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I. THE PROBLEM

The way children and youth are treated in juvenile detention facilities remains one of the nation's great scandals. 1  Some of
the worst examples involve physical abuse and inhumane living conditions. In Florida, for example, a fourteen-year-old boy
was recently admitted into a state-run boot camp. Just hours after his arrival, during a forced run, he fell down complaining of
shortness of breath. In response, more than seven guards descended upon him and were captured on video choking, kneeing,
and punching him as he lay helpless on the ground. The boy was eventually strapped to a gurney and taken to the hospital,

where he was pronounced dead. His crime: stealing his grandmother's car. 2

In Texas, in the past few years, state employees sexually molested at least thirteen youths in state custody. Prison and state

officials were aware of the cases but kept the reports secret. 3  In Louisiana, guards entertained themselves by creating a game

they called “Friday Night Fights,” in which *76  groups of youths fought each other while guards watched. 4  Conditions in
Maryland facilities were so bad that reformer Vincent Schiraldi concluded, “[i]f you were sort of a mad scientist who was sent
to Maryland to deliberately make kids into criminals, you could hardly do any better than what's going on in Maryland's juvenile

facilities .... You'd have to work hard to cripple kids worse than they're being crippled now.” 5

The horrific violence is shocking. The incidents also put us on notice that the problems in the juvenile justice system run deep,
affecting some of the most important functions that these facilities are intended to perform. If a system allows such shocking
abuses to occur, what can we expect of its schools? The answer is: not much. And while the deficiencies in these areas make

fewer headlines, they affect every single child in the system. 6

A good school should be the centerpiece of any juvenile detention facility. All of the children in such a facility are of school
age, and school is where they spend (or should spend) most of their day. Moreover, whether they learn, accrue credits, and
advance grades can have a huge impact on their life prospects. Despite their importance to students' lives, schools in detention
settings typically do none of the things good educational practice requires: Academic expectations are low; the curricula are
neither relevant nor rigorous; there is little focus on literacy; social and emotional wellness get short shrift; special education
services are wanting; career preparation is not emphasized; and schools adopt a deficit approach that views young people, their

families, and their communities solely as problems to be fixed. 7

II. A SOLUTION: THE SEE FOREVER MODEL
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Against this backdrop of hopelessness, Washington, D.C. is in the midst of a radical reinvention of its juvenile detention system.
Because of the high visibility of the nation's capital, this effort has the potential to change the *77  conversation about what is
possible for juvenile offenders and serve as a catalyst for change around the country. What follows is a description of one part
of that reform: a proposal to transform one of the nation's worst schools into a national model.

The school at the Oak Hill Youth Center is in some respects typical. A terrible place for young people, Oak Hill was sued by

the D.C. Public Defender Service in the 1980s and has been operating under court oversight ever since. 8  Administrators have

come and gone, the newspapers have printed occasional stories about what a catastrophe the place is, 9  and children have cycled
through. Little changed, however, until 2005, when a nationally renowned reformer named Vincent Schiraldi was given the keys
and told that he was in charge. The appointment was a departure from business as usual because Schiraldi was an outsider who

long had demanded changes at Oak Hill and places like it. 10  Now it was his chance to implement ideas he had been advocating
for a lifetime. Recognizing that unless he fixed the school nothing else he did would really matter, Schiraldi eventually wrested
control from the school system and invited organizations from around the country to submit proposals to run the school.

For the See Forever Foundation, a nonprofit that David Domenici and I founded in 1997, submitting a proposal was an obvious
choice. In 1997 See Forever had opened its doors as a holistic program for teens involved in the juvenile justice system. We
tried to give students what they told us they wanted, which fit closely with what the experts said they needed: a chance to earn
money, learn marketable skills, and gain responsibility, in a school with small classes and teachers who cared about them.

We started our first school with twenty teens. In our first year we sponsored a school naming contest, and Sherti Hendrix, of the
Class of 1999, wrote the winning essay, advocating that we name the school after Dr. Maya Angelou. We have grown slowly
each year since then, as students from all over the District actively sought admission. Some had been out of school, some had
been lost in big schools, and others had been referred to the school by supporters. Some, albeit not the majority, continued to
come from the court system.

