
 
 

 
 

Executive Summary: 
Monitoring Visit to IYC-Joliet 4/21/2011 

 
On April 21, 2011, the John Howard Association visited IYC-Joliet, Illinois’ only maximum-
security facility for boys.  
 
 
 
 

  

Vital Statistics:  
Population: 236 
Average Age: 18 
Average Annual cost per youth: $67,665 
Population by Race: 11 White (4.5%), 
191 Black (81%), 34 Hispanic (14.5%) 
Committing offense: 6 Murder, 24 Class 
X felonies, 51 Class 1 felonies, 69 Class 
2 felonies, 40 Class 3 felonies, 42 Class 
4 felonies, 4 Class A misdemeanors.  
Source: IDJJ (4/19/2011)

 
Key Observations: 
 

• Joliet suffers from a general lack of staffing. A reduction in population or an increase in 
funding is absolutely necessary to meet the needs of the youth. 

• Cook County Jail currently sends juvenile parolees charged with adult crimes to DJJ. 
While this practice alleviates overcrowding at Cook County Jail, it creates significant 
operational problems at Joliet.  

• Current limitations on mental health classifications in Joliet will lead to inadequate 
mental health treatment or security risks. 

• Due to a recent change, Joliet’s administration is unable to use its youth benefit fund 
effectively to reward and encourage good behavior.  
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Monitoring Visit to IYC-Joliet 

4/21/11 
 
On April 21, 2011, the John Howard Association visited IYC-Joliet, Illinois’ only 
maximum-security facility for boys. Below is a report of our findings and 
recommendations. 
 
In preface to these findings, we observe that many inadequacies in the care, treatment, 
and conditions of confinement of youth at Joliet, and other facilities, are due to a lack of 
funding. Under its current budget of $152 million, the Department of Juvenile Justice 
(DJJ) struggles to provide programming, education, and mental health services to 
incarcerated youth. Additionally, many DJJ facilities are in a state of critical disrepair and 
in need of renovation, if not demolition. This situation is likely to deteriorate further if 
the legislature pursues its current proposals of (1) reducing DJJ’s budget by an additional 
$10 million and (2) reducing funding for Redeploy Illinois—a cost-effective program that 
places youthful offenders in rehabilitation and treatment programs in their own 
communities instead of incarcerating them. (See Appendix A for a breakdown of the 
proposed budget cuts.)  
 
Since its implementation in 2005, Redeploy Illinois has helped to reduce the number of 
incarcerated youth and deliver comparatively less expensive but more effective 
rehabilitative services to young offenders. The resulting economic savings to the state 
have been substantial. In 2010, the eight county sites that used Redeploy Illinois reduced 
the average number of youth committed to DJJ by 53 percent, resulting in a savings of 
over $9 million to the state.1 Impressively, Redeploy Illinois achieved these results with 
an operating budget of $2.5 million.  
 
Consistent with sound public and fiscal policy, JHA proposes that the budget of Redeploy 
Illinois be increased to $5 million, as this would significantly reduce the number of 
incarcerated youth, allow more effective, community-based rehabilitative treatment to be 
delivered to a greater number of youth, and double the economic savings to the state. The 
resulting reduction in DJJ’s population also would allow DJJ to improve the services 
provided to high-risk, incarcerated youth—who, in the absence of adequate treatment and 
rehabilitative services, are more likely to reoffend and cycle back through the criminal 
justice system as adults.  
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1 Illinois Department of Human Services press release, 5/19/11. 
http://www.illinois.gov/PressReleases/ShowPressRelease.cfm?SubjectID=1&RecNum=9413 (Note: These 
numbers do not consider the potential parole violations and re-incarcerations avoided through the program.) 
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Population 
 
