
 
 

Executive Summary: 
Monitoring Visit to IYC-Murphysboro 3/24/11 

 
On March 24, 2011, the John Howard Association visited IYC-Murphysboro, Southern Illinois’ 
Minimum Security facility for boys.    
 
 

 
 
Vital Statistics:   
Population: 52 
Average Age:  16 
Average annual cost per 
youth:  $142,342 
Population by Race:  23 
White (44%), 27 Black 
(53%), 2 Hispanic (3%) 
Source: IDJJ (3/23/2011) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Key Observations 
 

• Murphysboro has significantly reduced its use of confinement.  Youth are never 
subjected to confinement unless they commit a violent offense.  

• The state’s failure to pay its bills is causing problems for the facility in obtaining 
necessary services. 

• Vacancies in top administrative positions must be filled. 
• Although there is adequate programming available, administration must ensure that staff 

expose the youth to the programming, rather than watching T.V. with the youth.  
• A fear of gang symbolism is preventing the facility from taking advantage of staff’s 

willingness to run programs that will benefit the youth. 
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Monitoring Visit to IYC-Murphysboro  
3/24/11 

 
On March 24, 2011, the John Howard Association visited IYC-Murphysboro, Southern 
Illinois’ Minimum Security facility for boys.  Below is a report of our findings and 
recommendations. 
 
Until recently, Murphysboro was operated under a boot camp model.  As of May 1, 2010, 
Murphysboro has been transitioning into a therapeutic and rehabilitative model.  
Administration expressed that it thought the transition would be a “nightmare,” but it has 
been surprised by staff’s acceptance of the new model and the positive effects it has had 
on youth’s behavior.  Some staff proved unable to accept the transition from a punitive 
and militaristic style of operation, but most of those staff members transferred to adult 
facilities. 
 

Housing Units 
 

Murphysboro is the only boys’ facility in IDJJ with dormitory style housing units.  These 
units are large open rooms with 12 bunk beds lining two walls.  Each bed also has an 
assigned property locker.  The wall near the entrance to each unit has a T.V., and there 
are tables in the center of the room.  The final wall is lined with sinks and mirrors.  
Security staff have a desk inside the room near the entrance.  Each unit also has a phone, 
but use of the phone is restricted to certain times.   
 
Two units share a connected shower and bathroom area.  There are no barriers between 
any of the individual shower nozzles.  Youth are given five minutes to shower; the water 
is turned off or on by the unit’s security staff.  Some staff said they try to give a few extra 
minutes for the shower when they can, but this typically requires the youth to get up a 
little earlier.  
 
Generally, the youth said they liked the dormitory style rooms.  It allowed for more 
interaction with others, but at times they also get frustrated by the lack of privacy or 
alone time.  

 
Confinement/Discipline 

 
Murphysboro has significantly reduced its use of solitary confinement.  In the first two 
months of this year, the facility sent 15 youth to solitary confinement for an average of 
just under one and a half days according to IDJJ master reports; the facility reported that 
the average was less than four hours.  IDJJ counts any period of time under 24 hours in  
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confinement as one day, which may explain this discrepancy.  Regardless, this still 
indicates that at least a few youth were held for more than 24 hours.  Each of the 
instances of confinement was either for assaulting another youth or fighting. On the day 
of JHA’s visit there were no youth in confinement, and the youth in the facility confirmed 
that it is rarely used.   
 
Staff admitted that some staff still practice military style methods of discipline, such as 
running laps or doing push-ups.  Although JHA does not promote such practices, the 
youth did not seem to mind this method of punishment; several youth said they preferred 
this practice because it was used in lieu of receiving disciplinary ticket.  The youth know 
that tickets can affect not only their privileges in the facility, but also their chances at 
parole. 
 
Staff at Murphysboro said they typically deal with minor violations that are resolved 
without isolating a youth.  When necessary, staff utilize a de-escalation method which 
involves removing a youth from one area to a non-secure area for counseling and 
discussion of the youth’s behavior with supervisory staff.  If this fails or the youth refuses 
the counseling, the youth may get a “time out” which involves no more than one hour in a 
designated secure room and another attempt to discuss the issue with the youth.  Only if 
this fails will the youth be sent to confinement. 
 
