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Abstract 

 Juvenile detention facilities, the equivalent of jail for juveniles, are obligated to provide 

educational services to detained youth, but these classrooms, teachers, and students are exempted 

from the normal accountability measures employed in regular schools. The educational outcomes 

of these classrooms do not have a very good record, and efforts to reform or improve the 

educational offerings have been weak or ineffective. This study addressed the fact that these 

efforts have failed to accomplish their stated objectives because they have failed to address the 

ways that treating children as deserving to be incarcerated may undermine efforts within the 

facility to treat them as deserving to be taught. Furthermore, reform efforts have turned a blind 

eye to much of the educational research and theory of the last 50 years. Failing to consider the 

ways that separate is not equal, promoters of education in detention suggest that detention 

facility classrooms can and will reform their way to excellence. This study exposes the error in 

that claim through qualitative investigation of the experiences of four certified teachers working 

in four different publicly operated juvenile detention facilities in Alabama. 
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Preface 

 
I am a teacher, but my school does not look like most schools. 
It is surrounded by high fences topped with razor wire.  
The doors lock electronically.  
There are no windows.  
It is a juvenile jail. 
But, it is my school. 
 
Consider for a moment this context as experienced by my students: 
No buses, no carpool, no student parking lot at this school.  
Students are brought in through a garage bay, under video surveillance.  
They come against their will,  
often in handcuffs, sometimes shackled or pepper sprayed. 
They are processed through intake:  
paperwork, mugshot, strip search. 
They hand over their clothing.  
They are visually inspected, deloused, showered. 
They are issued bedding and clothes: 
pants, shirt, underwear, socks, 
all used before by someone else. 
They are escorted through locked doors into the main part of the building,  
assigned to a room in a unit that houses eight students, 
where dim lights burn through the night so students can be surveilled in their sleep. 
 
Each school day, students spend five hours in the classrooms,  
working primarily on the four core subjects: math, science, social studies and language arts. 
A class will represent different schools, subjects, ages, grades and ability levels.  
On any given day, students leave and students arrive. 
The roll changes daily and so do group dynamics.  
 
The students come from regular schools and study regular subjects,  
but their experience in detention is different.  
When asked what they thought when they first came to detention, 
students wrote:  

I would rather be dead than here.  
 When am I gonna get out of here?  
 Depressed and sad  
 I was going to get raped  
 Nervous 
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 When can I go home? 
 
When asked how they felt when they came to detention, they used words like: 
 Sick 
 Sad 
 Trapped 
 Mad as hell  
 
When asked what they want their teachers in their regular school to know, students gave 
responses such as:  
 It’s their fault I’m in here 
 Hopefully I will be back to school soon  
 To get the hell off my back  
 I’m doing good in my work 
 I’m not dropping out, ever  
 I’m not a screw up like it seems because the system is fucked up 
 
Student responses betray varying degrees and kinds of brokenness in their experience.  
But there’s one thing they all share in common: 
They’re locked up. 
It’s something they can’t escape. 
Doors slam. 
Electronic locks pop. 
And these percussive sounds echo and pulse  
through the building like seismic waves through the earth.  
Even on the rec yard, razor wire reminds them: 
they’re caged. 
 
At the root of the juvenile justice system is the question:  
Can these students be reformed? 
Is there hope? 
It’s impossible to teach in this environment  
without believing in the redemptive power of education,  
without believing that there is hope. 
But that hope is beaten down on a daily basis  
in a unique and hidden educational space. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

In a one-day census of U.S. juvenile detention facilities taken Oct 23, 2013, the most 

recent date for which data are available, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention (OJJDP) reported that 17,803 students were detained (Sickmund, Sladky, Kang & 

Puzzanchera, 2015). This did not include the number of youth in “court-ordered out-of-home 

placements” such as correctional facilities, boot camps, or treatment facilities, but only included 

those detained after arrest and awaiting a hearing or other court action such as an evaluation, trial 

or placement. This one day census, however, does not give a clear picture of how many students 

flow through these facilities over the course of a year (Sickmund, et al., 2013). Because 

the average lengths of stay in juvenile detention facilities range from two days to two weeks, the 

17,803 students counted in the one day census is much smaller than the estimated 500,000 that 

move through detention facilities each year (Holman & Zeidenberg, 2006). (Exact numbers on 

how many students spend time in detention facilities is difficult to determine because of the 

different accounting and reporting schemes used by different districts and states (Puzzanchera, 

Adams, & Hockenberry, 2012)).   

On the day of this census when 17,803 students were in detention facilities nationwide, 

there were 366 students detained in the State of Alabama (Sickmund, et al., 2015). Twenty-one 

of these students were held in a facility in the center of the state in a suburban/semi-rural county, 

where two teachers were giving a mix of group and individualized instruction to their students. 

Instruction in this facility, as in hundreds of others like it, is altogether unlike what happens in 

the regular school classrooms where teachers and students, as part of a community, build 
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relationships over the course of a school year(s) as they work toward (more or less) shared goals. 

In the detention setting, the classroom is a revolving door of students who have been removed 

from their homes, schools and communities; who are compelled to negotiate identity, status, and 

position among strangers while managing the stress of not knowing what the immediate future 

holds for them.  

Juvenile detention facilities and their classrooms affect hundreds of thousands of students 

each year, but by being off the rolls of regular schools, these students are often hidden and 

forgotten (Roush, 1999; Anderson, 2016). Ensuring that these students have teachers and texts is 

roughly the extent to which juvenile detention classrooms get attention or concern from courts, 

facility management, school districts, researchers and state departments of education. On 

occasions when they are remembered, then they are often referenced by the local school districts 

as “those kids” and as “not our students,” even though most came from their schools and will 

return to their schools.  

The juvenile detention facility is a critical juncture between school and prison for 

thousands of youth. As the “school-to-prison pipeline” enters more prominently into research 

and policy discussions (Wald & Losen, 2003; Heitzig, N.A., 2009; Shippen, Patterson, Green & 

Smitherman, 2012), the juvenile detention facility and its function as educational space deserves 

more thoughtful attention than it has received. The challenges of providing meaningful 

educational opportunities for students in detention are great and have not been adequately 

addressed.  

The teachers serving these students work in a very unusual educational environment 

where they must manage curricula, students and facility demands, where the class roll literally 

changes daily. These teachers are left more or less on their own without thoughtful or meaningful 
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professional development geared specifically for the challenges of their unique setting and 

without the full support of the local school districts and communities. Many of these teachers 

struggle to find ways to work creatively within the limits of their environment, to do something 

that feels important and meaningful, attempting to connect with students and to motivate them 

toward positive academic, social and emotional development. The very uniqueness of the 

working environment, however, isolates these teachers from others in the district who teach the 

same students (on their better days) in regular school classrooms, and distance isolates these 

teachers from their peers in other detention facilities. The result of this isolation is that the 

successes, failures and learning of teachers in facilities go unnoticed, perpetuating the cycle of 

isolation and interrupting progress toward reform or improvement. 

What is Juvy Anyway? “Juvenile Detention” and Other Terminology up Close 

 The words “juvenile detention” are confusing due in part to the diversity of legal and 

educational contexts in which one encounters the word “detention,” and in part because the 

juvenile court system is practically invisible to most. In this age of War on Terror and 

immigration debate, “detention facility” is most often encountered in a legal context in which 

non-citizens and/or citizens are held following arrest. In an educational context, “detention” may 

refer to an in-school (i.e., during the school day), after-school, or Saturday morning time in 

which students are required to report to an isolated classroom or study-hall for disciplinary 

reasons. However, the “juvenile detention” facilities to be addressed here are related, yet 

distinctly different from either of these.  

A juvenile detention facility is a jail for minors, usually 12-18 year-olds in grades 6 and 

up, and it typically has features one might expect to find at the county jail: a secure sally-port 

entry; centrally monitored and controlled surveillance cameras and electronic locks; facility-

issued clothing, bedding, food and hygiene resources; mug-shot, strip search and de-lousing 
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upon entry; look-through-the-glass and talk-through-the-phone visitation area; double fences 

topped with razor wire and barbed wire; heavy steel doors, bullet-proof glass and one-piece 

stainless-steel sink/toilets; concrete walls, floors, bunks, and ceilings; 24-hour lighting; constant 

video surveillance of isolation units and every-15-minute staff monitoring for other cells; 

reverberating noise; lack of privacy; no control over schedule, food, associations; no control over 

communications with family, probation officer, or attorney. Based on the numbers from the 

census above, almost 18,000 youth will sleep in such conditions tonight, most of them not 

knowing how long they will be there.  

In the interest of respect and consideration, juvenile detainees will be referred to here as 

“students,” as most of them are, but it is important to acknowledge that some are not traditional 

students. Some have already graduated or obtained a GED. Some have dropped out of school or 

are waiting to reach the requisite age. Among those who have left traditional public or private 

schools, some are pursuing a GED, but some are not. Some who are not old enough to drop out 

are enrolled in online schools or “homeschool,” both of which provide autonomy and distance 

from school and court authorities.  

 Students may be detained for all manner of offenses, from serious felonies to status 

offenses—offenses that apply only to youth, such as truancy, running away or underage 

possession of alcohol. Even students who have committed serious violent crimes and may 

eventually be transferred to the adult system will spend time in juvenile detention until the court 

makes the determination and completes the transfer. Most students who are arrested and brought 

to detention will be held for less than 72 hours and will be released to a legal guardian straight 

from the detention facility, without court appearance, upon agreement to the conditions of 

release, whether fines, probation or future court appearance. Other students may be required to 
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appear in court, usually to be notified by the judge of their detention order so that the court may 

have more time to gather information regarding their case. Many students detained beyond the 

72 hour window will eventually be sent to a residential facility or non-residential program, and 

some will be transferred to state custody for residential programs ranging in length from one 

month to one year. 

 It is important to note that not all students are detained for criminal acts. Some students 

are brought to detention for violating the terms of their probation by, for example, failing to keep 

curfew, failing to submit a urine sample on a certain day for drug testing, or getting suspended 

from school for any reason. Students detained on a probation violation will have their case and 

probation reviewed and amended at the court’s discretion.  

 Although students in juvenile detention facilities are diverse in age and reasons for being 

there, one common element is that they are required to attend school. Facilities are required to 

provide educational opportunities for all students, whether enrolled in school or not. This 

requires teachers to quickly assess needs, build rapport, establish expectations, motivate and 

challenge students as they come in and go out. This unique positioning of teachers, classrooms, 

and students creates a very different and little understood educational community. 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences and perspectives of teachers in 

juvenile detention facilities in an effort to expose the everyday realities of education for hundreds 

of thousands of American youth.  This study will foreground the conditions for teaching and 

learning in juvenile detention facilities in central Alabama through a qualitative inquiry drawing 

on teacher narratives, exploring the ways that these teachers work out what it means to teach in 

classrooms perched quietly and invisibly on the margin.  
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 A second purpose of this project is to explore the ways that historical and current claims 

regarding education in detention facilities may or may not be borne out in the everyday 

experiences of teachers in facility classrooms. Most of the literature that addresses education in 

these facilities is written by detention facility management professionals or by outside observers, 

each offering perspectives and opinions regarding education in detention facilities that may or 

may not be consistent with the everyday realities of what it means for teachers to teach and for 

students to study within the confines of a detention facility classroom. 

Research Question 

 This study will therefore attempt to fill this knowledge gap and to investigate these 

claims by asking the following question.  

What do the everyday experiences of teachers in detention facilities reveal about the 

conditions and possibilities for teaching and learning there? 

Situating the Study 

Juvenile detention facilities came into existence following the creation of the first 

juvenile courts, at the close of the 19th century, with the goal to reform rather than to punish, “to 

guide delinquents toward a responsible and productive adulthood” (Roush, 1996b, p. 7). In the 

first half of the 20th century, most juveniles were detained in homes or jails, though increasingly 

dedicated facilities were constructed for the purpose. The first standards for detention facilities 

were published in 1923, but education did not merit mention until 1947 when the National 

Probation and Parole Association published thirteen standards for juvenile detention facilities, 

three pertaining to education:  

[7] The program not only provides good physical and custodial care but meets the non-

physical needs of children through activities that challenge the interest of each age group, 
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including a varied and stimulating educational program, social life and recreation, and 

spiritual guidance. 

[12] The school program is under the supervision of the local board of education, and 

curriculum adjustment is made to stimulate the interest of pupils and to meet their 

individual needs. 