Although designated as a maximum-security facility, Joliet actually houses three distinct 
populations. First, Joliet houses maximum-security offenders. Second, it houses youth 
participating in the Parole Readjustment Program (PRP) which, through co-operation 
with the Treatment Alternatives for Safe Communities program (“TASC”), provides 
services to technical parole violators who are not designated maximum-security. Third, 
the facility houses a population of youth referred to by DJJ as consent decree youths. This 
group consists of older youth on parole from Cook County who have been charged with 
new crimes as adults. The term “consent decree” refers to a federal court order that 
requires Cook County Jail to alleviate conditions of overcrowding by reducing its inmate 
population. In order to reduce Cook County Jail’s population, consent decree youths are 
held in DJJ’s custody pending resolution of their adult criminal cases. Joliet houses a 
significant number of such consent decree youths, who are awaiting trial in adult criminal 
court; subject to adult sentencing; and, upon being convicted, immediately transferred to 
adult correctional facilities. At the time of JHA’s visit, Joliet held 96 consent decree 
youth. 
 
The administration reported that consent decree youths tend to be frustrated by Joliet’s 
more restrictive visiting policies, as well as the facility’s distance from the Cook County 
Public Defenders Office, the courts, and their communities. During JHA’s visit, nearly all 
of the youth in the consent decree common area said they wanted to be transferred back 
to Cook County Jail. Many consent decree youth also mistakenly believe that if they 
engage in misconduct like fighting or assaults on staff, they will be transferred back to 
Cook County Jail. Furthermore, there are substantial costs associated with transporting 
these youth to and from court in Cook County, which are paid by DJJ because the youth 
are parole violators. 
 
The administration separates these three populations as often as possible, with some 
exceptions for certain educational classes or programming. The PRP youth are held in 
what is essentially a facility inside a facility. The program has its own classrooms, gym, 
and housing area. They eat separately from the other youth and receive separate 
programming designed to facilitate reentry. The consent decree youth are kept separate 
from the other populations, except during intramural activities.  
 
Recommendation: The legislature should end the practice of holding “consent decree 
youth” in Joliet. This is the same recommendation made by a report published by Models 
for Change in 2010. The report can be found at:  
www.modelsforchange.net/.../Report_on_the_Behavioral_Health_Program_for_Youth_C
ommitted_to_Illinois_Department_of_Juvenile_Justice.pdf. 
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Mental Health 

 
Joliet houses only youth who are classified as having “no mental health” level or a 
“minimum mental health” level. According to the facility, there were 99 youth with no 
mental health level and 153 youth at the minimum mental health level on the day of our 
visit. This policy has the potential to undermine DJJ’s stated mission of treatment and 
rehabilitation.  
 
As the only maximum-security facility for boys, Joliet’s mental health system invites two 
serious problems. On the one hand, a youth who requires more robust treatment but is 
classified as maximum-security and sent to Joliet, may be unable to receive the treatment 
he needs. On the other hand, a maximum-security youth with higher mental health needs 
may be placed in a population of medium-security youth, posing a potential security risk 
for staff and youth. Both of these scenarios are unacceptable. Neither a single youth’s 
mental health nor other youths’ security should be placed in jeopardy due to a facility’s 
lack of mental health resources. 
 
Joliet’s mental health staff consists of a mental health administrator (40 hours per week), 
two contractual psychologists (40 hours per week each), one state unlicensed social 
worker (40 hours per week), and one part-time psychiatrist (8-10 hours per week). 
According to the mental health administrator, there is a general lack of communication 
between the psychologists and the psychiatrist because the psychiatrist typically works on 
a day that neither of the psychologists is present and does not participate in the weekly 
staff meetings. 
 
Although 153 youths are classified as minimum mental health level, only 54 youths were 
on the active mental health caseload on the day of our visit. The facility had 40 youths on 
psychotropic medications, while the other 14 were not on medications and were added 
due to other mental health needs.  
 
Each psychologist in the facility has a mental health caseload of approximately 17 youths 
and must also conduct group sessions. Due to security concerns, however, only a very 
small number of youth can participate in a group therapy session at one time. Therefore, 
many youth may only attend one group session per month.  
 
