring Visit to IYC-Kewanee 6/16/2011 
 

 

Vital Statistics:  Population 208 
Average age: 17.3 
Average length of stay:  8.5 months 
Average annual cost: $84,281.69 
Population by Race: 57% white, 34% 
African American, 8% Hispanic, 1% 
other.   
Committing offense class: 1 Murder, 36 
Class X felonies, 49 Class 1 felonies, 70 
Class 2 felonies, 31 Class 3 felonies, 15 
Class 4 felonies, 6 Class A 
Misdemeanors

 
Key Observations: 
 

• IYC-Kewanee specializes in mental health and juvenile sex offender treatment.  
However, the amount of mental health services offered to the youth at the facility 
has been cut drastically due to severe shortages in mental health staff. 

• The shortage in mental health staff hinders the facility’s ability to assess the 
effectiveness of its treatment programs. 

• In fiscal year 2011, 70 percent of admissions to DJJ were either non-violent 
offenders or technical parole violators.  Many, if not all, of these youth would be 
better served by community-based services. 

• Currently, the Prisoner Review Board has the final say on a youth’s release from a 
facility, which creates multiple problems.  DJJ is better equipped to make release 
decisions for youth.  The Illinois legislature should give DJJ the power to make 
release decisions. 

• Kewanee operates an inspiring music program.  More programs like this in all 
facilities would benefit both the youth and the staff. 
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Monitoring Visit of IYC-Kewanee 

6/16/2011 
 

On June 16, 2011, JHA visited IYC-Kewanee, a specialized medium security facility for 
boys in western Illinois.  Kewanee essentially functions as two separate facilities.  
Kewanee specializes in treating juvenile sex offenders (JSOs) and youth in need of more 
intense mental health treatment.  The two populations are kept separate for all of the day-
to-day operations.   
 
The only solutions for many of the issues discussed in this report and other JHA reports 
are either more money for the Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) or fewer youth in the 
facilities.  Reducing population will not only save the state money, but also better serve 
the youth and public safety.  Research indicates that community-based services are not 
only much cheaper than incarceration, but also more effective at rehabilitating youth and 
preventing recidivism.1   
 
There are many ways to reduce population.  In particular, JHA recommends two steps.  
First, divert non-violent offenders to community-based programs.  Many such programs 
could be created by further funding Redeploy Illinois.  Second, make the re-incarceration 
of youth for technical parole violations an absolute last resort.  DJJ’s pilot Aftercare 
Program, which replaces adult oriented surveillance practices with youth oriented 
support, is a promising step in this direction, but will take a significant amount of time to 
implement state wide.  In fiscal year 2011, 552 of the 1056 court admissions to DJJ were 
for non-violent offenses.  Another 973 admissions were for technical parole violations.  
Together non-violent new offenders and technical parole violators made up 70 percent of 
total admissions to DJJ.  Even a modest reduction in both of these categories could 
reduce DJJ’s population significantly.  
 
Below are JHA’s findings and recommendations. 
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1 See “The Cost of Confinement: Why Good Juvenile Justice Policies Make Good Fiscal Sense,” Justice 
Policy Institute, 2009, available at: http://www.justicepolicy.org/images/upload/09_05_REP_ 
CostsofConfinement_JJ_PS.pdf 
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Population 

 
Kewanee is a unique facility because it houses two separate populations, the JSOs and 
mental health youth.  The most striking difference between Kewanee’s population and 
other facilities’ populations is that a majority of the youth at Kewanee are white.  This 
has been consistent at Kewanee throughout its operation.  DJJ’s population as a whole is 
25 percent white, 64 percent African American, and 11 percent Hispanic.  In contrast, 
Kewanee’s population as of July 31st, 2011, was 57 percent white, 34 percent African 
American, 8 percent Hispanic, one percent Asian, and one percent American Indian.   
 
The racial disparity in a facility which partially specializes in mental health treatment 
raises some concern.  According to the most recent data obtained by JHA (3/31/11), in 
DJJ as a whole, African American and Hispanic youth are twice as likely to be designated 
mental health level zero or “no mental health level,” 2 while white youth are three and 
half times more likely to be deemed mental health level two or “moderate.”3  Overall, 
66.3 percent of African American youth, 68.8 percent of Hispanic youth, and 84.9 
percent of white youth in DJJ on March 31, 2011, were assessed as needing some form of 
mental health treatment.   
 