[13] Persistent effort is made to promote public education and cooperation because they 

are essential in maintaining a good detention program (National Conference, 1947:18–

20). (Roush, 1996b, p. 14) 

These three standards from 1947 that relate to education in juvenile detention facilities 

may be the first official words on education for youth in detention, but what has followed has 

done little to close the gaps of generalities or to make their meaning clear and actionable.  

The 1966 Gault decision by the U.S. Supreme Court began to close loopholes related to 

juvenile court and detention practices by securing due process rights for youth (Roush, 1996), 

and the 1980 Civil Rights of Institutionalized Persons Act secured students’ rights to an 

education while detained (Houchins, 2009). While the CRIPA precipitated much work 

to improve correctional education for adults, however, it ultimately yielded little return for 

juveniles, presumably because, as Roush (1996) suggests: detained students represent such a 

small portion of the total incarcerated population and such a small portion of the public-school-

age population. This debatably small population, however, provides an important window into 

the practices and effects of the school-prison institutional continuum (Rodriguez, 2010; Ben-

Moshe, 2011; Mutua, 2003; Foucault, 1977), and the juvenile detention classroom is a notable 

crossroad for these two institutions - school and prison - with the educations, livelihoods, and life 

opportunities of hundreds of thousands of youth on the line.   
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Coffey’s (1994) Effective Practices in Juvenile Correctional Education: A Study of the 

Literature and Research 1980-1992 presents as a 193-page exhaustive reference including 360 

annotated bibliographies of scholarly articles. Coffey writes as a lofty observer with the stated 

purpose to “challenge...all who are in a position to influence the future course of the education of 

juvenile delinquents” (p. 3). In short, he is critical of the state of juvenile correctional education 

(“...it needs to be thoroughly reformed - perhaps even reinvented” (p. 3)) for its failure to 

incorporate the findings of the federal Effective Schools Research of the 1980’s which examined 

“how instruction can be changed to improve the school performance of poor and at-risk children” 

(p. 72). The conclusion Coffey emphasizes is that schools should focus “on the strengths 

(emphasis in original), cultural context, experience and knowledge disadvantaged children bring 

to school, not on their deficiencies” (p. 72). Also, curricula should be interesting and 

challenging; instruction should emphasize “meaning and understanding”; “teachers need to 

expand their repertoire” (p. 72). Coffey goes on to thoughtfully give eight numbered lists of best 

practices for schools under the following headings: administration, academic programs, special 

education, psychoeducational programming, employment preparation, transition and support 

services, and program evaluation and research. Altogether, Coffey lists 149 best practices. 

While I bristle at Coffey’s critique that “teachers and staff seem to have rather low 

expectations of these students” (p. 81), I concede his point that valuing students and offering 

engaging learning opportunities is more helpful than a punitive approach, which many detention 

classrooms still use today. This argument for valuing and engaging, however, begs the question: 

“How? What would that look like in a detention facility?” The long punch list of best practices 

does not tell me what to do to engage a 15 year old more interested in criminal activity than in 

gaining knowledge and skills to leverage toward legitimate work. Nor does it help me to engage 
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an embittered student whose principal has told him to not come back. How do I adjust my 

curriculum to meet these students where they are? And how do I do all of this with students who 

populate my classroom for a few days to a few weeks, coming and going at random? For 

teachers in detention facilities, these are not rhetorical questions.  

In 1996, bringing a practical approach grounded in years of experience in various 

capacities with education in Michigan detention facilities, Roush made the argument that formal 

academic education in detention facilities should be one component of a holistic program 

designed to protect, help and heal youth in detention. Furthermore, he concedes that education in 

a detention facility cannot “correct all past failures in school,” but it can be helpful (Roush, 

1996b, p. 130). So, what does this mean for teachers in detention facilities where managers and 

staff are primarily concerned with safety and security, and where any concern for the welfare and 

healing of detainees is secondary? For teachers, however, welfare is a primary concern because 

the cold, sleepless, stressed child is not prepared for learning. In a punitive facility where 

detainees are treated as getting what they deserve, how does the effective detention teacher meet 

the non-academic needs of students and complement them with the academic? 

In 2009, Houchins, Puckett-Patterson, Crosby, Shippen and Jolivette set out to “generate 

grounded theory regarding the quality of education of incarcerated youth” (p. 161). Using mixed 

methods, they surveyed and interviewed 78 teachers in juvenile corrections in Louisiana, 

producing a predictable list of “facilitators” and “barriers” for “quality education:” personnel 

concerns, academics, student concerns, discipline, materials and supplies, parental involvement, 

funding, communication, facility issues. Interestingly, the items receiving the most votes as 

“barriers” also received the most votes as “facilitators,” and the above list shows them in 

descending order, from most votes to least. Surprisingly, most of the specific items mentioned 
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are not completely unique to the correctional setting; teachers in regular schools would probably 

come close to generating the same list if they were asked the same questions. On the second page 

of their article, Houchins, et al., report motivation for this study springing from awareness that 

additional knowledge is needed to determine the procedures and policies required to improve the 

quality of the educational services in juvenile justice facilities” (p. 160). In their conclusions, 

they come back to the same place, suggesting future research ask the question: “What specific 

academic, transition, and behavioral programming is necessary to improve the quality of 

education in juvenile justice?” (p. 166). Before and after their study, they ask the same question 

but shift the focus from “procedures and policies” to “programming.” Clearly, more research is 

needed.  

The whole history of juvenile detention facilities is less than 120 years, and the history of 

the institution as a formal educational site is considerably shorter than that - arguably less than 

40 years. The history of research into teaching and learning in detention facilities is even shorter 

yet, and the research that incorporates the perspectives of practitioners, that gives a close look at 

the daily conditions and constraints of education in short-term confinement, is practically non-

existent. What is needed is research that incorporates the voices of practitioners and examines 

what it means to teach students who are accruing juvenile criminal records and who are in 

varying stages of being removed from their schools. 

Significance 

 The conditions and challenges of education in detention facilities need to be addressed 

more fully than they have. For too long, educators and juvenile courts have operated under the 

assumption that the rights of youth to free and appropriate education were not denied if students 

were supplied with a text and teacher while detained against their will in a secure facility. This 

very assumption appeared in the Supreme Court’s majority opinion of Schall v. Martin (1984) 
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which upheld the practice of pre-trial detention for juveniles against argument of due process 

violations. In defense of detention, the Court cited the fact that detainees “partake in educational 

and recreational programs and counseling sessions run by trained social workers.” This idea of 

“partaking” suggests politeness and pleasantness, an unrealistic picture of juvenile confinements 

as a kind of summer camp. While this notion of politeness is unravelling (Liss, 2005; Ross, 

2012), the erroneous idea that a classroom behind razor wire is essentially equivalent to any 

other has yet to be undone by the voices of its classroom teachers in the way that Kozol (1967) 

and others broke the quiet contentment of post-segregation schooling.  

It may be possible to offer an appropriate, engaging and relevant education to youth in 

confinement, but the needs and the context have not been sufficiently studied to determine what 

that would look like. To respond to this question by saying that detained youth deserve the same 

classes and instruction as their peers in the regular schools is not acceptable. This response is 

either disingenuous or misinformed, because the same classes and instruction are being denied 

them. Separate is not equal; it is “inherently unequal” (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954); it is 

different. Acknowledging that education in confinement is different demands serious 

consideration from educational leaders and thinkers about what it means to honor the students 

who find themselves, on days when they should be in school, detained. What does it mean to 

offer separate but equal educational opportunities to these students? Is this possible? Knowing 

more about the conditions and functions of classrooms in detention facilities might shed some 

light on these questions. So, what are the experiences of teachers in these educational spaces and 

what can we learn about the opportunities for teaching and learning there? 

This Study 

To better understand the classrooms and educational opportunities in detention facilities, 

this study drew upon qualitative interviews with teachers in detention facilities to learn about 
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their experiences working within the unique confines of their classrooms to create meaningful 

learning experiences for their students. Participants in this study were certified teachers with at 

least five years’ experience teaching in four of the eight publicly operated detention facilities in 

the State of Alabama. Interviews were conducted, transcribed and analyzed to create a 

comprehensive account of the work these teachers do every day. This study and these stories will 

contribute to an understanding of the kinds of teaching and learning opportunities that exist in 

detention facilities and will provide an empirical basis for evaluating the state of and the 

possibilities for educational opportunities available to detained students. 

Juvenile detention facility classrooms have played a critical role in the development of 

the practice of confining youth, and the nineteenth century claims which are still used today to 

defend these practices deserve scrutiny in an age when schools are implicated in funneling 

students into the world’s largest incarceration system, and law enforcement and judicial systems 

are implicated in civil rights violations. Traditional claims should be analyzed in the light of 

recent scholarship and current evidence of conditions for teaching and learning in confinement. 

The accounts of teachers working in detention facility classrooms provide a window into the 

conditions and possibilities for education in confinement, evidence that complicates claims that 

students in detention facilities enjoy educational opportunities equal to those available elsewhere. 

Limitations of This Study 

 This study is limited to a purposeful and convenient sample of four teachers with 

experience teaching in four different publicly operated juvenile detention facilities in Alabama. 

Interviews with these teachers were limited to one academic semester and represent the 

experiences of these teachers at a specific place and time. Furthermore, the findings of this study 

were limited to what could be gleaned from participant responses to the questions and prompts 

used in the interviews. Interviews focused on teacher experiences in the classroom and not on 
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other educational opportunities such as counseling, religious programming or other opportunities 

that may or may not have been available in the facility.   Finally, this study did not engage a 

structural analysis of detention facility classrooms or schools, but focused on a very close-up and 

detailed view of classroom education in these detention facilities through the narratives 

generated through qualitative interviews with teachers who work with detained youth every day. 

Researcher Position 

I am a math and science teacher in a juvenile detention facility in Alabama, drawn to 

work in the facility out of an interest and concern for providing quality education to students on 

the margin and out of confidence that learning might change lives and life opportunities of 

students for the better. After several years of teaching in this facility, I still struggle with a 

quandary not unique to my situation but brought to bitter focus in a juvenile detention facility 

where students are stripped of customary freedoms, resources and opportunities: what does one 

do when the recommended curriculum, when what is expected of me, seems incompatible with 

the real needs of the students. How do I balance my curricular agenda with the imperative to 

respond to the pre-academic needs of my students? If I acknowledge that my students are highly 

stressed, bitter, depressed, in the process of dropping out, or of being pushed out, disinterested in 

learning, resistant to teaching, at risk of not completing their educations, at risk of going through 

life functionally illiterate and innumerate, at risk of being removed from public schools and on 

the margin of adult criminal records, what is the proper response? To overlook the realities of 

students’ lives and to push an agenda without thoughtful concern for their needs, interests and 

welfare is to run the risk of forfeiting an opportunity to build relationships that inspire them 

toward work and hope; to run the risk of pushing them to be more hardened, closed and 

despondent; to run the risk of pushing them to more strongly embrace the misplaced resolve that 

criminality and incarceration are worthy and viable options. 
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I approach my work and this research project from a critical perspective, understanding 

schools to be cultural creations that are not neutral, but wield power and influence differentially.  

Mindful of the varying experiences of this power and influence across differences of class, 

culture, gender, interest and ability, I am sensitive to the ways that the practice of teaching in a 

detention facility wields a double-edged and contradictory influence: enriching and humanizing 

students’ experiences of detention by means of attention and instruction, but also compounding 

the coercive power of the State institutions that judge them by imposing a curricular agenda 

irrespective of immediate needs or interests. 

Terminology 

Education. In this paper, refers to formal or official attempts to teach academic core 

subjects, electives, and/or related content. 

Confinement education. Used here as a general reference to education in any court-

sanctioned residential facility, whether detention facility, correctional facility, boot camp or other 

specialized treatment facilities, where youth are confined by order of a court. 

Detention facility. Short-term confinement where youth are held while awaiting orders 

from juvenile court. 

Reform school. A residential facility or program where youth are confined by court order 

for supervision and rehabilitation. Today’s “reform” schools avoid using this word because of 

the long history of abuse and failure associated with it. For example, most recently, Florida’s 

Dozier School for Boys, closed in 2011, where archaeologists and forensic anthropologists 

discovered scores of unmarked graves (Blakemore, 2016). 

Correctional facility. The preferred terminology for today’s reform school. Correctional 

facilities are operated or authorized by state youth authorities to contain and serve serious 

juvenile offenders committed into the state’s custody. 
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Specialized treatment facility. Residential facility intended to address specific needs of 

sexual, violent, or drug offenders. Operated or licensed by the state youth authority. 