During our visit, JHA volunteers observed a youth on suicide watch. Suicide observation 
cells are in a separate wing of the confinement unit. Joliet has three levels of suicide 
watch: direct observation, close supervision, and close observation. Under direct 
observation, a youth is stripped of all clothing with one-on-one constant monitoring. In 
close supervision, a youth wears a smock, jump suit, or safety blanket. Finally, in close 
observation, the youth wears a smock and has access to showers and recreation with 
approval of mental health staff. A youth must stay on a given level for at least 24 hours, 
with daily check-ins from mental health and a nurse. Approximately four youths per 
month are placed on suicide watch. 
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While on suicide watch, youth are completely visible to security staff in the control room 
at all times. The youth on watch at the time of JHA’s visit had been on the same level for 
approximately 48 hours, with daily visits from a psychologist and a nurse. The youth had 
no real stimulus in his cell, but this may be because the youth was put on watch while he 
was in confinement.  
 
Recommendations: The psychiatrist’s contract with the facility should be renegotiated to 
require attendance at weekly mental health staff meetings. 
 
Youth in need of mental health treatment should receive more one-on-one and group 
therapy. This could be accomplished either through hiring more mental health staff or 
increasing the size of mental health groups. Although JHA appreciates security concerns, 
protocols could be created to facilitate larger group therapy sessions. 
 

Staffing 
 
While proper staffing is critical to the effective functioning of any correctional facility, it 
is perhaps even more important in DJJ facilities. Without adequate staff, the goal of 
rehabilitating young offenders cannot be achieved. Without adequate staff, incarcerated 
youth spend an excessive amount of time locked in their cells or watching television, 
rather than receiving treatment and education and participating in organized activities. 
 
Inadequate staffing continues to be an issue in all of DJJ, and Joliet is no exception. 
While Joliet recently welcomed a class of 16 Juvenile Justice Specialists (JJS) and two 
new JJS Supervisors, many vacancies remain. 
 
Joliet administration was excited to report that they were about to hire three new clerical 
staff for the records room. Adequate clerical staff is necessary to ensure that youths’ 
records are completed in a timely manner and compiled prior to their release or 
Administrative Review Date (ARD).  
 
As these clerical positions had been vacant for some time, Youth and Family Specialists 
(counselors) have had to spend long hours completing youth’s files prior to release on top 
of managing their large caseloads. Counselors act as a youth’s caseworker within the 
facility, keeping track of progress, initiating family contact, and meeting with each youth 
on their caseload at least once a week. Inevitably, if counselors are required to perform 
extra clerical responsibilities, in addition to handling their own heavy caseloads, they will 
have less time to spend with individual youth. 
 
The facility has only one Leisure Activity Specialist (LAS). The LAS is responsible for 
planning and coordinating all organized recreational activities for the youth. Given 
Joliet’s three different populations, this is a large task for one person. Joliet recently 
extended an offer to a second LAS, but that individual declined the position. The need for 
additional LAS staff requires immediate attention, given that the current LAS has filed 
his intent to retire.  
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Staffing is also an issue for mental health services. The mental health administrator has 
almost no clerical support, meaning that the mental health professionals must handle all 
of the clerical work. This is particularly serious at Joliet because the mental health 
professionals operate group sessions of only two or three youth at a time due to their 
security concerns. Given these constraints, adequate clerical staffing is essential to allow 
the mental health staff to efficiently perform their duties.  
 
Recommendation: Joliet requires greater staffing levels. In particular, the facility needs 
more clerical staff and Leisure Activity Specialists. Absent new hiring, these staffing 
concerns could be alleviated by eliminating the practice of holding consent decree youth 
at Joliet, thereby reducing the population.  
 

Education 
 
On the day of JHA’s visit, Joliet was not holding classes because it was conducting 
staffings. During staffings, counselors, teachers, and other relevant staff meet with youth 
to discuss their progress or any problems. 
 
The facility employs 15 teachers with a student to teacher ratio of 10:1. Three teachers 
are certified in Special Education, and there are 18 youths with Individual Education 
Plans according to the facility. In the school, there are currently three teacher vacancies 
and a clerical position vacancy. 
 
Like other DJJ facilities, Joliet offers no post-secondary educational opportunities. While 
the facility offers three vocational classes in auto mechanics, small engine repair, and 
commercial custodial services, these programs do not result in certification. At the time 
of our visit, a total of 95 youths were enrolled in vocational classes.  
 