JHA is not claiming that DJJ’s assessments are racially biased, but more data is necessary 
to understand the discrepancies in mental health.  DJJ is currently in the process of 
installing new evidence based assessment tools department wide.  As the tools are 
implemented outside experts will be collecting data and conducting a study.  Utilizing 
this data to assess the racial discrepancies would be very useful for DJJ, because it would 
ensure that the discrepancy is not due to the assessment process. 
 
Recommendation:  DJJ should ask the outside experts to include racial data in their 
study of the new assessment tools to rule out racial bias as the reason for racial 
disparities in mental health assessments. 
 

Juvenile Sex Offender Treatment Program 
 
When a juvenile is adjudicated delinquent for a sex offense and committed to DJJ they 
are required to complete a specialized juvenile sex offender treatment program. 
 
The JSO program can be finished in one year, but demands that the youth show progress 
before completion.  The program consists of four phases.  The first phase introduces the 
youth to the program and seeks to provide a basic understanding of treatment goals and 
concepts.  It also works to create a relationship between the youth and the staff.  The 

                                                
2 The exact percentages were 33.7 of African Americans, 31.3 of Hispanics, and 15.1 of whites were 
assessed at mental health level zero. 
3 The exact percentages were 9.7 of African Americans, 11.5 of Hispanics, and 35.6 of whites were 
assessed at mental level two. 
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second phase is systematic and fairly intensive. The facility describes it as a 
“comprehensive biopsychosocialsexual assessment.”  The purpose of the second phase is 
to create a treatment plan and a set of goals specifically tailored to the youth.  The third 
phase of the program is a “rigorous psychoeducation” and series of group therapy 
sessions.  Group topics include offense cycle, relapse prevention, self-esteem, cognitive 
distortion, sexual deviant behaviors, taking responsibility for misbehaviors, making 
decisions regarding a sexually appropriate lifestyle, coping skills, crisis management, 
social skills training, and life skills training.  As the program progresses, youth are given 
more opportunities to show the skills they are learning through role play and other 
activities.  The fourth and final phase focuses on preparing the youth for reentry  
or “step down” to a general population facility, depending on the youth’s expected 
release date.  Staff also work with the youth to make “safety plans” for school and home.   
 

Staffing 
 
As is true for most of DJJ’s facilities, Kewanee has staff vacancies in many vital areas.  
Most notably, despite its unique need for mental health services, Kewanee is short eight 
mental health staff.  The vacancies include five psychologists and three social workers.   
 
The shortage of mental health staff is the product of two factors.  First, Kewanee is not 
located near a major university or urban area, which negatively impacts recruiting 
options.  Second, in the past year, mental health staff at Kewanee changed over from 
contract employees to unionized state employees.  This change caused considerable 
turnover. 
 
Although this staff shortage would be alarming at any facility, it is particularly 
troublesome for Kewanee because of the needs of its unique population.  The shortage is 
affecting the facility’s ability to provide the same level of mental treatment as it did in the 
past.  Prior to the transition from contract to state employees all youth received 
approximately eight treatment hours per week.  Currently JSOs receive two and half 
treatment hours per week, and mental health youth receive four hours per week.  
Furthermore, prior to the transition, youth participated in six to seven groups per week.  
This has been cut to two for JSOs and two to three for the mental health youth.  
According to administration, every youth in the facility still receives one hour of 
individual mental health treatment per week. 
 
The staffing shortage has also hindered the facility’s ability to assess the success of its 
programs.  The JSO program was designed to be regularly assessed and modified if 
proven ineffective.  Mental health staff stated that due to the shortages the staff who 
should be reviewing data and assessing the program instead spend all their time providing 
mental health services.  Thus, although the facility collects data, it does not have the 
manpower to utilize that data.  This is a serious problem.  Without the data to assess the 
program, the facility has no way of knowing if the program is effective and consequently 
risks providing ineffective treatment to the youth. 
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Kewanee has started to seek applications for some of the mental health positions, but it 
will be difficult to recruit mental health staff to the geographic area.  Further, the hiring 
process for state employees is long and arduous.   
 