Conclusion 

Juvenile detention facilities house and educate hundreds of thousands of students each 

year, but the nature of education in these facilities is entirely open to question. This study 

addressed this question by looking at the evidence to be gleaned from the experiences of teachers 

working inside these facilities. The following chapter will trace the history of juvenile detention 

facilities and the role that the promotion of their educational offerings has played in the facilities’ 

founding, growth, and defense. Research into the educational opportunities and outcomes of 

these facilities will be reviewed and official claims concerning these opportunities and outcomes 

will be considered, together pointing to the need for the current study which adds to our 

understanding of the state of education for students in juvenile detention. 
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Chapter 2 – Reviewing the Literature: Juvenile Detention Facilities as Educational Space 

Introduction 

Classrooms in juvenile detention facilities are relatively unexamined features of 

institutions at the intersection of two enormous fields of research and scholarship: juvenile 

justice/delinquency and education. Where the literatures of these fields might overlap - in the 

classrooms of juvenile detention facilities - they do not interact very much. It is as if the area of 

overlap produces a node of almost undetectable activity. Although both of these fields are 

concerned with teen-aged students, their silence at this intersection where students are detained 

may reveal much about the state of, the conditions for, the expectations of, the possibilities for 

education in juvenile detention facilities today. 

The first area of literature to be reviewed here is a history leading up to the 

establishments of the juvenile court systems and of the state youth authorities. This history is 

important for two reasons. First, it situates the juvenile court as a product of its time, a function 

of the convergence of ideas and events which contributed to a system of new responses to new 

needs. Second, it provides a historical context for understanding juvenile detention facilities and 

the role they play today. Following a review of this history, the evolution of ideas, policy and 

research regarding education in detention facilities will be reviewed. 

A History of Juvenile Corrections 

Juvenile courts and child-saving. Juvenile detention facilities are a component of the 

juvenile court system which emerged at the beginning of the 1900’s in a wave of Progressive Era 

reforms that sought social improvement through diverse initiatives for public institutions and 
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legislative action. Progressive Era reformers were a diverse group, encompassing both “liberals” 

who sought social justice and “conservatives” who sought social order, but they shared an 

interest in and a commitment to “critiquing and redressing the multitude of problems they found 

in virtually every American institution” (Urban & Waggoner, 2009, p. 226). 

Though the juvenile court system and its attendant facilities were new institutions at the 

turn of the 20th century, it is important to note that they were products of reforms put forward as 

answers to the widely perceived need for improving the existing structures and processes for 

dealing with criminal and incorrigible youth. Although Progressive reformers and “child savers” 

are often cited as champions of the new court, their cause was helped by several factors which 

contributed to preparing the way for the creation of juvenile courts in every state between 1899 

and 1925 (Urban & Waggoner, 2009; Mintz, 2004). A short review of the years leading up to 

these events illustrates the ways that the juvenile court was a product of its time. 

 Anthony Platt’s The child savers: The invention of delinquency (1969/2009) focuses on 

the Chicago/Cook County, Illinois reformers who worked to make the first juvenile court a 

reality in 1899. In a reflection written for the 40th Anniversary Edition (2009) of his classic work, 

Platt backtracks on some of his original claims, noting that the juvenile court does not represent 

“such a decisive rupture with the past [as] suggested in the book” (p. 196). The notion persists, 

however, that the establishment of the juvenile court marked a critical break with legal and child 

policies before that time, saving children from the horrors of punishment in the adult criminal 

system. In keeping with Platt’s recent reflection, a more accurate characterization of the 

establishment of the court might be that it marked one of the crowning achievements at the end 

of a whole century of child-saving efforts and reforms (Mintz, 2004). 
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Child savers predate 1899. Mintz (2004) situates the emergence of child saving in the 

context of the Industrial Revolution which advantaged a new middle class toward greater wealth 

and leisure, but disadvantaged the lower class, making them more dependent on their children’s 

contribution to supporting the family. These realities juxtaposed two competing conceptions of 

childhood: the “useful childhood,” in which children are expected to make a meaningful 

contribution to the support and maintenance of the family by means of their labor; and the 

sheltered childhood, in which children have freedom to play and to learn without concern or 

obligation for contributing to the family cupboard or coffer. The conception of the sheltered 

childhood quickly became, for many reasons, an ideal shared by middle class and working class 

families as well. The reformers who would eventually claim for themselves the “child saver” 

label worked to set policies which would universalize a “sheltered childhood” (Mintz, 2004, p. 

152-153). 

Mintz suggests that the earliest evidence of the child saving impulse emerged at the close 

of the 1700’s as “the grim realities of child poverty, juvenile delinquency, and child abuse in the 

nation’s cities” became clear (p. 154). Before this time, poor and delinquent children were 

absorbed into both rural and urban households as servants, farm laborers or apprentices. As 

household industries and the apprenticeship system declined and factory enterprises grew, these 

households were no longer able to absorb sufficient numbers of children. Juvenile delinquency 

became an increasing concern (Mintz). 

Throughout the 1800’s the child-saving movement developed from an initial effort 

financed and lead by private citizen philanthropists motivated by concerns for the safety and 

welfare of children and of society. Institutions such as orphanages, houses of refuge, and reform 

schools were created to isolate children from corrupting influences and to provide order and 
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discipline. Although problems of institutionalization quickly became apparent, these institutions 

persisted, albeit with ongoing reforms (Mintz, 2004). The institution of most interest and 

relevance here, the reform school, will be examined more closely below. 

Following these private efforts, in the era following the Civil War, child-savers sought 

public involvement in the work of protecting youth through the creation of semi-public societies 

and the enactment of new laws. They removed children from almshouses, and sought to protect 

children from obscene materials and from sexual exploitation, creating a more distinct boundary 

between childhood and adulthood (Mintz, 2004). 

In the Progressive Era, spanning the last decade of the 1800’s and the first two decades of 

the 1900’s, child-savers leveraged both the perception of failed institutions and the emergence of 

new sciences to make the case that the public should assume greater responsibility for destitute 

and delinquent children. This third generation of child-savers secured public support and 

professional administration of youth services and institutions, culminating a hundred years of 

evolving efforts to protect children and childhood (Mintz). 

Whether this sense that the public should play a greater role rose from benevolent 

concern for the welfare of children or from selfish concern for the preservation of civil society is 

less a matter of debate today than it was when Platt (1969/2009) broke with the optimistic and 

deferential regard for the Progressive era child-savers that characterized histories of the post-War 

1940’s, 1950’s and early 1960’s. Mintz (2004) writes that “child-saving was driven by a mixture 

of hope and fear—by a utopian faith that crime, pauperism, and class division could be solved by 

redeeming poor children; and a mounting concern over growing cities, burgeoning gangs of idle 

and unsupervised youths, and swelling immigrant communities” (p. 157). Hope in the 

malleability of youth and fear for the containment of criminal danger are both exhibited in the 
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child-saving work that established the juvenile court, but also, before it, the reform school 

(Mintz, 2004; Schlossman, 1995). 

Reform schools. Of the many and various child-saving institutions and agencies 

established in the 1800’s, the reform school is of most interest and relevance here as it begins the 

modern history of detaining/incarcerating and “rehabilitating” youth on the margin of accepted 

norms. 

The New York House of Refuge, generally regarded as the first American reform school, 

was established in 1825 by the New York Society for the Prevention of Pauperism and was 

modeled on similar, contemporarily established philanthropic institutions in England and Europe 

(Schlossman, 1995). Schlossman notes that “‘delinquency’ was used rather elastically to 

legitimate the incarceration of any youngster who, in the judgment of a court or of a reform 

school’s managing directors, might benefit from a regime of discipline and instruction.” These 

children included those who had already been convicted of a crime, those whose behavior 

suggested a risk of future criminal acts, and those in such poverty that institutionalizing them 

seemed charitable (Schlossman, 1995, p. 327). 

The reform schools emerged in the cities (1788 in London, 1825 in New York) at a time 

when the traditional means for regulating youth behavior—the family—seemed woefully 

insufficient. Although children were both punishable and punished under the law, authorities 

were often reluctant to apply its full force to youth. The harsh punishments endured by adult 

offenders, such as penal facilities and public corporal punishment (especially whipping) were 

often deemed inappropriate for children. Instead, magistrates often ordered parents and guardians 

to administer punishment at home. The availability of only two punishment options for judges 

and juries—sentencing children with/as adults or allowing families to administer justice privately 
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and independently—fueled a desire for a third option: reform schools as separate penal facilities 

for youth (Schlossman, 1995, p. 326). 

In the spirit of shaping youth, reform schools featured two marked differences from adult 

prisons: school and work. Although school was subordinate to work, formal education did 

receive more attention here than in the adult prisons which also housed youth at the time. 

Schooling was available at only the elementary level and was usually taught by teachers lacking 

qualifications, but its inclusion in the daily routine of the reform school was critical for the 

defense of the institution against its first legal challenge (Schlossman, 1995; 1977). 

In 1835, a father filed suit for his daughter’s release from the Philadelphia House of 

Refuge, where she had been committed by her mother without the father knowing. The father 

argued that his daughter, having not had a trial before a jury, should be released on 6th 

Amendment grounds. The Pennsylvania Supreme Court, however, in ex parte Crouse (1838), 

ruled in support of the reform school, refusing his daughter’s release and asserting that the 

reform school was a residential public school rightfully executing the responsibility of the state 

to ensure the proper care and education of his daughter (Schlossman, 1977; 1995). 

Although schooling was part of the daily routine and gradually assumed a greater role in 

reform school schedules over the century, work continued to take precedence. Work in the 

reform school was of a very different nature than what existed in adult prisons, which were 

expected to be self-supporting (Schlossman, 1995, p. 331). Work assignments in the reform 

schools were selected more for their potential for building character than their potential for 

profitability or for developing marketable skills. The main goal in the work assignments (often 

making nails or shoes, sometimes maintenance or agricultural work) was to instill industrial 
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habits (or domestic habits in the case of girls) which would make inmates good candidates for a 

variety of apprenticeships (or, as was often the case for girls, indenture) (Schlossman). 

Even as reform schools increased in number in the second half of the 1800’s, doubts 

about the merits of institutionalization grew as stories of abuse and failed objectives circulated 

about even the most celebrated, model schools (Mintz, 2004). Schlossman (1995) writes that by 

the close of the 1800’s “in Europe and the United States, the reform school could count on only a 

handful of strong proponents, in penological or educational circles, to articulate its ideals for 

salvaging errant youth.” (p. 333)  A leading opponent, Homer Folks of the Children’s Aid 

Society of Pennsylvania, argued that the reform schools were neither successful nor useful, that 

the institution encouraged parents to spurn responsibility, subjected youth to harmful influences, 

imparted damaging stigma, and was “incapable of preparing youth for life outside an institution” 

(Schlossman, p. 334). Folk’s views gradually became “the prevailing wisdom of child welfare 

reformers throughout the western world” (Schlossman, p. 334). Among the diverse iterations of 

the reform school, bending the wills of young charges had uniformly proven more difficult than 

anticipated. 

New sciences. Concurrent with the growth in number of reform schools and ensuing 

doubts about the institution, new sciences of childhood were emerging. For example, the medical 

discipline of pediatrics emerged in Germany in 1860 and in the United States in 1880. Also, in 

1877, Charles Darwin published “A Biographical Sketch of an Infant” detailing his observations 

of his son’s growth and development, inspiring American psychologist G. Stanley Hall to initiate 

a systematic study of child development in 1880. The following decades saw teachers, parents, 

doctors and psychologists enlisted in what became known as the “Child Study Movement,” 
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gathering data about every area and aspect of children’s growth (Mintz, 2004; Urban & 

Wagoner, 2009). 

The child study movement identified distinct developmental stages of childhood which 

informed a restructuring of child-serving institutions at the turn of the century. “Kindergartens, 

junior high schools, and new kinds of high schools represented public responses to the new 

understanding of child development” (Mintz, 2004, p. 190). Also, the establishment of the 

juvenile court represented a public response to the emergence of a new understanding of juvenile 

delinquency more as a function of “impulsive behavior, misguided instincts, and a faulty 

environment” rather than as evidence of inherent corruption or as predictor of future criminality 

(Mintz, 2004, p. 190). 

One result of these new sciences of childhood and adolescence was a growing confidence 

that the problem of delinquency might be better addressed with a more systematic, scientific, 

professionally administered approach than had heretofore been the case. As the reform school 

movement was losing public support in the wake of poor results and increasing costs, 

Progressive Era child savers infused confidence that greater professional and scientific oversight 

of youth institutions could make a difference in the protection, education, and rehabilitation of 

children (Mintz, 2004). 