The library for the school is sufficiently stocked with books and generally in good repair. 
It also has a full-time librarian, a position that is not filled at several DJJ facilities. 
Additionally, a law firm recently donated a large collection of legal books, which has 
proved particularly helpful to the consent decree youth. Generally, the school facilities 
are acceptable. However, as with other facilities, Joliet needs more up-to-date textbooks. 
 
Due to staffing shortages, only 17 of the 95 consent decree youths were attending school 
at the time of our visit. If more teachers were hired, all of the consent decree youth could 
attend school. Currently, consent decree youth without a GED or diploma not attending 
school are issued packets to be filled out while they are on their housing unit. This is not 
sufficient educational programming and results in many youth spending excessive 
amounts of time in their cells or the day room. 
 
Administration would like to increase educational opportunities by offering on-line 
college classes, night classes, and more vocational classes. The obstacles to these 
programs are predominantly budgetary, and given the impending cuts to DJJ’s budget, it 
is unlikely this funding will appear. Instead, youth who have obtained a high school 
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diploma or GED will sit idle in the facilities with no opportunity to further their 
education. 
 
Recommendations: Funding must be made available to DJJ to provide college and 
vocational classes so that the youths may acquire meaningful job experience, vocational 
certification, and the education necessary to obtain job placement upon their release. 
 
More teachers should be hired so that all youth can go to class. 
 

Physical Plant 
 
The majority of Joliet’s buildings are disturbingly institutional. The housing units and 
confinement are drab and dingy and completely beige in color. The individual cells 
conform to the model used in most other DJJ facilities with one significant exception. 
Visual access in cells is limited to a small, diamond-shaped window in the door which is 
covered by both metal mesh and thick plexiglass. This window design is flawed because 
it limits the staff’s ability to observe a youth when he is in his cell.  
 
The common area for each wing of a unit consists of several game tables bolted to the 
floor, a television, and a phone on the wall. The area is fairly small and feels cramped if 
more than 12 individuals are present at a time. 
 
The gym at Joliet is in desperate need of repair. The gym’s carpeting is falling apart with 
many rips and frays. This is a hazardous condition and should be repaired immediately, 
as it could result in a youth or staff member tripping and being injured. In addition, 
asbestos tiles are present throughout the gym. The administration is currently seeking 
funding to remove the asbestos tiles and replace the gym’s carpet. 
 
On the whole, the atmosphere of the facility could benefit from a program that allows 
youth to paint the walls with either murals or simply brighter colors. The common area of 
the substance abuse wing has such murals, which significantly improve the general feel 
of the area. The facility recently hired a painter, who has proposed starting a vocational 
painting program for the youth, but this has yet to be implemented. 
 
Recommendations: Repair hazardous conditions in the gym immediately. 
 
Implement the vocational painting program immediately and allow youth to paint murals 
as part of the painting program. 
 
Little can be done to improve the existing cells without a complete demolition and 
rebuild. However, replacing the doors of the cells with a more appropriate glass window, 
allowing for more visual access and contact, could be beneficial to both youth and staff. 
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Substance Abuse Treatment 

 
Joliet has a separate unit for the substance abuse program. It is identical to other housing 
units with the exception of the murals on the wall. The substance abuse program is run by 
the Wells Center through a contract with DJJ. The program is modeled on a twelve-step 
program and is meant to provide a therapeutic community.  
 
Two youths were selected by the staff to present information about the program to JHA 
volunteers. They described how the program helps youth support each other, mentor new 
members of the program, and learn life skills to help them cope with stress and avoid 
substance use once released. 
 
At the time of JHA’s visit, 29 youths were participating in the program, and four were on 
the waiting list. When asked whether the program was measuring its success rate, staff 
responded that they were in the beginning stages of developing a tracking system, but 
that it was difficult to monitor youth after they are released.  
 
Recommendation: Data tracking must begin immediately to determine the effectiveness of 
the substance abuse program. Without adequate data, DJJ has no way to evaluate the 
program and determine whether it should be continued, modified, or replaced. 