The facility also has vacancies in several supervisory positions and clerical positions.  On 
the supervisory level Kewanee is missing a Chief of Security, Clinical Services 
Supervisor, and Youth and Family Specialist (counselor) Supervisor.  Each of these 
positions is important for oversight and management in the facility.  Without supervisors 
for each area, the superintendent and other administration in the facility are spread thin, 
which risks serious issues falling through the cracks. 
 
Clerical vacancies at the facility include an Administrative Assistant, Office Associates in 
both the security office and records office, and an Office Assistant in the records office.  
The facility also lost its Record Office Supervisor to retirement in July.  It is important to 
fill these positions because when vacant, other staff must take on the clerical 
responsibilities.  In particular, the records office is extremely important because it keeps 
all records of the youth such as each youth’s treatment plan, progress, disciplinary record, 
and more.  The vacancies in the records office also affect Youth and Family Specialists 
(YFS), who act as caseworkers in the facilities.  If there is a shortage in records office 
staff YFS must take on that burden which will inevitably result in less time interacting 
and working with the youth. 
 
Finally, Kewanee only has one Leisure Time Specialist (LTS).  The LTS is responsible 
for planning all recreational activities for the youth, whether it is a special program or the 
day-to-day recreation.  It is hard enough for one LTS to manage a facility with a 
population of 200 youth, but given that Kewanee is essentially two facilities in one, it is 
almost impossible.  Keeping youth busy with actual activities rather than sitting in the 
day rooms is beneficial for all involved.  Youth who stay active and occupied are less 
likely to act out and more likely to get along with staff. 
 
Recommendations:  Either more staff must be hired in mental health, supervisory, and 
clerical positions or the population must be reduced.   
 
Reduction of population should occur through a reduction in both technical parole 
violations and court commitments. 
 

Physical Plant 
 
Kewanee is essentially divided in half to serve the two separate populations.  The east 
side of the facility houses mental health youth and the west side of the facility houses 
JSOs.  The only areas in which the JSOs and mental health youth are together on a 
regular basis are the confinement unit (which does not allow for any actual interaction), 
the infirmary and the health care unit.   
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Many of the walls throughout the facility are covered in artwork done by the youth.  
Through the art class, youth have the opportunity to paint murals on the walls and create 
other large pieces of artwork to display in the facility.  The artwork brightens the facility 
and counters the institutional feel of the buildings.  There are also bulletin boards in some 
areas that feature pictures of youth participating in special activities and awards given to 
youth for various accomplishments.   
 
The actual buildings in the facility are generally in good shape, but as with all the other 
facilities, the youth’s cells leave something to be desired.  All youth at Kewanee have 
their own cells.  Many youth complained that the cells were not clean when they arrived.  
They showed JHA stains on walls and generally stated that their cells “never smelled 
right.”  JHA volunteers did notice a sewer like smell in some of the cells.  The youth are  
allowed to put things on the walls of their cells, which creates some level of comfort in 
what would otherwise be a very drab feeling space.   
 
Many youth complained of bugs, spiders, and mice in the facility.  JHA did not see any of 
the pests or evidence of the pests while on the visit. 
 
Each unit of the facility has its own outdoor area for basketball.  There is a larger 
common outdoor area for football and other sports that take more room to play.  Lining 
all of the outdoor areas are two rows of chain fencing, the first slightly shorter than the 
other and both topped with razor wire.  The razor wire is currently being removed from 
all of the fences. 
 

Programming 
 
Kewanee is taking steps to improve programming for the youth.  Most notably 
administration asked staff for suggestions of what they would enjoy doing with the youth.  
This request resulted in a music program being started.   
 
Youth participating in the music program either sing or play guitar, bongos, or keyboard.  
This program was originally only offered on the JSO side of the facility, but has recently 
expanded to the entire facility.  Several staff use their lunch hours or other free time 
during the day to practice with small groups of youth.  During JHA’s visit several youths 
were practicing a song and performed for our group.  All of the youth reported enjoying 
the program and were proud to have the opportunity to perform.  The program is offered 
approximately 15 hours per week with approximately 10 youths participating per week.  
The program operates in the housing units’ “creativity centers,” which are areas 
designated for music, art, writing, or other creative recreational activities.  Each creativity 
center was painted differently by youth, with various murals or designs. 
 