Juvenile court (b. 1899, d. -). The emergence of the juvenile court did not in any way 

replace or make obsolete the roughly 100 reform schools which existed around the nation at the 

turn of the century; in fact reform schools continued to be built, particularly in the South, but 

beginning with the juvenile courts in Chicago and Denver in 1899, new policies and practices 

slowly evidenced a shift in thinking about how to address the problem of juvenile delinquency. 

Whereas the placement of delinquent youth in highly disciplined and ordered environments with 
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rigorous routines of industry and study had proven ineffective in reshaping delinquent youth for 

productive participation in society, the turn to the juvenile court system signaled an attempt to 

diversify the tools and technologies employed. The juvenile court in itself, moreover, was only 

one part of broader progressive social reforms responding to increasingly urban and immigrant 

populations, attempting to apply new knowledge and expertise in the management and control of 

a rapidly industrializing landscape (Schlossman, 1977). 

 One important change brought about with the emergence of the juvenile court movement 

was that “preventive and diagnostic” purposes were introduced into court proceedings 

(Schlossman, 1977, p. 58). No longer would it be the sole purpose of the court to judge and 

sentence, but to assess the needs of the youth and the reasons behind the behavior that brought 

the child into the court. The court was to be like a parent, looking beyond the offense and into 

the character, soul and needs of the child (Mintz, 2004). Keeping the child out of court, in fact, 

was a major goal, with probation officers responding to referrals and attempting to mediate first, 

sending only the more serious cases to appear in court (Schlossman, 1977). 

Another product of the court movement was the establishment of “separate detention 

facilities for children accused or suspected of crime, dependency, or neglect” (Schlossman, 1977, 

p. 59). Whereas adult jails had been used to hold youth awaiting trial, juvenile detention facilities 

were now deemed necessary for a number of reasons. The detention facility provided an 

opportunity to observe and better assess the youth, enabling the court to make a more informed 

judgment. Juvenile detention facilities would also provide moral and academic instruction so that 

children would advance in productive learning, whether they had been in school before detention 

or not. Additionally, the juvenile detention facility provided judges a new punitive option: a 
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child-friendly jail for youth whose cases warranted brief rather than long institutional 

commitments (Schlossman, 1977, p. 60). 

Yet another important product of the juvenile court was more widespread adoption of the 

use of probation for juveniles. Although the court was not opposed to lengthy institutional 

commitments when necessary, there was strong conviction among the pioneers of the court that 

strong family ties were irreplaceably important for the proper development and nurture of 

children. The aim of the court was to establish “the offender’s home as the center of treatment 

and the probation officer as the key remedial agent” (Schlossman, 1977, p. 61). Advocates of the 

court envisioned that “probation alone could transform the juvenile court into an educational 

mission to impoverished children and adults” (Schlossman, p. 61) School, work, friends, and 

home would become the purview of the court through the probation officer, whose work it would 

be to discover all factors and conditions contributing to delinquency so that these could be 

considered and addressed. The probation officer would embody and fulfill the “progressive 

educationist ideal of ministering to the whole child perhaps better than any other” (Schlossman, 

1977, p. 61). 

Reform schools and public schools in the era of juvenile court. Public schools and 

reform schools both underwent reform alongside the development of the juvenile court. The 

public and reform schools shared a history and mission that was invoked by the Pennsylvania 

Supreme Court in 1838, asserting that the reform school was a residential public school, and that 

it was the responsibility of the state to ensure the proper care and education of youth. The court 

went so far as even to assert that “confinement …is no more than what is borne, to a greater or 
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less extent, in every school” (Schlossman, 1995, p. 329). Clearly, neither the public day school 

nor the residential reform school was intended to be comfortable or enjoyable. 

Repetitious drills and strict discipline were defining features in both public schools and 

reform schools, causing pediatrician Joseph Mayer Rice, in 1892, to describe the public school as 

“the most dehumanizing institution that I have ever laid eyes upon, each child being treated as if 

he possessed a memory and the faculty of speech, no individuality, no sensibility and no soul” 

(Mintz, p. 174). Much needed pedagogical and curricular reforms, inspired by ideas imported 

from Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Froebel and others, addressed the need to reform schools by adjusting 

curriculum and pedagogy to be responsive to students. These arguments for educational reform 

took root in the same cultural landscape of concern for thoughtful, scientific, and compassionate 

reform that lead to the establishment of the juvenile court, detention, and probation (Mintz; 

Urban & Wagoner). 

Most famous of the progressive era education reformers, John Dewey was well 

acquainted with the formation of the first juvenile court, having been a lecturer and board 

member, at the time of the court’s invention, at Hull House, the settlement house for poor and 

immigrant families run by Jane Addams and other leading child-saving reformers who 

championed the court (Dohrn, 2002). “[Dewey’s] dynamic engagement with both the reformers 

and the people of the surrounding tenements was a crucible for his thinking and theory on the 

relationship between life experience and education” (Dohrn, p. 268). Dewey wrote one of his 

first books, The Curriculum and the Child, in the midst of his involvement at Hull House and 

contributed, in the view of Dohrn, to a vision for the court to be a “pedagogic instrument 

alongside the common school” responding to the needs of delinquent youth and, rather than 
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opposing, blaming or punishing, “providing social instruction in the path to citizenship” (Dohrn, 

2002, p. 272). 

 Another progressive era education reform, one that largely depended on the authority of 

the juvenile court for its success, was the expansion of compulsory school attendance. Although 

compulsory attendance laws had been on the books in several states long before the era of the 

juvenile court, these laws had been more “symbolic” than effective (Urban & Wagoner, p.198). 

Attendance laws were difficult to enforce partly because parents could lie about their children’s 

ages and largely because the schools charged with responsibility for enforcement were 

overcrowded and overwhelmed (Urban & Wagoner). With the authorization of the juvenile court 

to sanction youth for truancy, enforcement became a joint venture with schools referring truants 

to the court and the court providing sanctions. Truancy figured so prominently in the Denver 

court, that Judge Ben B. Lindsey cited the truancy law as “a connecting link between school and 

court whereby the school helped the court and the court helped the school” (Dohrn 272). 

Illustrating Lindsey’s point, compulsory schooling and the juvenile court grew together, with 31 

states in 1918 requiring school attendance until the age of 16, and 46 states employing juvenile 

courts by 1925 (Mintz, 2004). 

 Concurrent with the development of juvenile courts, as key early proponents such as 

Judge Julian Mack (Cook County, Illinois) and Judge Ben Lindsey (Denver, Colorado) very 

publicly promoted their courts by sharing case histories that documented their successes, new 

reform schools embraced new strategies. Just as the juvenile court focused on the family as the 

primary locus of intervention, education, and rehabilitation, the new reform schools embraced a 

cottage-style architecture and family-style organizational structure in hopes of better nurturing 

youth to pro-social behavior. Construction of reform schools, however, failed to keep apace of 
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referrals, even as the juvenile court diverted many youth to probation supervision (Schlossman, 

1977). The resulting crowded conditions precluded the meaningful, familial, individualized 

treatment that administrators hoped to provide. Work routines and militarization remained 

necessary management tools in most reform schools. Although a few schools did emerge as 

models of new possibilities, these few proved insufficient to transform the “predominant view of 

the reform school as a mini-prison for children” (Schlossman, 1995, p. 343). 

Diverging histories and missions: public schools and detention facility schools. With 

the expansion of schooling in the early twentieth century, goals and curricula expanded as well. 

The basic reading, writing, and arithmetic of the common school, all aligned for moral 

instruction, gave way to instruction for economic and civic purposes, preparing youth for 

university, civic participation, and work. As purposes for schooling diversified, curricula 

followed, growing to include an array of social and natural sciences; manual, creative, 

vocational, and industrial arts; and classical and foreign languages (Urban & Wagoner; Mintz). 

With the diversification of curricular options and opportunities available in schools, as well as 

other social reforms, the juvenile court emerged to play a complementary role as a “symbolic 

proving ground,” providing a feedback loop for reformers, revealing where and when reform 

measures were not being successful (Schlossman, 1977, p. 57). 

Echoing and elaborating on Schlossman’s “proving ground,” Dohrn argues that the court 

was a “cauldron for the study of the child” and a catalyst for the developing disciplines of 

psychiatry and sociology. For example, William Healey, the first psychiatrist to work with the 

Chicago court, did groundbreaking research which challenged the popular belief in a biological 

basis for criminal behavior (Dohrn, p. 304). Healey’s 1915 work The Individual Delinquent drew 

on his involvement with the court and “revolutionized the perception of delinquent children, 
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inserted psychiatric perspectives into the judicial process, and created an institutional mechanism 

for diagnosis, research, and study” (Dohrn, p. 304-305). 

 In addition to playing the roles of feedback loop, cauldron and catalyst, the juvenile court 

also became a “literal dumping ground” for those who could not function at minimally 

acceptable levels in society or in society’s institutions (Schlossman, 1977, p. 57). 

In practice, the juvenile court functioned as a public arena where the dependent status of 

children was verified and reinforced and where the incapacities of lower-class immigrant parents 

were, in a sense, certified. The juvenile court flunked parents just as the public school flunked 

children; in both instances the lower-class immigrant was the principal victim. While offering 

assistance and guidance, the court also gave its imprimatur to failure, societal and individual 

(Schlossman, p. 57-58). 

The effects and evidence of the court as “dumping ground” are regrettably evident in the 

seemingly resigned response of educators. 

Education in detention. The goal of providing education to youth in pre-trial detention 

was an important factor in the establishment of separate facilities for youth, but educational 

opportunities available to youth in detention were dismal in comparison to what was available in 

the public schools. In the Chicago detention home at West Adams Street, the Board of Education 

provided a teacher who “kept the boys occupied and charted their progress. By 1911, Florence 

Scully had been hired as the teacher who taught arithmetic, pottery, and basket weaving” (Dohrn, 

2002, p. 296). In many situations, however, students were provided instruction for only a couple 

of hours a day “with only newspapers and magazines for reading” (Dohrn, p. 298). 

 Revealing the way that education in detention facilities was valued, managed and 

overseen, Florence Scully, who taught youth in the jails and then the juvenile detention homes 
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and facilities of Chicago for 49 years, was interviewed for the Chicago Tribune upon her 

retirement in 1934. The author of the column, William Irvin, wrote  

 Although the board of education paid her salary, Miss Scully said, [sic] its  contact with 

 the struggling school ceased there. For more than a year there were neither inquiries nor 

 any visits from any representative... ‘We might as well have been in Halifax for all they 

 seemed to care,’ she said. ‘I had to ask them for a pencil sharpener for three years before 

 I got it.’ (Chicago Tribune, 1934) 

 Rather than viewing the juvenile court and the detention facility as feed-back loop or 

catalyst, the response of educators has generally been to dismiss the students involved with the 

court as a loss. Having provided opportunities to students in the public schools, those students 

who have not capitalized on the opportunities given them have been, as Schlossman suggests, 

flunked and dumped, or as Ms. Scully’s account illustrates, they have been relegated to a status 

of low priority.  

 As further evidence of their low priority status, consider that youth who had, since the 

turn of the century, been legally liable for not attending school, have only been legally assured of 

access to education while detained or incarcerated, since 1980 (Abrams, 2005; Houchins, et al., 

2009). Protections for civil and educational rights for detained youth were initiated with the Civil 

Rights of Institutionalized Persons Act (CRIPA) which was “enacted in 1980 after Congress 

found nationwide conditions of juvenile confinement ‘barbaric’” (Abrams, p. 1003). For 

example, in a 1995 lawsuit in South Carolina, the federal district court found conditions to 

violate “youth’s substantive due process rights to reasonably safe conditions of confinement,” as 

staff used tear gas regularly, served contaminated food, provided inadequate medical resources, 

and failed to provide special education services.  The State’s Division of Youth Services 
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Commissioner admitted that the Agency was “the dumping ground. The kids come here after 

society has given up on them.” (Abrams, 2005, p. 1009). 

Evolution of Ideas: Detention Education  

Standards for education in detention. The first standards addressing education in 

detention facilities were published in 1947, but the initiative toward standardization and 

improvement of facilities took on new urgency in the 1960’s following several legislative and 

legal events which challenged the juvenile court and “brought rapid change to the juvenile justice 

system” (Roush, 1996, p. 10). Among these events were three landmark U.S. Supreme Court 

cases including Kent (1966), Gault (1967), and Winship (1969), in which the court granted due 

process rights and protections to juveniles and “denounced the informality of juvenile 

proceedings” (Roush, 1996, p. 9-10). Also, passage of the 1968 Juvenile Delinquency Prevention 

and Control Act set in motion initiatives to support efforts of local juvenile courts to divert status 

offenders from the juvenile system (Roush, 1996). 