 
Use of Confinement 

 
The director of DJJ has stated that reducing confinement is one of the department’s top 
priorities. Joliet consistently uses confinement more often than most other DJJ facilities. 
This greater use of confinement is due, in part, to the fact that Joliet has a larger 
population of youth and a higher security level than other DJJ facilities. However, Joliet’s 
use of confinement still could be reduced. 
 
According to DJJ master reports, in the four-month span between January and April of 
2011, Joliet used confinement 414 times for an average of 2.67 days per confinement. 
However, one staff member told JHA that the average length of stay was five days. The 
use of confinement for five days is not typical in other facilities.  
 
Out of the 414 uses of confinement, 122 were for either intimidation or disobeying an 
order. Although JHA does not know the specific facts in each case, the use of 
confinement should be strictly limited to the most serious problems and not routinely 
used to punish minor rule violations or insubordination. Joliet could reduce its 
confinement by addressing nonviolent rule violations with other behavioral interventions. 
 
At the time of JHA’s visit, there were 12 youths in confinement. All of the youth were 
there for fighting and most had been there for two or three days, while some youth on the 
unit had been in confinement for four to five days. One youth was in the confinement 
unit’s recreation area. In confinement, recreation consists of sitting in a large cage inside 
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the unit, with no property or interaction. JHA was told that a television is often turned on 
for the youth, but on this day it was not. 
 
Recommendations: When given recreation, youth in confinement must have access to the 
outdoors and some sort of exercise. Some other DJJ facilities have successfully 
addressed this need by providing youth in confinement with a special basketball court. 
Joliet should add a similar facility to its confinement unit. 
  
Joliet should train its employees in behavioral interventions as alternatives to 
confinement. Further, an institutional directive should be issued immediately stating that 
confinement cannot be utilized for certain rule violations without direct approval from 
the superintendent or other administration. 
 

Recreation/Idle Time 
 
As mentioned above, Joliet only has one Leisure Activity Specialist (LAS) to plan and 
coordinate the facility’s organized recreational activity. The facility has a set schedule for 
gym and recreational time, which should result in youth getting exercise approximately 
twice a week. However, youth reported that recreation times generally consist of sitting 
in the common rooms playing cards. Although there are organized activities and 
volunteers coming in to work with the youth, not all youth have the opportunity to 
participate in these activities.  
 
The facility reported that the youth have approximately three hours of idle time per day. 
Idle time refers to periods that the youth are not participating in some sort of organized 
activity whether it is school, meals, or work detail. The facility also reported that the 
youth spend one and a half hours in organized activities per day, excluding school. 
However, the youth that JHA interviewed offered a very different account of how they 
spend their days. Many youth, particularly consent decree youth, reported being locked in  
their cells for significant amounts of time each day. While the administration stated that 
youth are only in their cells from 9:00 p.m. to 6:30 a.m., many youth reported being 
locked in their cells periodically throughout the day. 
 
One youth in the PRP program—the population that is not considered to be maximum-
security—reported being locked in his cell for approximately four and a half hours during 
the day. Specifically, the youth, who was not in school, reported being locked in his cell 
from 10:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m., from 1:30 p.m. to 2:30 p.m., and from 4:00 p.m. to 5:30 
p.m. He also complained that the PRP youth are not allowed to participate in the 
vocational programs.  
 
Administration provided the official activity schedule of the PRP program, which states 
as an institutional directive that “any youth not in school shall be allowed recreation in 
the common area or the gym and shall not be left in their rooms.” JHA cannot say 
whether this directive is followed because there are no records showing actual 
participation in recreation or times that youth are locked in their cells. 
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Many youth also expressed a desire to use the facility’s free weights. The administration 
informed us that use of free weights is not permitted due to an incident that occurred at 
another facility. There are some weight machines that the youth can still use, but they are 
limited in number. 
  
The administration also reported that youths attending school are offered a 90-minute 
block of physical education every day and 180 minutes of intramural sports every 
Wednesday. 
 
Recommendations: In light of the numerous complaints by youth of spending excessive 
time in their cells, Joliet should keep accurate records of the actual time youth spend in 
their cells and the actual time they spend in recreation and activities.  
 