Generally, the youth in Murphysboro said the staff members are fair in their discipline 
and that they have few problems with most of them.  They did point out a few staff they 
felt were punitive and used tickets too much or even wrote false tickets, but these were 
outliers.   
 
The minimal use of confinement results in the confinement unit usually being empty; 
administration has started to use the unit as a place to have “sleepovers” on weekends.  
Based on good behavior, certain youth are selected to spend a night in one of the rooms, 
bring any property they want with them, and watch movies or play videogames.  The 
doors to each room are never shut over the course of the night.  A few of the youth JHA 
interviewed had been selected for this reward and said they enjoyed getting their own 
room for a night.  One of the youth said that a sleepover had not occurred recently; 
administration admitted that sleepovers are not on a regular schedule.   
 

School 
 
Youth at Murphysboro attend school five days a week, but only attend half the day on 
Wednesdays and Fridays for a total of 20 hours per week.  Although the school employs 
nine teachers, two of these teachers are on long-term leave, one due to injury and the 
other for personal reasons.  The student-to-teacher ratio, counting the two absent 
teachers, is 9:1; the actual current ratio is approximately 11:1. The facility currently has 
27 youth with Individual Education Plans and three teachers certified in special 
education.   
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The school does not have a P.E. teacher. Though this may seem insignificant, Illinois 
requires P.E. credits for graduation.  Without a P.E. teacher, Murphysboro cannot award 
P.E. credit through the school, which can prevent youth from earning a diploma.    
 
The school offers one vocational class: Construction Occupations.  Although youth 
cannot receive certification through the class, it does teach basic carpentry skills.  In the 
past, youth have created shed frames for habitat for humanity, book shelves to be 
awarded to youth who graduate from a reading program in nearby communities, and 
other various community service oriented products.  They also create individual projects 
that they are allowed to take home upon release.  At the time of JHA’s visit, Construction 
Occupations classes had been suspended because the teacher recently underwent surgery.  
Classes were set to resume within a month. 
 
Although textbooks at the school vary in age, some of the teachers have taken great 
initiative to obtain up-to-date learning materials.  JHA staff noticed one classroom in 
particular with textbooks from 2010.  The teacher stated he had attended a conference 
and convinced the company to donate the books to the facility. 
 
The library in the school is inadequate and not used.  Although each classroom has a 
small bookshelf of books that youth can check out, the actual library doubles as storage.  
In part, this is because Murphysboro has not had a librarian for five years. The facility 
does, however, have an overwhelming amount of donated Bibles, to the point that it gives 
one to each youth who leaves the facility.  
 
The school is also having problems with its speech pathologist.  Harrisburg and 
Murphysboro share a speech pathologist, who should be at Murphysboro once a week, 
but administration said that the pathologist actually comes about once a month.  One 
youth JHA interviewed had a severe stutter and could benefit greatly from working with a 
speech pathologist.  Steps must be taken to ensure that the pathologist visits Murphysboro 
on a regular basis to serve the youth who need it, or Murphysboro should be allowed to 
hire its own part-time speech pathologist. 
 
Murphysboro’s school has yet to implement the Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS) system.  PBIS, which has been implemented in several IDJJ schools, is a 
positive reinforcement based program.  Through a point system, youth have the 
opportunity to get snacks, clothes, writing materials, and other treats.  Points are never 
taken away. Rather, if youth exhibit inappropriate behavior, they are simply not rewarded 
on that day.  PBIS also requires training for teachers in both explaining and exhibiting the 
expected behaviors and how to work with youth who are not exhibiting the behaviors.  
Finally, PBIS utilizes a designated area for youth who misbehave, known as Ready to 
Learn.  While in Ready to Learn, youth discuss their behavior and ways to remedy the 
problem. They are then returned to class as soon as possible.   
 
In contrast to PBIS, youth in Murphysboro’s school are still receiving tickets for 
behavioral issues.  Though administration said tickets are not too common, during our 
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visit one youth was issued a ticket for cursing and sent out of class.  Administration also 
admitted that some teachers write more tickets than others and that teachers discuss 
problem youth with other teachers which may result in the youth being singled out by 
other teachers. 
 
Recommendation:  Youth should be in school for more hours per week.  Other facilities 
have at least 25 hours per week. 
 