 In the midst of change for the court system, the National Institute for Juvenile Detention 

Home Administrators convened in 1968 as the “first documented” assembly of “juvenile 

detention professionals and experts” in an effort to “set an agenda for the future of the 

profession” (Roush, 1996, p. 10). This meeting led to the founding of the National Juvenile 

Detention Association (NJDA) in 1971 for the purposes of providing a professional association 

“to represent juvenile detention nationally,” uniting juvenile detention practitioners, and 

standardizing juvenile detention practice (Roush, 1996, p. 10).  

 The NJDA’s standards for juvenile detention practice, produced and approved in 1978, 

were recommended to the American Correctional Association (ACA), which has published 

standards for adult facilities since 1954. With modification, the ACA published these standards 

for juvenile detention facilities in 1981, with NJDA endorsement (Roush, 1996, p. 14). The ACA 
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Standards for Juvenile Detention Facilities is currently in its third edition and is amended and 

updated periodically. The ACA Standards are the licensing standards used by the Alabama 

Department of Youth Services which licenses detention facilities and other residential youth 

facilities in the state. 

  On the heels of the founding of the NJDA, the 1974 Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention Act established the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) 

within the U.S. Justice Department to, according to the mission statement at ojjdp.gov, provide 

“national leadership, coordination, and resources to prevent and respond to juvenile delinquency 

and victimization.” In addition to disbursing federal funds to states and communities, 

establishing delinquency prevention programs, “community-based alternatives to [residential 

placement], and improvements in the juvenile justice system” the OJJDP has produced or 

sponsored numerous resources for the study of juvenile justice programs in the form of data sets 

and analysis tools as well as numerous publications and reports related to its mission (Roush, 

1996, p. 12).  

 Parent’s (1993) Conditions of confinement is one such example of research sponsored by 

the OJJDP. This study claimed to be “[t]he most comprehensive nationwide research ever 

conducted on the juvenile detention and corrections field,” and it found that “conformance to 

national recognized standards” had not resulted in improved conditions for detained youth 

(Parent, 1994, p. abstract). In a 1996 comment on these findings, Roush reflected that “standards 

have not been instructive in how to implement successful detention” (Roush, 1996, p. 36). 
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Making the case for education in detention facilities. Parent’s 1993 study found that 

education services in facilities generally conformed to standards, but wrote that the “adequacy” 

of such services could not be assessed. 

Although there is extensive anecdotal and experiential evidence on the educational 

deficiencies and the emotional and mental health problems of juvenile offenders, we have 

no systematic empirical data on confined youths’ educational or treatment needs and 

problems. Thus, we cannot determine whether facilities provide appropriate programs or 

whether juveniles make progress during confinement. Major new initiatives are needed. 

(Parent, 1993, p. 21). 

 Six months later, OJJDP sponsored Effective practices in juvenile correctional education: 

A study of the literature and research 1980-1992 (Coffey & Gemignani, 1994) which echoed the 

call of Parent (1994) for increased research and data, citing the “near nonexistent” literature on 

“the administration of corrections education” (Coffey & Gemignani, 1994, p. 27). Coffey & 

Gemignani express confidence that education could and should play an important part in the 

rehabilitation of youth in confinements, and issue a forceful charge, writing, “Until the 

knowledge gaps are filled, juvenile correctional education is vulnerable to a number of wild 

conjectures, to charges of being costly and ineffective, and—worst of all—to being neglected if 

not completely ignored” (p. 27). 

 In response to the need to fill these gaps left by the paucity of specific research on 

education in juvenile confinement facilities, Coffey and Gemignani (1994) reviewed a wide 

spectrum of literature with potential application to improving education in juvenile facilities. The 

literature reviewed amplifies the call for greater research and knowledge as it does not point 

coherently or clearly to a course of action for educators in confinement facilities. Coffey does 
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find and reference from the literature some recommendations for education in detention 

facilities, but most of these recommendations are either for the obvious, like keeping small 

classes and improving literacy skills, or they are for the application of research findings from 

other educational settings which would require additional knowledge of the unique contexts and 

conditions of detention facilities where and before they might be applied. 

In a confusing twist of reason that reveals the depth of the problem and the desperation of 

the authors, Coffey and Gemignani introduce a confusing concern that confinement classrooms 

not replicate the public school instructional practices that have not served the students now in 

juvenile facilities, but also find fault with facility classrooms for not having incorporated the 

recommended best practices for traditional schools. Coffey’s and Gemignani’s work, in the end, 

exposed a need for specificity and clarity. Coffey is clear and specific, however, in his 

conclusion that education in detention facilities should be "thoroughly reformed - perhaps even 

reinvented” (Coffey & Gemignani, 1994, p. 3). 

Clarifying and defining good practice. In a 1996 report sponsored by the OJJDP, 

Roush, president of the NJDA, wrote Desktop guide to good juvenile detention practice in which 

he laid out a response to the need for knowledge and clarity with respect to the function of 

juvenile detention facilities. Drawing on research and years of experience in facilities in 

Michigan, Roush spelled out a clear definition and description for every aspect of juvenile 

detention. In the chapter on education, Roush begins at square one, answering the question of 

why detention facilities should have an education program. He acknowledges that a significant 

number of detention facility administrators consider their facilities to serve only the purpose of 

containment, but Roush (1996) argues that detention should serve a therapeutic and rehabilitative 

function as well. In making his argument, he contends that the presence of a variety of programs, 
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with education as the centerpiece, is an important facility management tool, “keeping children 

busy and active” (p. 58) and reducing “interpersonal incidents and other disciplinary problems” 

(p. 130). 

In his summary, Roush writes, 

“Because most youth in detention will be in the facility for a relatively short period of 

time, the school program must have many nontraditional aspects. Learning periods 

should be short and independent of progression or prior knowledge. When possible, 

learning periods should be nonthreatening, interesting, and entertaining. Although the 

period of detention is too short to correct all past failures in school, it is long enough to 

impart general knowledge that will benefit youth whether they return home or are placed 

in some other program” (p. 130). 

How to teach in a detention facility. Three years after the Desktop guide was published, 

the OJJDP sponsored the NJDA’s creation of the National training curriculum for educators of 

youth in confinement, designed to be used by administrators or facility managers who are 

preparing teachers for work in confinements such as juvenile detention facilities. Written by 

Brooks of the NJDA and White of the State of Colorado Division of Youth Services, with Coffey 

serving as chief editor and Roush as project manager, the curriculum is a landmark contribution 

to the professionalization of education in juvenile residential facilities. The authors consider 

“healthy relationships with healthy adults in healthy environments” to be key to “reclaiming” 

youth (Brooks & White, 1999, p. Intro-1). In the interest of preparing “healthy” teachers, the 
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training curriculum aims to fill the training gap for “correctional education as a pedagogic 

specialty” (p. Intro-2). 

 The authors explain that most teachers “enter juvenile confinement facilities without 

adequate preparation for the particular role” they will play: 

Regardless of these teachers’ experience or knowledge in their subject area, they are 
seldom prepared for what awaits them in the juvenile confinement setting. Students come 
and go in an open entry/open exit format. Classes are rarely uniform in either age, grade 
level, academic competency, or behavior. Teachers have to interact with a number of 
other professionals whom they are not used to in the public school setting, e.g., 
counselors, direct care staff, court workers, probation officers, and medical personnel. 
They often have to integrate aspects of the youth’s treatment plan and institutional 
discipline system into their classroom conduct. Children in institutional settings often are 
plagued by a host of problems and worries, which show up as difficult, sometimes violent 
behavior in the classroom. (Brooks & White, 1999, p. Intro-2) 
 

 The first instruction the authors have for teachers who will meet the unique challenge of 

this environment is that teachers must “understand their roles in promoting and maintaining 

safety and security” (Brooks & White, 1999, p. 2-2). “Developing and maintaining interpersonal 

relationships and maximizing learning (without compromising safety, security or personal 

integrity) are the keys to success for teachers of youth in confinement” (2-3). Clearly, a primary 

consideration within this “pedagogic specialty” is the fact that safety must take precedence over 

all else. The curriculum explains contraband, searches and the importance of teachers’ 

contribution to the maintenance of a safe facility environment. 

 The second instruction is for the use of informal assessments as soon as a student enters 

the classroom for the first time. This should be done informally to put the student at ease, to 

assess the student’s needs and allow for the development of a personalized plan with specific 

goals (Brooks & White, 1999). 

This leads to the third instructional matter for students of this pedagogic specialty: the 

curriculum. The authors write, 
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Despite the fact that most youth admitted to confinement facilities have a history of poor 
academic performance, detention and corrections education curricula have veered little 
from the path of public school practice. Education in confinement settings attempts to 
pick up where the public school experience left off and then tries to fill in the gaps. This 
practice is not enough. Typically, these students are turned-off from education due to past 
failures, lack of success, and poor attendance. Education programs for youth in 
confinement need to launch an all-out attack to hook youth into education. This training 
module addresses two critical issues related to current practices in educational 
programming for youth in confinement that will aid in this process: standards-based and 
student-centered curriculum design. (Brooks & White, 1999, p. 4-2) 
 
Curriculum content standards, whether state standards or Common Core, are familiar and 

well understood by educators today, but the authors’ explanation of student-centered design is 

interesting and revealing:  

The students in a typical classroom in a confinement setting often resemble those of the 
old one-room schoolhouse: they represent various ages, abilities, learning styles, and skill 
competencies. Thus, a mainstay of educational practice in juvenile detention and 
corrections classrooms is an Individual Learning Plan (ILP) that addresses the individual 
needs of each student. Teachers in confinement settings quickly learn that planning must 
occur on an individual basis and requires fitting the needs of each student to an 
instructional activity, course of study, or curriculum. (Brooks & White, 1999, p. 4-2) 
 

 The apparent translation of “student-centered” as equivalent to “individualized learning 

plan” is concerning given the rich history of the “student-centered” ideal in educational theory 

and philosophy. In the confinement context, the precedence of safety and security has already 

been emphasized as trumping and mitigating the centering of the child. Additionally, the 

illustration of detention classrooms as similar to one-room classrooms where each student works 

earnestly and individually on a personalized plan seems inconsistent with the traditional 

definitions of “student-centered” curricula and pedagogy which build upon the child’s natural 

curiosity and interactions with the environment, community and peers.  Here, the authors 

startlingly belittle attempts to pick up where schooling “left off,” to “fill in the gaps,” as “not 

enough,” yet the best that is recommended for the “all-out attack” is to individualize learning 

plans according to student needs and content standards, begging the question of how “to hook 
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youth into education” when the prescribed intervention is to increase both isolation and drudgery 

with work divorced from natural interactions and curiosity. The author’s prescription also begs 

the question of what the individualized learning plans should be about if not maintaining and/or 

supporting students’ progress in the standards-based curricula. 

 The next section of the training curriculum may attempt to answer these questions as it 

states that “duplicating the programs and practices” of regular schools has been ineffective in 

confinement education programs (Brooks & White, 1999, p. 5-3). “Most of the students entering 

detention/corrections education programs have a long history of school failure. In order to 

interrupt this continuum of failure, teachers’ instructional strategies, as well as the curriculums, 

must change” (p. 5-3). Clearly this guidance is inconsistent with the instructions given above to 

follow curriculum standards and to individualize learning plans, but the authors do not 

acknowledge or address this contradiction. They explain the urgency for change in that students 

“need instruction in communication, problem-solving, decision-making, interpersonal 

relationships, values, critical thinking, formation and healthy lifestyle choices.” To this end, they 

urge cooperative participation in “peer tutoring, group facilitation, active learning, 

individualization, and direct instruction” (p. 5-3), again, with no attempt to reconcile the 

apparent contradictions. In the absence of clear exposition of how to accomplish the goals 

mentioned here, it seems ambitious that confinement classrooms could effectively “launch an all-

out attack to hook youth into education” (p. 4-2) with such an expanded curriculum given the 

short-term and transitioning students they serve. 

 The fifth area of instruction for new teachers in this “pedagogic specialty” is for the 

management of student behavior through classroom management, especially by means of a “safe, 

engaging, and student-centered” environment (Brooks & White, 1999, p. 6-2). The authors list 
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several factors that may precipitate inappropriate behavior, and they call on teachers to anticipate 

and manage these by structuring the environment appropriately. These factors include “changes 

in routine, transitions between activities, movement from one place to another, information from 

home/home visits, long waits or idle time, overcrowding, too little equipment or resources, 

holidays, disagreements or fights between individuals or groups of youth, calls or visits, or 

contagion from one upset youth to others” (Brooks & White, p. 6-10) Given the authors repeated 

emphasis on safety here and the confusion noted above regarding the meaning of “student-

centered,” the instruction here to “anticipate” and “structure” suggests a reaffirmation of 

individualized student work arrangements.  