The most impressive part of the initiative to involve staff in the design of programming 
was one staff member’s story.  Prior to the music program, this staff member did not 
particularly enjoy his job.  He did not engage much with the youth and generally seemed  
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disillusioned.  After the program started at this staff member’s suggestion, he became 
much more active in his job, interacted more with the youth, and generally became what 
administration described as a “model employee.”  One could observe that the youth and 
staff alike were genuinely enjoying themselves as they practiced and if for only a moment 
the line between them seemed to fade away.   
 
This music program is a great example of how the facility and DJJ generally can take 
simple steps to further its mission.  When a suggestion is deemed appropriate for the 
youth, implementing the program can have positive effects on staff moral, youth and staff 
interaction, and the general atmosphere of the facility. 
 
The facility also offers other programming including: mural painting (through the 
school’s art class) 35 youth per week, sports, reading and writing classes, essay writing  
contests, spelling bees, bible bees (run by volunteers), talent shows, lawn care, computer 
education, custodial arts, culinary skills, and gardening.   
 
The facility currently has three gardens that contain both flowers and vegetables.  The 
vegetables from the gardens are donated to local food banks to show youth the value of 
public service.  Youth and staff seemed to take pride in their gardens which has resulted 
in an informal competition for the best garden.  When JHA visited youth from the 
graduate unit planted marigolds in milk cartons for each visitor and several youths 
seemed very proud of the flowers.  Once again this shows the value of relatively simple 
programs.  Giving youth the opportunity to see results from their efforts and take pride in 
those results furthers DJJ’s mission of rehabilitation.  Additionally, it gives yet another 
opportunity for staff and youth to act more as partners or peers instead of a more 
corrections oriented relationship. 
 
Recommendations:  Kewanee should start gardens for every unit in the facility.   
 
Kewanee should examine ways to expand the music program so more youth can 
participate on a weekly basis.   
 
Kewanee should continue to invite staff suggestions for new programs that would benefit 
youth. 
 
DJJ should consider the music and gardening programs as models for other facilities.  
Though each facility is different, several have the space and capacity to implement 
similar programs. 
 

Education 
 
The school at Kewanee is currently short five teachers out of 20.  The facility has 
conducted interviews for two of the vacant positions.  A majority of the students at 
Kewanee are special education students with Individual Education Plans coming from  
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their home schools.  Kewanee reassesses these plans when the youth arrive. Currently 
only four of the teachers at Kewanee are Special Education teachers resulting in a special 
education student to teacher ratio of 20:1.  Depending on the needs of the youth, the state 
standard is between a ratio of 8:1 and 15:1.4  This is a serious problem because the youth 
at Kewanee are typically behind in school when they enter DJJ.  If the special education 
students are not receiving the help and attention they need they are at risk of falling 
further behind academically.   
 
The school does not currently operate the Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) program that some of the other facility schools use.  However administration said  
they do adhere to many of the principals of the program.  PBIS is designed to give 
positive incentives for youth to behave, teachers model good behavior to teach the youth.  
PBIS also helps to minimize tickets written to youth during the school day and 
emphasizes data tracking to assess the effectiveness of staff and the program itself. 
 
In last fiscal year, 33 youths earned high school diplomas at Kewanee, 28 earned GEDs, 
and five earned eighth grade diplomas.  The facility holds graduation ceremonies for the 
youth.  Families are invited to attend the graduations, youth wear caps and gowns, and 
pictures of the graduates are posted on a bulletin board in the facility’s youth center. 
 
Kewanee has two vocational programs, computer technology and custodial arts.  
Computer technology covers basic computer operations such as word, excel, data entry, 
and other basic computer office skills.  In custodial arts, youth learn floor care, cleaning, 
sanitation, and safety measures.  Unfortunately, youth cannot be certified through either 
of these programs.   
 