Recommendation:  PBIS should be implemented in the school immediately.  Unnecessary 
disciplinary tickets during school hours can be detrimental to a youth’s chances at 
release.  PBIS in the school can also help positively influence disciplinary practices 
throughout the facility. 
 
Recommendation:  Administration must seek a larger variety of books for the youth, and 
the library should be used as a library. 
 

Staff/Training 
 

Youth generally had very few issues with the staff at the facility. Many staff, however, 
are still in need of IDJJ’s new training.  In particular, many veteran staff at Murphysboro 
have not had significant training in childhood trauma.  Studies have shown that most of 
the youth in facilities have trauma issues, and these issues often explain their behavior.  
Training allows the staff to respond more appropriately to youth exhibiting behavioral 
problems and remedy the situation.  When asked about training in childhood trauma, the 
administration reported that it was non-existent and would not occur until a directive is 
issued by IDJJ administration. 
 
Staff have taken the initiative to suggest new programs for the youth.  One staff member 
operates a voluntary physical fitness program on weekends which includes many 
different workout stations, along with lessons about personal health and nutrition.   
 
Another staff member JHA met had left Murphysboro when it was a boot camp because 
he believed it was not beneficial to the youth.  Once the boot camp program ended, he 
transferred back and is currently seeking a degree in child psychology.  This staff 
member realized, because of his education, that an art program would be beneficial to the 
youth and offered to run such a program in his free time.  So far, this offer has been 
rejected due to concerns of the facility’s intelligence agents.  Specifically, the concern 
revolves around a fear that artwork would be used to display Security Threat Group 
(gang) symbolism. Although JHA understands these concerns, other facilities 
successfully operate art programs—demonstrating that the problem of use of gang 
symbols can be overcome.  
 
There are also some serious concerns surrounding certain staff vacancies.  Although it is 
a contract position, Murphysboro has been without a barber for nearly a year.  It has been 
difficult to find anyone to agree to take the contract because of the state’s tendency to pay 
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bills extremely late. This may sound insignificant, but it poses a serious problem for the 
youth. An observer can estimate how long a youth has been at the facility by  the length 
of his hair. Youth at IYC facilities are supposed to learn about proper hygiene and to 
make themselves look presentable. Going a year without a haircut, particularly when  
given only five minutes to shower, makes proper hygiene or taking pride in one’s 
appearance nearly impossible. JHA has since been told that a barber started working at 
Murphysboro on Friday April 29, 2011. 
 
Murphysboro has not had a Superintendent since July of 2008. The Acting 
Superintendent, Robby Price, is also the Superintendent of Harrisburg.  Although, the  
facilities are only about an hour away, this arrangement splits Superintendent Price’s 
time.  Splitting a Superintendent’s time between two facilities will inevitably cause 
problems with oversight and consistency in both facilities.   
 
Murphysboro has not had a Chief of Security for three years, and as of yet, has not hired 
one.   
 
The facility currently has three Youth and Family Specialists (counselors), who carry a 
caseload of approximately 19 youth each.  Though this is not an ideal caseload, it is more 
manageable than some of IDJJ’s other facilities. 
 
 
Recommendation:  Murphysboro should begin to implement the art program 
immediately.  Concerns regarding Security Threat Group symbols are not sufficient to 
deny such a valuable program.  These concerns can be addressed as they materialize, 
and if necessary, youth using the symbols can be excluded. 
 
 

Programming/Volunteers 
 

Programming varies at the facility based on weather and other scheduling conflicts; 
however, several regular programs are in place.  Anger management classes operate 
continuously in the facility on a four week cycle.  At any given time approximately 16 
youth participate in these classes.   
 
There is also a facility wide substance abuse program run through a contract by the Wells 
Center.  All youth participate in the substance abuse program. The program is currently 
undergoing changes in response to the end of the boot camp.  The program’s stated goal 
is to be a “modified therapeutic community” similar to the Wells Center programs in 
other facilities.  To fully transform the program, the current contract with Murphysboro 
must be modified to allow individualized substance abuse treatment and focus only on 
those youth in need.  As the current contract stands, the Wells center must work with all 
of the residents, which results in a more generalized drug education and prevention 
program rather than actual treatment.  Additionally, the program does not conduct any 
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sort of data tracking of its success.  Data tracking is essential to assessing and improving 
the program. 
 