Although we were a charter school, we had always believed in working with the public system. We saw ourselves as a participant

in the public sector, not as a free market competitor. 11  In that spirit, we opened our second *78  campus in 2004 in partnership
with the D.C. Public Schools, and recruited students who were having trouble in larger comprehensive high schools.

In the spring of 2007, Schiraldi's Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services chose See Forever to run the school at Oak Hill.
That summer, we made Oak Hill the site of a Children's Defense Fund Freedom School program, adopting a model inspired by

the Mississippi Freedom Schools of the civil rights movement. 12  To our knowledge, this was the first time that anybody had
ever tried to run a Freedom School in a juvenile detention facility. In the fall of 2007, the more traditional school year began.

In this Essay, I will not attempt to provide a detailed blueprint of what the school will look like at Oak Hill under See Forever's
leadership. Instead, I will highlight key features of the model. In doing so, I hope to outline a progressive vision of high-quality
education in a juvenile justice setting. These core principles, around which I will organize this Essay, are the following: 1)
High Expectations; 2) A Rich, Robust, Relevant Curriculum; 3) Caring, Trusting, Loving Relationships; and 4) Partnerships
with Parents and Families.

Educators will likely greet my list of core elements with a knowing nod. In the past decades, reams of reports have documented

what good schools look like. 13  While the details differ, most lists include some version of these core elements. Although many
schools--especially schools serving low-income youth--do not do all of these things in practice, the aspiration is widely shared
throughout the public sector.
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However, creating a school with these elements would be a revolutionary alternative to current education offerings within the

juvenile justice system, which typically have none of these qualities. 14  Schools for children *79  who are locked up or have
been locked up are not part of the conversation about best education practice. Most educators in a given jurisdiction do not even

know what takes place inside juvenile facilities. 15  Ending this disconnect is one of the central themes behind our work at the
Oak Hill School. We believe that what works best in education must be incorporated into the practice of schools in juvenile
detention facilities.

1. High Expectations

The notion of high expectations has become something of a cliché, especially since President Bush's claim that he would combat

“the soft bigotry of low expectations” with the federal No Child Left Behind law. 16  It is a cliché because, at the most general
level, who would disagree with the statement that schools should have high expectations for students? In addition to sounding
obvious, the high expectations mantra runs the risk of devolving into empty rhetoric if the expectations are not accompanied
by the support needed to meet them. High expectations alone are not enough. Teachers must be skilled, and need opportunities
to collaborate and improve their craft. The curriculum must be challenging and engaging. Education must be individualized to
meet the students' needs, and individual struggling students must be supported. And all of this costs money.

That said, my work over the past decade has convinced me that, especially with children from the court system, a revolutionary
redefinition of expectations must be the starting point for any change. Everything about the juvenile justice system tells young
people who have been arrested how little hope we have for them. Consider what happens at a youth's first court hearing after
an arrest. As a public defender, I stood next to clients every day and listened to judges tell them the same thing: “I'm going to
release you on the condition that you: 1) do not get arrested again, 2) pass your weekly drug tests, and 3) carry an attendance
card to school for your teachers to sign.” As a public defender, it was my job to get my client the fewest conditions of release
possible, so I certainly would never ask for more than that. But I was always amazed by the expectations conveyed in those
judicial orders. What parent defines success as going to school, not using drugs, and avoiding arrest? Parents dream of college,
of getting good grades, of children making a contribution to their families and communities. But such talk is absent *80  from
the juvenile court system, because the system does not think that children who have been arrested have that potential.

The scene I just described is not going to change anytime soon, if ever. Nor, perhaps, should it. Juvenile judges need to set a low
bar for success. After all, young people in juvenile court are typically there because they have been charged with a crime, so
conditioning their release on their ability to obey the law is appropriate. But schools serving young people in the court system
must have higher standards. After all, a school's job is to help students reach their dreams, and few people's dreams are limited
to avoiding recidivism.