 The sixth section of the curriculum emphasizes the importance of teaching social, moral 

and cognitive skills. The curriculum does not tell new teachers how to teach these skills, but the 

lesson module uses a role-play activity to impress upon teachers the importance of this training. 

Again, the instruction in this section seems to conflict others, and the apparent suggestion for 

role-play activities following advice to anticipate behavior and to structure the environment for 

safety with this transitory student group is arguably self-contradictory.   

 The final instruction for new teachers in detention facilities is to develop transition plans 

with each student to smooth and ease their move back to their communities and regular schools. 

This involves helping students to prepare mentally, emotionally and strategically for returning to 

school, family, friends, work and community. Facilitating smooth transitions also includes 

communicating with schools and court/probation officers and attending to the prompt delivery of 

academic records. The authors point out that “all children and teens go through some stressful 

changes,” but that often students in detention facilities “go through MORE changes that are 

MORE stressful and they do it with FEWER resources for support” (emphasis in the original) 
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(Brooks & White, 1999, p. 8-5). The authors fail to explain why “filling in the gaps” in students’ 

academic knowledge is not good practice in anticipation for transitioning back to regular schools. 

A new angle on education in detention, with fault lines. In 2015, the OJJDP published 

an updated Desktop guide to quality practice for working with youth in confinement. More than 

five hundred pages longer than the Desktop guide of 1996, the updated guide draws from many 

more authors and discusses a wider range of confinement-related issues in greater detail. 

Unfortunately, the foreword to the new volume immediately puts to rest any anticipation that the 

tome may signal the arrival of a confidently assured knowledge of the “what” and “how” of 

“quality practice” in detention facility classrooms. Dunlap and Roush (2015) write that “despite 

the changes and improvements from recent reforms, the frequency and intensity of institutional 

failures to protect youth from harm show no signs of waning” (p. Forward 1-2).  

 Most of the education chapter in the updated Guide is surprisingly familiar and 

predictable. Most of the material is not new, and the little bit that is new does little to shift the 

now familiar landscape of rhetoric regarding education in confinement facilities. However, the 

first two pages and the last five pages of the 45 page chapter do contain important new 

contributions to the literature, although the authors fail to appreciate and examine them, to tie 

them together, to note their relations to the education literature from inside and outside 

confinements, or to consider their possibility for changing the conversation.  

  The opening of the chapter on education demonstrates greater awareness than earlier 

literature concerning the unique difficulties of providing educational services to youth in 

confinement. The authors here recognize education as “one of the more complex programming 

functions” of the facility, and they attribute this uniquely complex challenge to the following 

factors and characteristics, quoted below as a list extrapolated from two paragraphs of text:  



41 
 

● “Characteristics of the youth” 

● “Conditions of the particular confinement setting” 

● “Wide range of youth abilities” 

● “High rates of special needs” 

● “Complex histories of the youth” 

● “Variations in youth’s current legal status”  

● “Limitations of facility’s procedures, safety and security requirements” 

● “Resource availability” 

● “Physical structure” 

● “High rate and unpredictable nature of student mobility” 

● “Variable lengths of stay” 

● “Need to match curricula from diverse school districts” (Farmer and Brooks, 

2015, Ch. 13, p. 1) 

 Before this 2015 Desktop guide, the trend in literature addressing education in 

confinement facilities had been hopeful that challenges to enacting quality education could be 

solved through better standards, better research, better curricula and better training for teachers, 

but this list acknowledges that there are many complex challenges inherent in the characteristics, 

qualities and nature of the facilities. In the authors’ own words: “By definition, the confinement 

facility creates a significant challenge for education programs.” (Farmer and Brooks, 2015, p. 1)  

 Immediately following this list of the limitations and challenges for education in 

facilities, the authors remind us “successful, high-quality educational services… can help” 

students to earn credits and progress toward graduation or a job (Farmer and Brooks, 2015, Ch. 

13, p. 1). “High-quality” means that “rather than requiring students to adapt to the program”, the 
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programs “adapt to and meet the diverse needs of the student population and make adjustments 

as needed within the constraints of safety and security and youth trauma” (Ch. 13, p. 1). Exactly 

what kind of adaptation the authors have in mind is not clear when they say that the students do 

not have to do any adapting and that the education program adapts to them. Considering that the 

youth in question are adjusting to strange classrooms, classmates, resources, teachers and 

procedures without the freedom to leave at will, clearly the students are doing much adapting “to 

the program.” The students are adapting to being away from home, friends and family; and 

adapting to strange beds, clothing, sights, sounds and routines. There is no limit to the adapting 

the students must do in an environment where they have no control over their time, food, sleep, 

associations, communications, entertainment, activities, or religious programming. The fact that 

the most current literature on educational programming in confinement facilities fails to 

acknowledge the very stressful, even traumatic, upheaval experienced by these students is a 

significant problem that calls its value into question. How knowledgeable or trustworthy are the 

professors of this “pedagogic specialty,” who do not consider the turmoil in the lives of students 

to be relevant to considerations about teaching and learning in confinement facilities, particularly 

in light of the just-acknowledged, inherent institutional features that oppose good educational 

practice? 

 The final pages of the education chapter in the 2015 Guide return to the familiar trend in 

the literature for pinning blame for the shortcomings of confinement education on specific 

remediable faults in the system, but now in this volume, the blaming finger is pointed as much at 

the public school as the confinement classroom. Citing research indicating that a national 

average of “only 5% to 10% of students exiting the juvenile justice system return to the public 

school system and graduate”, Brooks, the Director of the OJJDP National Center for Youth in 
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Custody, the CEO of the National Partnership for Juvenile Services, and “a 20-year educator of 

youth in custody,” argues that the lack of continued success for these students is due to poorly 

coordinated and executed “services designed to help youth achieve social adjustment, 

employment, and educational success upon release from the juvenile justice facility or system” 

(Farmer & Brooks, 2015, Ch. 13, p. 40-41). Brooks overlooks the inherent limitations of the 

confinement classroom and pins the faults of confinement education on the lack of proper and 

adequate transitional services for students leaving confinements.  

 Brooks argues that the problem and challenge of transitioning students to success on the 

outside has two fronts: “the educational programs inside the walls of the confinement facility and 

the educational options—primarily the public school system—outside the facility” (Farmer & 

Brooks, 2015, Ch. 13, p. 41). Regarding these two fronts, Brooks is critical of both. Addressing 

education within confinement facilities, she writes: 

The flawed design and delivery of confinement education creates a false sense of 
academic achievement and a reliance on an external behavior control system that does 
not translate to success in the public school environment. Curricula that focus on 
awarding credit units, grades, and academic content standards but omit social skills, 
independent living skills, and school success behaviors ignore the needs of confined 
youth and consign them to failure in the community, public school, and work 
environment. Confinement education programs boast of individualized education plans 
based on the needs of the student, yet they continue to educate youth in a cookie cutter, 
one-size-fits-all program designed to replicate the public school system, where delinquent 
youth experienced failure quite frequently. (Farmer & Brooks, 2015, Ch. 13, p. 41) 
 

 Turning her attention to the public schools, Brooks argues that some of the factors 

inhibiting the successful transition of students from confinement facilities are “the design and 

purpose of the public school system, limited educational options and supports within the system, 

the resistance and attitudes of school personnel toward re-admitting these students, and logistics 

such as credit and record transfers, timing, and attendance” (Farmer & Brooks, 2015, Ch. 13, p. 

42). Brooks goes on to suggest that the students transitioning back from facilities were never 
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welcomed, valued, supported, or successful in the public schools before their involvement with 

the court. The problem Brooks is exposing here is not exclusively a problem of transitioning 

students back into the schools, but one of creating a place that has never existed for them. Brooks 

argues that while historically it has been possible for students to leave or to be pushed out of 

school systems and yet find avenues for successful participation in society through work in the 

military, industry or agriculture, “today, all paths toward productive citizenry go through the 

public school system.” In light of the mandate to “leave no child behind,” Brooks argues that 

“[b]eing successful with all students requires the public school system to do more than just be 

successful with those students who have the right attitude, background, experiences, support 

systems, and aptitudes. It requires a transformation of public school practices and the 

assumptions that drive those practices” (Farmer & Brooks, 2015, Ch. 13, p. 42) 

Fault lines, yes; seismic shift, no. In view of these critical faults in the educational 

offerings for students involved with courts or confinement facilities, one might expect leading 

professionals working with these youth in the confinement setting to interact with the many and 

diverse critiques of policies and practices related to schooling and to contribute to the various 

calls for serious “transformation” in all our schools, making spaces and ways for all students to 

be valued, engaged and successful in quality educational opportunities. Farmer and Brooks 

(2015), however, step back from engaging the long history of debate about education policies 

and practices, about the purposes and content of schooling. They step back from asserting the 

place of confinement educators in these debates, and return to a now-familiar territorial and 

professionalizing posture. 

Confinement education programs cannot wait for the public school system to change the 
way it does business…confinement education has to lead the charge…Programs and 
curricula should be child-centered, experiential, reflective, authentic, holistic, social, 
collaborative, democratic, cognitive, developmental, constructivist, psycholinguistic, and 
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challenging. Curricula should be behavior based—teaching the academic and social 
behaviors necessary for successful transition. Confinement education programs should 
teach community life skills, including problem solving, communication, daily living, 
money management, personal hygiene, and housekeeping. Focus should also be on core 
content, skill remediation, and literacy. (Farmer & Brooks, Ch. 13, p. 44-45) 
 

 This distancing from “the public school system” and claiming to be able to do better 

betray ignorance and bravado. Since the 1838 Pennsylvania court decision of ex parte Crouse in 

which confinement of children was justified as an extension of both public schooling and public 

responsibility for the protection and nurture of youth; since the coupling of compulsory school 

attendance laws and juvenile courts in the first decades of the 20th century; since the appellate 

judges of the 1907 Mill v. Brown remarked “No school can continue without discipline, and it is 

this discipline which is denominated restraint in schools such as are provided for juvenile 

defenders” (Schlossman, 1977, p. 16); and since the Schall v. Martin (1984) decision in which 

the pre-trial detention of youth was upheld and justified by citing, in part, the educational 

opportunities available to youth in detention—for 179 years the education of students in public 

day schools and confinement facilities has functioned under the same logic: the state has the 

responsibility and right to “educate” students by whatever means it deems necessary or 

expedient. To facilitate this objective, the state defends its right to maintain a continuum of 

schooling facilities and opportunities. To suggest that the classrooms which have been 

designated the de facto “dumping ground” for students too resistant to the practices and 

procedures of the mainstream schools or of society, to claim that these classrooms will set the 

pace toward educational excellence is a very curious turn.  

 All of that is not to say that educators of youth in confinements do not have a critically 

important role to play in affecting all schools toward better opportunities and outcomes for all 

students, but the questionable claim of pedagogic specialty capable of providing a better-than-



46 
 

the-public-schools-offer education helps no one toward the goal of better opportunities and 

outcomes, not the educators in confinement facilities nor those in our public schools. Such a 

claim, however, may serve the interests of the prison-industrial complex and the judicial-political 

system which feeds it, for this claim strengthens the argument that locking children up, removing 

them from their communities and schools, is not a big deal: we’re just putting them in a 

specialized kind of public school.  

 There are a number of problems with the argument that the educational opportunities in 

detention and other confinement facilities are reasonably interchangeable with those available in 

free, mainstream public schools.  Not only is this reasoning 180 years old with no evidence to 

support it, but there is much evidence from the educational literature which would argue against 

any claims that it offers an equal learning opportunity. While the argument that education in a 

confinement facility can be as-valuable-as or more-valuable-than that available in the free public 

schools may have been an argument that could gain traction in the greater education community 

150, or 100, or 50 years ago, today that argument will not hold. 

Not buying it: arguments from the last sixty years. Until 1954, the de jure segregation 

of schools and classrooms was thought to be a reasonable, sufficient and just way to provide 

educational opportunities to the nation’s youth. In the Supreme Court’s rejection of the Plessy v. 

Ferguson (1898) “separate but equal” doctrine, Mr. Chief Justice Warren wrote in the unanimous 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) opinion that, “In these days, it is doubtful that any child 

may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. 