Kewanee offers no post-secondary classes.  The lack of post-secondary education makes 
it hard for the facility to keep graduate youth busy during the day.  The facility does have 
jobs for youth including dietary, grounds keeping, and custodial services.  However, 
administration reported that to occupy all of the youth, another 50 jobs would need to be 
created in the facility.  Another possible way to occupy youth’s time would be volunteer-
run classes, but Kewanee has encountered problems with that once already.  According to 
administration, when a volunteer attempted to teach youth basic HVAC skills a grievance 
was filed because it was a job that should be held by an employee, the class was then 
canceled.  The union has told JHA that given Illinois’ fiscal crisis, it is willing to 
reconsider its position on volunteers doing certain jobs that were once union positions. 
 
Recommendation:  The next teachers hired at Kewanee must be certified in special 
education. 
 
 

                                                
4 See Memorandum #90-01, from Assistant Superintendent for Special Education, Illinois State Board of 
Education.  Available at http://www.isbe.state.il.us/SPEC-ED/pdfs/guidance_09-01.pdf 
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DJJ should continue to make efforts to institute post secondary education in Kewanee 
and all other DJJ facilities.   
 
A solution must be found to allow volunteers to teach youth and perform other duties that 
at one time may have been appropriate as staff positions, but that funding now makes 
hiring for that position impossible. 
 

Placement 
 
At any given time, approximately 10 percent of youth in DJJ are ready for release, but do 
not have an approved place to live.  Traditionally DJJ has not controlled placement 
approval; rather placement was approved by the Parole Division of the adult Department 
of Corrections.  DJJ is currently in the process of taking over placement approval.  
Provided the proper resources are available, this could streamline the placement process 
and prevent youth from sitting idle in the facilities after completing treatment. 
 
At Kewanee, the struggle to find appropriate or approved placement can be even more 
difficult than at other facilities due to the unique population.  JSOs are subject to many 
restrictions upon release and, depending on the circumstances, may not be able to live 
anywhere with children present, regardless of whether their offense involved a child. 
 
The mental health youth can also have trouble finding placement if they are in need of 
inpatient mental health services.  Bed space for the inpatient services is not abundant, and 
if the youth is close to “maxing out” (turning 21 and therefore no longer under state 
control) the inpatient facilities may not take the youth because of the short amount of 
time that the youth has left.  This raises a particularly troubling issue.  If youth in need of 
mental health treatment or some sort of JSO programming are forced to max out in the 
facility, they will no longer have state assistance obtaining the services they need.  
Instead they will be released from the facility with no assistance.   
 
Keeping a youth who has completed treatment in DJJ, creates potential for the youth to 
become frustrated and begin to regress.  Furthermore, it increases the pressures on the 
facility not only in terms of pure population, but also regarding available jobs in the 
facility, staff time, and caseloads.   
 
Kewanee currently has 10 youths who have been approved for release, but have not 
found placement.  However, this may not reflect the total number of youth having 
placement issues.  It is sometimes the practice of facilities to not present a youth to the 
Prisoner Review Board for release until a placement has been approved. 
 

Parole 
 
At the time of JHA’s visit, Kewanee had 66 youths in the facility on technical parole 
violations.  Technical violations are not new crimes, but rather a failure to comply with 
conditions of parole.  Examples of technical violations include a failed drug test, missing  
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curfew, changing a placement without approval, leaving the house if on house arrest, 
failure to obtain services ordered, underage drinking, or “police contact” which could be 
as minimal as being stopped by the police. 
 
Youth are violated by their parole officers and then sent back to DJJ.  A youth is then 
presented to the Prisoner Review Board (PRB) on the next available date, sometimes 
waiting as long as one month.   The PRB decides whether a youth is released back to 
parole or kept in DJJ for the violation.  If the decision is made that a youth is violated the 
youth receives a set amount of time in DJJ custody before his/her next hearing depending 
on the nature of the violation. 
 
On the day of JHA’s visit, the PRB was holding hearings at Kewanee.  As JHA staff and 
volunteers walked into the school, a young man who was sitting on a bench and visibly 
angry got up and ran to the exit.  The youth made it outside and began to climb the fence 
in an attempt to escape.  Staff responded to the incident in an appropriate manner by first 
asking the youth to calm down and think about what he was doing as he ran.  Once it was  
clear the youth would not stop, staff used the minimum amount of force possible to 
prevent the youth from climbing the fence and getting caught on razor wire.  JHA found 
out later that the youth was upset because he had been denied release by the PRB. 
 