With this in mind, when we started See Forever and the Maya Angelou School, we made a practice of telling students and
families the first time we met them that “this is your first step towards college, a job you enjoy, and the life you want.” Sometimes
those meetings took place in the courthouse or the public defender's office, with youths who had recently been released from
jail. We received a lot of blank looks in response. But we knew that would be the case; what we were saying was so completely
different from what children and families had been accustomed to hearing that we may as well have been speaking another
language. The blank looks also reminded us of something important: It is not nearly enough to tell children you believe in them
and their futures. One conversation will not engender the sort of trust you need, especially when talking to children and families
who have been sold a bill of goods for so long. To take effect, this message must be repeated, tirelessly and consistently, by
every member of the staff, from the principal to the receptionist to the student interns and school volunteers. More importantly,
the talk must be backed by specific action. These actions include much of what I describe in this Essay: developing a rigorous
curriculum, investing in trusting relationships, and engaging families and communities.
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I do not for a minute want to suggest that this is easy. Young people in juvenile justice facilities typically come with a host
of challenges. They often come from low-income families, are typically years behind in school, and frequently face socio-

emotional wellness challenges. Many have disabilities that have never been properly addressed. 17  And they all have committed
at least one crime.

*81  These obstacles may seem insurmountable to many readers of this Essay. But despite the daunting challenges, at See
Forever we face this work with optimism, not despair. Why? Principally it is because we have learned that while each of these
young people has problems, the problems do not wholly define them. Every young person we have ever worked with--including
those who are incarcerated--has tremendous assets. Even as they sit locked up, miles from their homes, they have hopes, dreams,
and potential. They crave relationships with supportive, caring adults who believe in them and demand the best. They each have
someone in their lives who wants them back home, and who prays that when they return, they will go back to school, get jobs,
contribute to their families, and even go to college. We believe that schools must take the view that it is their job to help make
this happen by identifying and building upon the assets each young person possesses.

2. A Rich, Robust, Relevant Curriculum

One of the most pernicious themes in recent education policy discussions is the notion that while middle-class students do
well with a range of resources and activities, low-income children need a stripped-down curriculum. These arguments are
increasingly becoming explicit. An example is a recent editorial in USA Today, which criticized the idea that No Child Left
Behind had contributed to the decline of arts and music in schools. The USA Today editors argued that narrowing of the
curriculum was limited to urban districts. Middle class and wealthy parents need not worry, they said, because “if your child
attends a successful school in a well-to-do neighborhood, chances are the curriculum hasn't narrowed.” As for poor students,

“if your child attends a school in a high-poverty neighborhood, chances are the school needs to zero in on the basics.” 18

This argument goes against everything we believe at See Forever and Maya Angelou. Our starting position is just the opposite:

We presume that what the wealthy get would be good for all students. 19  To be clear, this is simply a presumption. If we gather
evidence to the contrary, we will adjust our view. But so far we have learned, for example, that low-income parents typically
want things like art lessons and trips abroad for their children. So we do everything in our power to provide those sorts of
opportunities. We cannot close the opportunity gap, but we can certainly do our best to narrow it.

*82  What does this mean for curriculum planning in a school in a detention facility? It means that the curriculum should be
aligned with the state standards, so that when youths leave they will have an easier transition into their next school. Within
this framework, school leaders and teachers must select themes that are immediately relevant and compelling to students, and
ensure that lessons focus on essential skills, content, and questions. Classes must include a combination of direct instruction
and project-based, cooperative learning.