Murphysboro has the potential to fill every moment of the youths’ day with activities 
because they have two Leisure Activity Specialists (LAS) for only 57 youth.  
Comparatively, some IYC facilities with over 200 youth have one or no LAS.  The LAS 
currently act as the volunteer coordinators as well.  They set up sports tournaments for 
youth and single games in baseball, soccer, football, basketball, and volleyball.  They 
also occasionally host special events for the youth.  All of this is beneficial to the youth, 
and it should take precedence over youth watching T.V., which JHA observed many 
doing during our visit.  Administration admitted that staff have become dependent on the 
T.V.s to fill the youths’ time. It plans to “force” staff to take advantage of the weather 
now that winter is over. 
 
The facility also offers an HIV/AIDS class and financial management classes for youth 
close to release.   
 
Occasionally, the youth participate in community service projects.  Although it has not 
happened recently, youth have in the past participated in landscaping in the community, 
storm cleanup, and helping with work at retirement homes.  Administration is always 
looking for opportunities to do more of this because the youth enjoy the service activities.  
The youth have been recognized by the community and other organizations for some of 
their work. Those who received this recognition were very proud of their 
accomplishments. 
 
Murphysboro currently has six regular volunteers.  These volunteers run two Bible study 
classes, religious service once a week, an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting, and offer 
tutoring.  While any volunteer program is commendable, JHA believes the youth would 
benefit from a wider variety of volunteer programs.  Efforts should be made to have 
either staff or volunteers lead groups such as current events, music, theatre, arts, and 
other programs.   
 

Reentry 
 

Like every IDJJ facility, Murphysboro offers parole school to youth approaching their 
Administrative Review Date (ARD).  At an ARD, youth go in front of one member of the 
Prisoner Review Board (PRB) for a decision on whether they have completed their 
treatment and are ready for release.  The decision must be signed by a total of three PRB 
members.  Youth at the facility told JHA they did not feel that parole school prepared 
them in any way to go in front of the PRB.  Staff and administration seemed startled by 
this and showed JHA where youth signed that they had been given parole school.  
 
Counselors run the parole school.  The counselors admitted that release is primarily based 
on the crime for which the youth was committed and the number of tickets a youth has 
been given in the facility.  It seemed that this calculation was primarily what the 
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counselors discussed with the youth to help the youth who are nervous about the 
hearings.  They did say that youth are asked to write out what they would like to say to 
the PRB, and one youth said he had written a statement.   
 
More disturbing was the report from counselors that certain PRB members will 
occasionally not speak with the youth or the counselor at all, and instead base their 
decision not to release a youth solely on a brief look at the youth’s file.  This is a serious 
allegation—a youth should be entitled to speak and all staff who work with that youth 
should be allowed to make a recommendation of release.  Allowing one person with no 
personal knowledge of an individual youth to make an uninformed decision about release 
is counterproductive, unfair to the youth, and against the IDJJ’s mission.  IDJJ cannot 
control what decision a PRB member makes regarding release; however, it does control 
when a youth’s ARD hearing is held. 
 
The facility also reported that it currently has no system in place to work with youths’ 
families regarding preparation and planning for their release.  Though counselors are 
charged with contacting families with progress reports, they apparently make no further 
effort to work more extensively with the families.  JHA recognizes that not all families 
will be willing to work with the counselors, but family support and connections are one 
of the key factors in a youth’s successful reentry.  Therefore, more steps must be taken to 
involve family in a youth’s reentry plan. 
 

Rewards for Good Behavior 
 

Murphysboro has a standardized rewards system for youth who accomplish certain things 
while in the facility.  Youth who receive a high school diploma are given a 30 ARD 
reduction, meaning they are presented to the PRB 30 days earlier than originally set.  
Youth can receive reductions for gaining a GED, 8th grade diploma, completing anger 
management class, and general good behavior.  Youth are also entitled to request ARD 
reductions at anytime.  It was not clear to JHA how many youth actually request 
reductions.  This is a wonderful practice and should be implemented throughout IDJJ 
facilities.  It will encourage youth to pursue their educations and participate in beneficial 
programs. 
 
 

###   
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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, and Citizen Observer Mark Hassakis 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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