This incident is indicative of a larger problem with the current parole decision process.  
On several visits to various DJJ facilities, JHA met youth in confinement or under some 
other sort of disciplinary measure who acted out because they were upset over the PRB’s 
decision to not release them.  When a youth is being presented to the PRB by DJJ, they 
feel that DJJ is supporting their release, and often that is the case.  Therefore, when the 
PRB refuses to release the youth, the youth is often caught off guard and understandably 
upset and frustrated.  This frustration can result in the youth acting out in an extreme 
manner, which, in turn, has the potential of affecting the PRB’s decision in the next 
hearing.  A more practical process would be to give DJJ the power to decide when a 
youth should be released.  This would avoid the potential for an incident like the one 
described above and allow the individuals that are most familiar with the youth and the 
youth’s progress to determine release. 
 
Recommendation:  The parole decision process should be changed to allow DJJ to make 
decisions of release.  This change requires legislative action. 
 
A solution must be found to reduce the number of technical parole violators, who 
continue to make up 40% of DJJ’s population.  The Aftercare Pilot Program could 
achieve this if implemented statewide. 
 

Discipline/Positive Incentives 
 

Kewanee’s confinement unit has three separate wings.  At the time of JHA’s visit, there 
were four youth in confinement for disciplinary reasons and ten for crisis watch.  The  
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crisis watch youth were kept in a separate wing from the confinement youth.  By the end 
of May, Kewanee had used confinement 420 times for an average length of 4.8 days. This 
is much higher than other DJJ facilities’ average length in confinement which is typically 
around two days.  The explanation given by administration for the much higher average 
stay in confinement as compared to other facilities was the unique population they serve 
at times requires longer stays in confinement.  Administration said some of the youth 
who come to them off their medications or who have an episode cannot be put back in 
population within a day or two.  For the most part, the data shows Kewanee does not use 
confinement for non-violent offenses other than escape attempts.  JHA understands that 
the facility is limited to the rooms available, but it is troubling that youth with severe 
mental health issues are being held in solitary confinement for fairly long periods of time. 
 
While speaking to one youth in confinement for a fight, a JHA staff member asked the 
youth to describe the incident that brought him to confinement.  The youth gave an 
introspective account of the factors that led to his anger, how he was feeling prior to and 
during the incident, and how he felt after reflection.  This response seems to indicate that  
the treatment programs offered at Kewanee are giving the youth skills to assess 
misbehaviors and learn from them. 
 
Kewanee is in the process of transitioning to a positive reinforcement, rewards based 
system rather than one based on negative reinforcement.  Although the facility is still 
implementing the program administration offer rewards for the cleanest unit and other 
such achievements.  In part, Kewanee could model its program off of its graduate wing.  
The graduate wing is for youth who have completed JSO treatment.  These youth have a 
system in which they earn fake money for good behavior, with which they can buy 
various items with the money.  They also have a youth council on the wing complete with 
a mayor and other official positions.  The council in part helps to make decisions on the 
unit and give suggestions to the administration. 
 
Recommendations:  Kewanee should expand the youth council program to all wings.  
DJJ should examine this program for statewide implementation. 
 
Kewanee should continue to explore alternatives to confinement for youth. 
 
 

### 
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This report was written by Chris Bernard, Director of the John Howard Association’s 
Juvenile Justice Project. He may be reached at (312) 503-6303 or 
cbernard@thejha.org. 
 
JHA staff member Angela Weis, JHA interns Alyse Wu and Anne Salomon, and 
Citizen Observers Lauren Thomas and Sarah Zaslow contributed to this report.  
  
Since 1901, JHA has provided public oversight of Illinois’ juvenile and adult correctional 
facilities. Every year, JHA staff and trained volunteers inspect prisons, jails and detention 
centers throughout the state. Based on these inspections, JHA regularly issues reports 
instrumental in improving prison conditions.  
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