Such an opportunity, where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be made 

available to all on equal terms.” The Court’s concern for “equal terms” went beyond “physical 

facilities and other ‘tangible’ factors” to address social access to “intangible” features—people, 
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experiences, ideas, “discussions and exchange[s]”—and to address the damage—emotional, 

cognitive, educational, life opportunity—which results when equal educational opportunities are 

denied.  

 Although Brown addressed “racial” segregation in particular, it marked a turning point 

for “equality” in general. Whereas before this ruling the public good of education was distributed 

according to the pleasure of the majority with “equality” asterisked by the provision for 

“separate” facilities, the Court’s 1954 conclusion “with respect to education, separate cannot be 

equal” begged the question: What is equal? In the decades since, the question of how to achieve 

and recognize equality has remained unsolved to this day (Haydon, 2010; Howe, 1997; Jacobs, 

2004). As scholars have considered what it means to offer equalized educational opportunities to 

historically marginalized students, the professionalizing literature of confinement educators 

seems not to have noticed.  

 The literature of confinement education is dominated by suggestions about what to do 

“for” or “about” these students in terms of “program content” or “program management” as if 

these students—extracted from their homes and communities, estranged from friends and 

teachers, stripped of their clothing and extracurriculars—were merely bodies and minds to be 

managed. This business of managing bodies and minds is exactly what Freire critiqued in 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/2000) when he emphasized the importance and necessity of a 

dialogical process in education, collaboratively respecting and cultivating critical awareness and 

action in the world.  

Freire (1970/2000) attacked the popular “banking” model of education which keeps 

students of the lower classes quiet and contained as they receive “bits of information to be 

deposited” by the unilateral educator (p. 93). “Authentic education,” Freire wrote, “is not carried 
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on by ‘A’ for ‘B’ or by ‘A’ about ‘B,’ but rather by ‘A’ with ‘B,’ mediated by the world—a 

world which impresses and challenges both parties” (p. 93). Freire envisioned and practiced 

education as respectful, bilateral exchange. What would this kind of respectful, dialogical 

education look like in a detention facility? Is such an education possible behind razor wire?  

How to respectfully engage students as students when they have been stripped of the 

accoutrements and associations that normally identify them in the world is difficult where forced 

compliance to rules and erasure of individual preferences are facility management techniques. 

Ladson-Billings (1994) addressed the ways that educational opportunities may be either 

oppressive, by imposing assimilation to the preferences of the majority, or liberative, by 

affirming the values and perspectives of the marginalized. Ladson-Billings writes that 

assimilationist teaching “homogenizes students” through the “technical task” of “putting 

knowledge into” and sees “achievement as a means to escape” a marginalized culture and to join 

the dominant (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p.34). On the other hand, culturally relevant teaching is 

“an art” that draws out student knowledge, honors difference, and “helps students make 

connections between their community, national, and global identities” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, 

p.34). What would it mean to honor the values, knowledge and perspectives of students in a 

detention facility classroom? Is it possible, or what would it look like, for a teacher of students 

behind razor wire to celebrate, engage and build upon students’ knowledge, experience and 

perspectives? 

Providing an education students do not experience as oppressive, but as something 

“worth wanting” is something that Howe (1997) has identified as critical to an equal educational 

opportunity. An education “worth wanting” should be consistent with the goals and preferences 

stemming from one’s identity, position, community and experience in the world. Howe suggests 
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a “participatory ideal” in which all persons and groups should have an equal opportunity not only 

to an education, but also to participate in shaping the educational institutions and standards 

toward something they would recognize as valuable. In a context of confinement and mandatory 

compliance, what would it look like to provide learning opportunities “worth wanting?” Is it 

possible to enact a “participatory ideal” when the state is in loco parentis, when the state has 

assumed the custodial rights and responsibilities of the natural parent or legal guardian?  

The works of these scholars raise unique questions with respect to education in a 

detention facility, questions that illustrate how fundamentally different the learning opportunities 

inside a confinement facility are from those outside the razor wire. To be fair, the educational 

ideals presented by Freire, Ladson-Billings, and Howe have not been realized in our mainstream 

public schools, but this fact does not diminish the validity of the ideals nor excuse the detention 

facilities for the compromised learning opportunities they offer. The works of only these three 

scholars are presented in lieu of mountains of scholarship (Gay, 2000; hooks, 1994; Nieto, 1999; 

Greene, 2008; Kohn, 2006; Kohlberg, 1985; Noddings, 2005; Oakes, 1985; McLaren, 1989; 

Gutmann, 1999; Strike, 2007; and others) which expand these ideals and compel the thoughtful 

reader to doubt the defensibility of detention classrooms as educational space. 

Accountability gap. As Farmer and Brooks (2015) rightfully noted the ways that the 

educational opportunities of court-involved youth have been compromised by the mainstream 

public schools’ failure to apply scholarly ideals for valuing and honoring difference through 

policies that guarantee desirable, quality learning opportunities for all students, these 

marginalized students are assured at least one advantage in the mainstream public schools: 

accountability. The recent school accountability measures, Race to the Top and No Child Left 

Behind, which reward or punish schools based on measured student outcomes, have assured 
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most students of access to approved curricula, qualified teachers and annual reports of composite 

school performance data, but these may not be available to the students, families, communities, 

or courts concerning detention facility classrooms in the State of Alabama. Accountability for 

educational services is currently executed through the licensing standards of the Department of 

Youth Services, not through the State Department of Education, and these may not be consistent 

with the standards applied in the regular schools.  In either case, however, because of the short 

enrollment period for detention facility students (ten days on average), measures of teaching 

effectiveness and student improvement are simply unavailable in the current system of 

accountability testing. Without the most basic safeguards for educational quality—certified 

teachers, approved curricula, demonstrated student performance—on what basis can claims to 

equality be made?  

Claims for detention education: say that again? Farmer’s and Brooks’ assertion that 

detention facility classrooms can enact a long list of reforms that public schools have failed to 

accomplish is interesting because it reads like a list of education buzzwords, divorced from their 

historical meaning and abstracted from what they would mean in a detention facility context. For 

example, “child-centered” has been given a new meaning by Brooks and divorced from its 

history. For Farmer and Brooks, “child-centered” means that each student receives instructional 

material to be completed individually, otherwise known as individualized instruction. This, 

however, is not what Dewey (2011/1902) had in mind when he championed the “child-centered” 

ideal before the dawn of the 20th century. Dewey envisioned curricula that were flexible and 

responsive to the interests of the child and that would leverage the student’s natural curiosity for 

learning. What Dewey’s version of child-centered would look like in a high-turnover, diverse, 

no-relationship, contrived-community classroom is difficult to imagine. In many ways the 
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“child-centered” ideal runs contrary to the nature of a detention facility where students are 

required to comply with rules to ensure safety and security in a highly transitional classroom 

without community, relationships and trust. In the detention context, redefining “child-centered” 

may be the only way to achieve it.  

After “child-centered,” Farmer and Brooks write that detention facility classrooms 

“should” provide curricula that are “experiential.” Again, it is difficult to imagine exactly what is 

intended here since so much of what has been written about teaching in the confinement context 

requires individualized instruction and vigilance on the part of the teacher to anticipate potential 

threats to safety or security. Experiential education is normally associated with active, open-

ended, teamwork-oriented, outside-the-classroom learning activities. Eyler (2009) has described 

experiential education as taking students into the community and building connections between 

the classroom and the world through action.   

Short of going through the whole list and addressing all of the things Brooks says that 

confinement education should be, it is easy to agree that, certainly, students in detention facilities 

should have access to education that is all of these things: child centered, experiential, authentic, 

holistic, etc. But saying that they should have and saying how they can have are two different 

things. It is easy to say that they should, but another to address how to make this possible, or 

whether it is possible. Part of making this possible requires addressing obstacles, and this 

requires asking the question: are the ideals of child-centered, experiential, authentic, holistic, 

social, democratic and collaborative education compatible with the purposes and practices of 

detention facilities? Without addressing these questions, the rhetoric of “child-centered,” 

“experiential,” “authentic,” and Brooks’ other suggestions for detention classrooms read like so 

many boasts, empty claims or wishful thoughts.  
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What’s at Stake 

Juvenile courts and detention facilities came into existence some 100+ years ago, 

catalyzed by fears of what would happen to society in the wake of rapid industrialization, 

urbanization and immigration. The emergence and spread of the juvenile courts were founded on 

two key arguments first presented and tested in ex parte Crouse (1838) — (1) that confinement 

schools are not appreciably different from other public schools and (2) that the state may wield 

its benevolent authority to curtail parental rights regarding children, even absent any criminal 

conduct on the part of parent or child (Feld, 1999; Schlossman, 1977). These arguments were 

used in Commonwealth v. Fisher (1905) to uphold the constitutionality of the juvenile court and 

detention (Schlossman, 1977), and they met no serious challenge until the 1960’s, when “social, 

cultural, and political forces coalesced to erode support for coercive socialization by means of 

the juvenile, criminal justice, or social welfare systems” (Feld, 1999, p. 79). 

Since that time, the state’s claim to benevolent authority promoting a rehabilitative ideal 

with respect to youth justice has been repeatedly called into question. Feld’s (1999) landmark 

work analyzes changes in the function of the juvenile courts over the decades since Gault (1967) 

and forcefully argues for the court’s abolition. Even legal scholars who disagree with Feld’s 

conclusion that juvenile courts should be abolished, concur with his premise regarding the 

ineffectiveness of the court as an executor of justice, social welfare, or rehabilitation for youth 

and argue for its radical reform (Scott & Steinberg, 2008). More recently, Feld (2014) has noted 

and agreed with Scott and Steinberg that the mounting scientific evidence of the state of 

cognitive and emotional development in youth and young adults supports the historic impulse 

toward a separate justice system for juveniles, but he argues that the current system 

disadvantages juveniles by denying them the procedural safeguards necessary to protect their 
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rights. Even outside the field of legal scholarship, others have also exposed the reality of 

injustice for youth in the juvenile justice system (Hume, 1996; Liss, 2005; Ross, 2012). 

The attention levied against the state’s claim to benevolent justice on the part of youth, 

however, has not been matched with challenges to the claim regarding educational opportunities. 

The argument that education in confinement is an adequate educational opportunity was 

reasserted in Schall v. Martin (1984), and since that time, leaders of education for youth in 

confinement have worked professionalizing practice, initiating and improving standards, and 

asserting claims of pedagogic specialization to shore up the nearly 200 year old claim that 

education behind razor wire is equal to that available elsewhere; but this claim also deserves 

scrutiny. In an era demanding “rigorous evidence” for “what works in education,” how is it that 

this claim has been given a pass?  

Evidence Says? 

 Research into education in detention facilities is very critical of the quality of educational 

opportunities and outcomes for students (Leone & Wruble, 2015), but even this critical 

scholarship does not close the door on claims of equality for educational opportunities in 

confinements. By continually recommending another round of reforms to break the pattern of 

failure, neglect or abuse, the provision of equal and quality education is always just around the 

bend. In this way, the classrooms of juvenile confinement facilities are presented as equivalent to 

those of any school needing reform.  

But the classrooms of detention facilities are different. These are the places where 

students are removed from their schools, stigmatized, and exposed to greater risk of abuse, 

school failure and future incarceration (Bernstein, 2014; Holman & Zeidenberg, 2006). 

Preserving the argument that detention facility classrooms are an equivalent alternative can only 

be accomplished by maintaining ignorance of the ways that conditions of confinement change 
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the landscape for teaching and learning. When the best advice from a national leader of detention 

education is that instruction should be “independent of progression or prior knowledge” (Roush, 

1996, p. 130), educators and advocates for youth should take notice. And when this directive is 

corroborated in the experience of a teacher in a detention facility 17 years later explaining how, 

because of the dynamics of high student turnover and high needs, he uses “one-day lessons that 

are remedial in nature” (Pytash, 2013, p. 68-69), educators should wonder at the consistency of 

these accounts and their inconsistency with what we know quality education to be. 

Furthermore, reform of classroom practices, procedures and programming, may not even 

be enough to make up for the shortcomings of confinement education. Consider that the state of 

Massachusetts found it easier to abolish juvenile correctional facilities than to reform them 

(Miller, 1998) and that continued arguments from diverse sources for the abolition of 

confinements for youth cannot be ignored (Bernstein, 2014; Ben-Moshe, Chapman, & Carey, 

2014). Even with regard to temporary detention, a growing number of communities rely on 

alternatives that redirect students back to their communities and schools with supports and 

reinforcements that steer students away from the culture of confinement and incarceration 

(Stanfield, 2014; Holman & Ziedenberg, 2006).  