In addition, the curriculum in a school serving incarcerated African-American teens must prominently feature works by

contemporary African-American authors and explore themes and issues that our students find compelling. 20  We have seen the
power of this approach: the Maya Angelou school was named by a student who had read I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
in English class, and was moved to write an essay about how Maya Angelou's life connected to hers. Our experience since
then has confirmed the critical role that African-American literature can play in motivating our students to become active and

engaged readers. 21

Here is how Trey C., one of our graduates, described the influence of the curriculum on him:
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Over the last three years, this school has given me many new insights. Out of all the academic classes, I
would say English and History have influenced me the most. Reading books such as Makes Me Wanna
Holler by Nathan McCall and Autobiography of a Family Photo by Jacqueline Woodson inspired me to tell
the story of my life with literature. I also have a thirst to freeze time with a camera. This thirst began solely
because of one paperback book--the most influential book I have ever laid eyes on--A Choice of Weapons,
by Gordon Parks. His life story inspired me to become a photographer. These books collectively, as well

as others, have inspired me to become a photojournalist. 22

*83  Trey's interest in a career in photojournalism demonstrates the falsity of the idea that low-income students should get
less than the full range of curricular offerings available in schools serving the wealthy. In addition to reading Gordon Parks's
autobiography, Trey had the chance to take a photography elective while at Maya Angelou. The two worked together in Trey's
educational life, in a pattern we have seen time and again. For young people who have experienced academic failure, helping
them find other things they love to do can help ignite or sustain an interest in the basics like reading and math. Accordingly, a
school in a juvenile detention facility must be committed to building artistic and recreational activities into its core academic
classes during the regular school day. In addition, it must offer an extended day program with enrichment courses. Some courses
that we have found successful over the years include dance, music, art, speech and debate, step team, peace and nonviolence
workshops, digital music production, street law, and yoga.

3. Caring, Trusting, Loving Relationships

“Caring,” “trusting,” and “loving” are not words that typically appear in laws or regulations governing schools. I understand
this, as these concepts are difficult, if not impossible, to legislate. In part this is because these concepts are hard to quantify.

But sometimes the things that matter most are those to which we cannot assign a numerical value. 23

Teens who have experienced failures in school and in life are the ones who most desperately need schools to be caring, trusting,
loving places. My own experiences as a child have given me a perspective on the challenges failure presents. For most of my
life I attended urban public schools that, under today's No Child Left Behind labels, would have been called “failing.” But I
was lucky in the sense that school work came fairly easy to me; I liked going to school because I did well there and teachers
held me in high regard. The Boys Club near my school represented a different world. It regularly produced some of the top
young boxers in the country, including numerous Golden Gloves competition winners. I had not learned to box when I was
younger, and by the time I started going to the Boys Club the rest of the boys had far more experience. It became clear that,
unlike school, boxing was not my forté. The place was rough, unsupervised, and scary. As much fighting took place outside
the ring as in it, and I was never the victor. Even though my mom had signed my brother and me up for the year, I dropped out
after just a couple of weeks. Fortunately, there are no lasting consequences to being a Boys Club drop-out.

*84  For many of the students we have worked with at Maya Angelou, and for most of the young people in juvenile justice
facilities, school presents the same challenges and disappointments that the Boys Club did for me. It is, in their eyes, a place
of vulnerability, where their deficiencies are on display. How does a group of determined educators break down the walls that
students put up to hide their academic weaknesses? There are many pieces to the answer, but a critical one is trust. Students
who have experienced years of failure in school have to believe that this time, the adults will be different. This time, the adults

in the room won't give up on them, won't just teach the kids who are getting it, and won't write them off as incorrigible. 24

This is not easy by any stretch. By the time they are teens, adolescents who have had academic troubles and a deficit of trusting
relationships have perfected a variety of strategies to hide their weaknesses and avoid being abandoned again. They can be
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either diffident, or defiant and rude. Often, it is a test. I cannot tell you how many students, after years with us, have admitted
some version of the following: “I know I was horrible for a long time. I wanted to see if you would stick with me or give up.
When you kept after me I finally figured out that you cared about me, and I decided to care too.”