The institutional directive that PRP youth be allowed to enjoy recreation in the common 
area or the gym when not in school should be followed and any violation of this policy 
corrected. Additionally, this institutional directive should be applied to all youth, not just 
PRP youth. 
 

Funding 
 

The administration at Joliet has been creative in its attempts to obtain funding in order to 
hold special events for the youth and provide them with additional educational tools. 
Unfortunately, state bureaucracy and financial hardship have hampered these efforts. 
 
In every facility a certain amount of profits from commissary is put in a youth benefit 
fund. This money can only be used for the benefit of the youth and not for maintenance 
or any other purpose. However, regulations sometimes hinder the administration’s ability 
to use the fund to benefit the youth in its custody. For example, in one instance the 
administration sought to purchase educational computer software to help engage the 
youth by teaching them through games. However, the state determined this was not an 
appropriate use of the youth benefit fund because it constituted educational programming. 
 
In another instance, the administration obtained a check from the youth benefit fund to 
purchase supplies to hold a party for the youth. However, the check was denied when 
staff produced it at the store. As a result, staff members chose to purchase the supplies on 
their own and wait until the check finally cleared to be reimbursed. The occurrence is 
troubling because monies kept in the youth benefit fund should be readily available and 
remain untouched by the state. 
 
Until recently, superintendents controlled their institution's youth benefit funds. Today, 
an office in Springfield determines whether the youth benefit funds can be spent on a 
proposed activity or reward. Although this change may have been intended to prevent 
inappropriate spending, it has resulted in a lengthy approval process that administration 
officials report can take months. This delay means that the facility must plan any special 
event months ahead of time. This can be difficult because often an event is planned to 
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reward good behavior in a unit or in the entire facility. The cumbersome approval process 
discourages the facility from rewarding youth in a timely fashion and unfairly forces the 
staff and administration to pay out of their own pockets or forgo rewarding the youth. 
 
Recommendation: The process for obtaining money from the youth benefit fund should be 
streamlined to allow the facility more freedom to plan special events and reward youth in 
a timely manner. 
 

Parole/Reentry 
 

On the day of JHA’s visit, 172 of the 236 youth in the facility were there for a technical 
parole violation.2 Department wide approximately 45 percent of DJJ’s population is 
technical parole violators. This figure shows a need not only to revamp the parole system, 
but also to change the way that reentry is planned.  
 
Although family is consulted when determining a youth’s needs and parent-teacher 
conferences are held, family involvement in the process is still minimal. DJJ is currently 
rolling out its pilot aftercare program, which is modeled after DCFS caseworkers and will 
link youth to services on the outside. However, with over 2700 youths either in the 
facilities or on parole at any given time, the program will not serve all of the youth for a 
long time. 
 
Administration and staff must continue to make efforts to involve families throughout the 
process, beginning at a youth’s entry to the facility. JHA recognizes that this is not an 
easy task, and that families may not always want to be involved, but it is critical to 
successful reentry.  
 
Reducing parole violations would effectively reduce DJJ’s population, thereby lightening 
staff caseloads, saving the state money, and allowing staff to pay more individual 
attention to the youth remaining in DJJ. However, DJJ alone cannot solve its over-
commitment of parole violators. The Parole Division, not DJJ, makes the decision to 
revoke a youth’s parole in the first instance (with the exception of youth currently under 
the aftercare program). The Prisoner Review Board, in turn, is charged with making the 
final decision to revoke the youth’s parole and keep him in a facility. The lack of legal 
representation provided to youth in parole revocation hearings, and the absence of 
meaningful due process at these hearings, is itself a serious issue that must be addressed 
if the over incarceration of parole violations is to be solved. 
 
Recommendation: The number of youth committed to DJJ because of technical parole 
violations should be reduced. 
 
The facility should continue to find new ways to involve families in the treatment and 
reentry plans of youth. 
 

### 
                                                
2 “Consent decree youth” are counted as technical parole violators in this number because they have not yet 
been convicted of a new crime. 
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Appendix A 
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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 intern Abir Ahmed, and Citizen Observers Barb 
Arsenault and Jane Moore 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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