As hard as it is to develop such relationships, I do not see any alternative. In our evaluations of our alumni we have seen the
importance of relationships to their eventual success. For example, in an evaluation of our school by the Social Policy Action
Network, more than 80% of seniors said that they would call a staff member (and even named a specific person) if they had a
crisis or needed help outside of school. Interviews with alums reflect the same themes: trusting relationships got them through.
As alumnus Mike G. put it:

I think maybe that was the best part about See Forever, the trust. They got to be real close with my mother
and my family, and they made it easier for me to trust them and believe in what they were saying. It helped
me start to think of myself as somebody who really could go to college, get a job, and be happy in life,
all the stuff they were always talking about at See Forever. I just turned 21 last year and I know I'm just

starting to live, but I feel like I'm off to a pretty good start. 25

Samantha C. offered a similar observation:

The thing about See Forever is that the support was there. For someone like myself who never really had
any support of any *85  kind ... let's just say a little inch goes a long way. No one in my household ever
graduated from anything, so all this talk about getting through high school and maybe going to college
would have just been some crazy talk if it weren't for the support. Once I learned to trust in it, knowing I

had that support was what got me through. 26

4. Partnerships with Parents and Families

Fostering parent involvement in children's education is something that virtually everyone agrees is important. 27  It is also an
area in which it is very hard for schools to do well. Deborah Meier, a visionary educator and one of the founders of the small
schools and choice movements, has written about some of the difficulties. Writing about one of her schools, Boston's Mission
Hill School, Meier says that it “is founded on a vision of community that includes parents. But includes them in what, how,

when? Should parents have a say in how I do my job? In what ways?” 28

These questions and others must be engaged by conscientious educators who seek to bridge the school-family-community
divide. But my experience has taught me that few schools even ask Meier's questions, because too few share Mission Hill's
belief that school is a community that includes parents. In most low-income communities schools and families have made an
implicit bargain. Schools say to parents, “we are the education experts and we don't want you nosing around in what we do with
your child. Please just show up to the PTA meetings and the occasional parent conference, and make sure your child does his
homework.” Schools exclude parents from the workings of the school day, and at the same time disclaim any responsibility for
what happens after 3 p.m. until the next morning. Parents, for their part, say, “life with my child is hard enough from 3 p.m. to
8 a.m., when I have to handle things. During the school day you are in charge; run a good school, teach my child well, but don't

bother me with a bunch of meetings, requests, and complaints about my child. You're the teacher, so teach; that's your job.” 29

*86  This bargain disserves children. Especially for students who have failed in school, schools must take responsibility for
hours beyond the traditional school day (and in doing so must be supported by the government). At the same time, parents must
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take, and must be invited to take, additional responsibility for what happens when children are in school. Coming up with a
new compact between parents and schools is hard for any school, but the challenge is even greater for a school serving youth
in the juvenile justice system. Parents of children in the juvenile system are some of the most disenfranchised members of our
community. Many carry negative memories of their own school experiences. Others have untreated mental health, substance
abuse, and other problems, which can interfere with their ability to be effective partners with schools and other institutions.
Many parents of children in the system have been repeatedly told by social workers and judges--implicitly or explicitly--that
they are failures. Some feel responsible for their child's criminal activity; others feel angry at their child. Shame and anger can
lead to parental disengagement just when the child most needs involvement.

Despite these obstacles, a good school serving children in the juvenile justice system must take the same “we will not fail”
attitude toward parents as it must with the children themselves. The simple fact is that families have moral, ethical, and legal
claims upon the young person that schools must respect. Moreover, schools do not know in advance which parents will, if
invited properly, make effective partners. Schools must therefore start with the assumption that all parents have the desire and
potential to work with the school in helping their child succeed.

The Maryland Coalition of Families for Children's Mental Health surveyed parents with children in the juvenile justice system,

and asked them what they wanted from the state. 30  The answers were clear:
• Approach families in a respectful and non-judgmental manner;

• Seek information from the family about the child's history, strengths, and needs, as well as the family's special circumstances;

• Support parental authority in the presence of the child;

• Consult with the family about programs and services for their child;

• Provide full information to the family on the process and service options;

• Strengthen the parent-child relationship when the child is living in an out-of-home placement through visitation, participation
in school activities, transportation, and appropriate environments conducive for visiting.
The Oak Hill School strives to live up to these goals. In practice, this means doing things that schools in juvenile facilities do
not typically even consider. It means holding parent-teacher conferences. It means creating a parent- *87  teacher association

and ensuring that it has real responsibilities and influence with school leadership. 31  It means providing parents with the e-mail
addresses and cell phone numbers of teachers and staff.

In addition, a school in a juvenile justice facility must go further and develop creative ways to invite families to celebrate student
success. At the Oak Hill School, we have Family Night celebrations in which family, friends, and supporters join our students
in honoring their progress. Family Nights include awards for academic achievement, for regular attendance, and for positive
behavior. Students read poems, raps, and stories and perform songs and dances. To understand the transformational power of
Family Night, consider this e-mail from a former Maya Angelou teacher. In it, he describes his first experience at Family Night:
A few months after I started teaching at MAPCS in the Spring of 1999, I remember bringing Jen and several close friends along
to my first Family Night so they could catch a glimpse of the students whose lives had become so inextricably tangled up in
my own. The school was even smaller then, and all of the students, tutors, faculty, parents, and friends gathered in the lobby
on benches designed for elementary school kids, their knees up near their chests as they leaned forward in anticipation of the
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celebration. Whatever images or preconceived notions my friends may have had in their heads of “at-risk,” “inner-city,” or
“court-involved” students were quickly dispelled.

First, the names of every student who had completed the term were read, and there was raucous applause for each and every
student in the room ... simply for making it through. Staff were recognized, and the students screamed for each faculty member
as if they were celebrities. They went nuts in support of their tutors, then their families, then just nuts in general for having made
it through a year together. But when awards were given out for things like Dean's List and Perfect Attendance, each winner got
a true rock star reception. My creative writing students from the first class I ever taught each read their poems, and the response
was overwhelming. By the time Ms. Russell was done reading her tribute to Phil, I don't think there was a dry eye in the place.

I sat there, beaming with pride, tears streaming down my face, clapping like a madman. The love and support and positive
vibe in the room was unlike anything in my own experience as a *88  student, and it cemented my resolve to work with these
young people.

Thanks,

Colin 32

III. CAUTIONS

At this point some readers may consider my story too upbeat. After all, if it were so easy to have high-quality schools serving
youth in the juvenile justice system, wouldn't we have more of them already? In part, my answer to this question is no, because

our failure to provide these young people what they need is more a matter of political will than collective wisdom. 33  We know
what to do; we have chosen not to do it. But that is only part of the answer. There are real obstacles to success beyond what
I have discussed so far.

Perhaps the most important is money. Schools in juvenile justice facilities are often woefully under-funded. 34  As in schooling
generally, adequate funding is a necessary, though not sufficient, condition for success. It is not sufficient--money in and of
itself will not guarantee quality, and money can easily be squandered. But it is necessary, because without money one cannot
have any of the elements of a high-quality school I described in this Essay.

Lack of money threatens every reform effort, including ours in Washington, D.C. Although the school at the Oak Hill Youth
Center is adequately funded, our program for youth leaving the facility is not. We currently receive funding to support students
for ninety days after they leave the facility. While better than nothing (some states provide virtually no programs for young

people returning from incarceration), this is not long enough to maximize the likelihood of success. 35

Students who leave a juvenile justice facility are at great risk. Nationwide, only about half return to high school, and after six

months, only about *89  21% are still in school. 36  The reasons for failure are not surprising. The students normally return
to the same neighborhoods where they got in trouble. They see many of the same peers. To the extent they have adopted a
new persona while in the facility, it is extraordinarily difficult to maintain this in the face of pressures to return to the person
they were before. Discussing how young boys take inappropriate risks, the legendary educator and anti-poverty activist Geoff
Canada writes: “[t]here are five words that have gotten more boys into trouble than anything else I know: ‘What's the matter--

you scared?”’ 37  Canada is right. And for young people who return to their neighborhoods determined to be different than they
were when they were arrested, there are an additional perilous five words: “What's the matter--you changed?”
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The second great caution I offer concerns teacher quality. Of all the things schools can do to improve student learning, providing

a high-quality teacher is the single most important. 38  But schools in juvenile justice facilities find it overwhelmingly difficult

to recruit and retain high-quality teachers. A recent study of Florida teachers makes the point, powerfully and depressingly. 39

The study compared teachers in schools in juvenile justice facilities with the general population of public school teachers.
Teachers in juvenile justice facilities were less likely to be certified and less likely to have degrees in the field in which they

taught. 40  The biggest disparity was in teacher turnover rates. Overall, 16% of public school teachers leave their jobs each year;

among teachers in juvenile justice facilities, however, the yearly turnover rate is nearly 50%. 41  This astounding turnover rate
single-handedly dooms efforts to provide quality education to young people in these facilities. Teachers cannot become skilled
if they leave immediately after arriving, and young people who have seen adults come and go throughout their lives are not

well-served when this happens yet again with their teachers. 42

*90  These obstacles--securing adequate funding and finding and keeping good teachers--are real, and nothing in this Essay
should be read to minimize them. At the same time, the first step needs to come from somewhere. We face a chicken and
egg problem here. Getting better teachers and more funding turns on developing successful programs, whose success turns on
attracting the money and good teachers. After all, good teachers do not want to work at places that do not educate and legislators
are reluctant to pour more money into broken systems that will squander it. Our hope is that establishing a successful program
will sustain claims for more resources and better teachers.

IV. CONCLUSION

Our effort in Washington, D.C. is in many respects a drop in the bucket, but it is one to which progressives should pay attention.

This nation has the world's highest incarceration rate by a large margin. 43  Although black-white disparities exist in most areas

of our society, nowhere are they close to what we see when we look at the prison system. 44  And while international comparisons

of juvenile detention rates are less reliable, we are, by some estimates, the world's leader there as well. 45

This makes for a lethal combination. We take more of our teens than does any other nation in the world and put them in facilities
that do not protect them from physical and sexual abuse, do not educate them, and do not address their often-significant mental

health needs. 46  In addition to the obvious damage to the teens themselves, society as a whole suffers tremendously. Indeed,
even if one did not care at all about the young people in detention, a hard-headed assessment of the damage to society compels
a different course of action. Juvenile offenders get out eventually, and well they should: The overwhelming majority has been

arrested for or convicted of crimes that no one thinks should merit life sentences. 47  The question is therefore straightforward:
what impact do we want to have on the life prospects *91  of the youths currently in our care and control? Do we want to
increase or decrease the likelihood that they will commit new crimes after release? Do we want to increase or decrease the
likelihood that they will graduate from high school, get a job, attend college, and pay taxes?

Many people, I suspect, have some compassion for juvenile offenders. An even larger number agree with the commonsense
notion that we are all better served by a system that supports rather than harms teens who will one day return to our

communities. 48  In light of this, how can the juvenile justice system remain so bad? This question is worthy of the attention of
everyone, but especially liberals and progressives, for the answer has implications for a wide variety of issues on the liberal/
progressive agenda.
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Part of the problem lies in a prevailing sense of futility. When confronted with evidence of a failed juvenile justice system,
many resist calls to invest in reform because of a sense that it will be fruitless. Believing that juvenile offenders will never be

rehabilitated regardless of any effort towards reform naturally leads to the desire to spend as little as possible on such efforts. 49

While the gross abuses of children in the state's care are indisputably horrific, many feel that the best the system can do is to
simply root out the “bad apple” guards and administrators and that, beyond that, it is just not worth it to do more.

That is where innovative reform efforts have a role to play. America did not become the world's largest jailer overnight, and
reducing our incarceration rates will require time and a variety of approaches. Litigation, policy work, community organizing,
and advocacy must all play a role. But establishing successful programs is a fundamental piece of the puzzle, for they provide
advocates, litigators, and legislators with examples of alternatives that work. Our hope is that by demonstrating that we can
succeed with them, we will shatter the myth that these youths are a lost cause. In doing so, we will help set a precedent that will
encourage more ambitious change. Moreover, we hope to inspire additional projects--more drops in the bucket--that will over
time imbue our juvenile justice system with the rehabilitative spirit it needs in order to become more than a training ground
for prison.
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