Conclusion 

Dohrn (2002) wrote that if there is one lesson to be learned from the first century of the 

juvenile court, it is that schools must play a more important role in the lives of youth than the 

court and its facilities. Moving the focus toward schooling in the second century of the court 

requires unraveling the fallacious arguments that have contributed to the construction of the 

school-to-prison-pipeline: namely that classrooms behind bars are specialized classrooms that are 

only a reform away from setting the standard of excellence. Exposing the everyday realities of 

education in detention facilities will be an important contribution to this end. 
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Chapter 3 – Constructing the Study: Qualitative Interviews 

Introduction 

Most of what we know about education in detention facilities comes from either of two 

perspectives: that of the outsider researcher/investigator or that of the insider professional 

detention education leader. The narrative told by outside investigators is one of dysfunction and 

deficiency, an educational apparatus in need of serious reform (Leone & Wruble, 2015). On the 

other hand, the narrative of the insider professional is one of professional competence in a 

challenging and little understood educational environment (Brooks, 2013; Farmer & Brooks, 

2015). Both of these narratives acknowledge the need for improvements, but they differ 

regarding where on the continuum to place the quality of educational opportunities.  

The leaders of education in detention facilities have asserted and re-asserted a claim to 

offering a quality and equal education, comparable to that available in public schools. This claim 

has been founded on their words and representations of their professional experiences. A careful 

and close reading of detention education literature, however, as well as broader reading in 

educational theory, philosophy, history, pedagogy, and curriculum studies literature, suggests the 

need for closer investigation and analysis of the claim that education in a detention facility is as-

good-as or better-than education elsewhere. 

Using Qualitative Methods 

The claim that education in a detention facility is or will soon be at least equivalent to 

that available in free schools is a qualitative claim based on the authority of leaders with years of 

experience in the field of detention education. This claim will be examined qualitatively by 
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seeking out the experiences of teachers working in detention facility classrooms to learn more 

about the conditions for teaching and learning in this unusual educational environment.  

The uniqueness of challenges related to detention facility classrooms may reasonably 

exclude quantitative methods as reasonable means for investigating claims of (e)quality. In 

classrooms where students’ average length of stay is only 14 days, standardized test scores and 

graduation rates-- the customary numbers for measuring and comparing educational outcomes - - 

are not helpful metrics.  

Experts in detention facility education do know and admit that outcomes have been poor; 

but they dismiss this as no different or worse than what is available to students in public schools, 

and they boast of a potential to enact a quality of education unseen in the mainstream schools. 

Because these claims—that education in detention facilities is no worse than what is available in 

the mainstream public schools and that confinement education has the potential to lead the way 

to higher quality education opportunities—have consequences for the kinds of educational 

opportunities available to hundreds of thousands of students each year, this study will attempt to 

better understand what kinds of teaching and learning opportunities are possible within the 

detention setting. This study will seek out firsthand accounts from classroom teachers whose 

experiences and perspectives may provide a unique and critical bridge to help educators, 

researchers and policy makers outside the culture of confinement education to understand the 

conditions and realities of classroom education inside the razor wire. 

Tapping Teachers’ Experiences 

Experience is not something that can be apprehended and analyzed as an object, with 

detached and replicable precision.  In fact, it is difficult to say exactly what experience is. 

Desjarlais (1997) gives evidence that this thing we regard as so obvious and universal that it is 

difficult to define may be a very recent conceptual creation. Even so, experience “is a crucial 
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element of contemporary academic thought” wherein experience entails a personal introspective 

processing of the world which weaves awareness, meaning and temporality into a complex 

whole (Desjarlais, p. 12).  

This conception of experience is closely tied to modern western conceptions of individual 

agency, meaning and time, but the idea that “experience accumulates in time through stories” has 

a rich heritage going back to Aristotle and the Biblical writers (Desjarlais, 1997, p. 15). As 

individual experience has played an increasingly important role in scholarship, the consensus has 

been that experience is captured in the stories people tell about their lives, in narratives about 

their interactions with the world. Experience, though internal, sensory, cognitive and personal, is 

represented, known and shared in narratives (Desjarlais). 

This Study 

  This study drew upon qualitative interviews examining the experiences and perspectives 

of four current teachers, each with at least six years of experience teaching in publicly owned 

and operated juvenile detention facilities in the State of Alabama. Publicly operated rather than 

private facilities were the focus because these are more similar and consistent in terms of 

management, staffing and resources.  Publicly operated facilities are more likely to employ full 

time and certified teachers, and they are more likely to use currently adopted texts and resources. 

This study sought out experiences of current certified teachers, whose voices are largely absent 

in the literature, and looked for aspects of their experience unique to the detention facility 

environment to better understand the kind and quality of educational opportunities available in 

the facilities where these teachers work.  

As the author, I approached this study with more than ten years of personal experience 

teaching math and science (double-certified, highly-qualified) in a juvenile detention facility. 

While my experience might have justified an auto-ethnographic study of what it is like to teach 
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in such a facility, I have drawn on the experiences of more teachers with more diverse 

experiences than my own to discover episodes of consensus and dissensus among different 

teachers and facilities as well as to bring attention to the ways these agree or disagree with the 

prescriptions and assessments of national figures in detention education.  

This study focused on the experiences of other teachers, but my own experience in the 

field facilitated and enhanced the research project in several ways. My awareness and familiarity 

with the unusual and stigmatized educational space opened doors to insider spaces and stories 

that may have been invisible or inaccessible to outside observers and may have been overlooked 

or glossed-over by administrative insiders. Riessman (1990) experienced easy rapport with 

participants in her study of divorce when participants knew that she had experienced divorce 

personally; she writes that the shared experience created a “more egalitarian relationship,” 

“greater reciprocity,” and helped her to be a sensitive and responsive listener to the stories 

participants shared. Similarly, my experience teaching students in a detention facility facilitated 

rapport and collegiality and provided a helpful framework for inquiring, hearing and 

understanding the experiences of other teachers in other facilities.  

Setting. The settings for the interviews conducted in this study varied with the 

participants.  One interview was completed in the detention facility where the teacher works, 

inside the classroom, after the completion of the school day.  Two interviews were completed by 

phone following the completion of the school day while the teachers were still at work.  For the 

phone interviews, I called from private space at home so that I would not be interrupted.  The 

fourth participant expressed strong interest in this research but insisted that phone or personal 

interviews would be impossible.  Honoring this participant’s request for an email interview, I 
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sought and secured approval for this format even as I cautioned that it would require more time 

than a live interview by phone or in person.      

The facilities where these four teachers work are publicly operated and range from 

having one to four teachers on staff.  The classrooms in which these teachers work vary in terms 

of space, the number of students, the demographics of the students, the resources available, and 

the support received from local schools and from facility management. 

Participants. Qualifying participants were certified teachers with at least 6 years’ 

experience teaching in the detention setting. Participants with some years of experience were 

preferred for this study because they would have a greater wealth of knowledge and depth of 

perspective to share.  Participants were recruited by contacting teachers I have had occasion to 

communicate with through my work, and these were informed of this research project first by 

phone and then with a follow-up email, both using an approved recruitment script.  Some of 

these teachers forwarded information about the project to colleagues.  Some of the teachers 

expressed no interest in participation.  Others expressed a willingness to complete a survey or 

questionnaire, but declined to participate in a recorded interview.  Four teachers did express 

willingness to give recorded interviews. Three of these participating teachers were employed by 

the local school districts, and one was employed by the county agency operating the facility. 

Participants were given gift cards in the amount of $75 as compensation for the time they 

invested in this project. 

 Data collection. Data collection for this study relied on interviews conducted in person, 

by phone or email, depending on the preference of the participant. Open-ended questions (See 

Appendix A) guided conversation about teachers’ experiences in all aspects of teaching, 

classroom management, facility dynamics and professional development. Interviews were 
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recorded using a digital voice recorder.  Phone interviews were also recorded with a digital voice 

recorder using a microphone designed for use in recording phone interviews.  Phone interviews 

were the easiest, perhaps because interviewer and participant were in familiar space and the 

focus was completely on the conversation.  The in-person interview was more challenging for 

me, the interviewer, because I was less comfortable in the space and more easily distracted. 

Observations of participant’s classroom spaces were not included in this study, and for this 

reason notes on this teacher’s space and resources, as in the other interviews, were limited to the 

teacher’s own perspective in the interview exchange.  

The email interview was initiated with the creation of a document to be shared back and 

forth by email.  Two opening questions were sent to begin the conversation.  Questions were 

formatted to appear in italics and participant responses were formatted in standard font.  Because 

both users were using Gmail, the shared Google doc could be edited, shared and viewed in 

(virtually) real time without the burden of attaching and emailing back and forth.  Most of this 

interview took place over one day when the participant and I were each at our respective homes 

and available to spend large blocks of time online, essentially messaging back and forth in a 

shared live document.  The email interview continued over a few days with many back and forth 

exchanges. 

The advantage of the email interview was that interviewer and participant each had a 

written record of the interview and could easily reference something that had been “said” 

(written) earlier.  The disadvantage of the email interview is that participant responses are more 

filtered and succinct.  A participant typing out responses to questions is less likely to ramble into 

an aside that reveals something that opens an unexpected opportunity for inquiry or insight.  
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Data analysis. Interviews were transcribed. Transcriptions and the text of the email 

interview were read, re-read, analyzed and marked with a priori codes including motivation, 

security, flexibility, isolation, success, frustration, limitations, curriculum, resources, routines, 

facility rules/policies, behavior management, classroom management, and pedagogy.  Following 

multiple reads and coding, interview excerpts with similar or related codes were grouped to 

create a composite narrative of teachers’ experiences.  From this composite narrative, themes 

were drawn out to organize the representation of the experiences of teachers. These narrative 

themes include motivation, adaptation, pedagogy, incarceration, discipline, attention/concern, 

limitations, and isolation.  From these narrative themes, unique elements of the experiences of 

teachers in detention facilities were identified to answer the research question. 

Validity. Because qualitative studies are not subject to validation through replication, 

researchers use several “validation techniques” to ensure the trustworthiness and reliability of 

their work. These include extended time in the field with research participants, triangulation with 

corroborating evidence from other sources, peer review, disclosing researcher bias, member 

checking, thick description, and external audits (Creswell, 2007). Creswell suggests that, of these 

eight validation techniques, a qualitative study should “engage” at least two.  

To ensure the validity of this research, I have engaged three of these techniques. First, I 

have disclosed my bias early. With ten years’ experience teaching students in detention facilities, 

I obviously have my own experiences and perspectives which influence this project. Secondly, I 

used triangulation to connect data from multiple participants and from the literature to arrive at 

well justified interpretations, conclusions, and arguments. Thirdly, I have attempted to apply a 

rich description of these teachers, their work and of the way that these participants talk, think, 

and feel about the work they do. Hopefully the attention given to writing in this study will move 
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readers to think about, and to feel and experience something about the work these teachers do, 

and about the classrooms and students made visible by their words. 

Reliability, trustworthiness and the author’s insider position. As the author of the 

study and an apparent insider in detention education, I want to address my position and its 

impact on the trustworthiness of this research. Although I teach in a detention facility, I am in no 

position to gain anything from the promotion of detention education. I am not employed by 

anyone with a stake in the claim to offering detained students a quality of education comparable 

to that available in the mainstream public schools. On the contrary, my own experience 

convinces me such a claim is questionable. 

The school district that employs me may assign little value to the work I do, just as it may 

assign little value to the students I teach. I am denied full inclusion in the professional 

community by being denied access to the school district’s network and the electronic resources it 

makes available to the other teachers it employs. Visits from district officials who make the 

rounds at other schools, simply do not happen. More than once, I have learned about curricular 

changes and new textbooks from my students, not from my supervisors.  

While I cannot be considered a professionalizing leader of detention education, I cannot 

claim to approach this study as an outsider, either. My experience teaching in a detention facility 

gives me knowledge and awareness that are unavailable to outside observers, and this unique 

vantage point is impossible to deny or ignore. This study, however, was not about my 

experience, but about the experiences of other teachers in similar facilities; and while my own 

experience did not give me automatic access to the particular institutional cultures, stories and 

secrets of other facilities, it did open the door for me to have conversations with detention 

facility teachers that outside researchers could not have had. 
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Conclusion 

 The stories that teachers told of their experiences working in juvenile detention facilities 

provided a critical window into the mostly overlooked classroom conditions that serve thousands 

of students each day. The knowledge gained from the experiences of these teachers may 

contribute to a better understanding of what it means to offer educational opportunities to youth 

in confinement, a critical starting place for improving educational opportunities inside and 

outside detention facilities. 
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Chapter 4 – Telling their Stories: Teachers’ Experiences and Perspectives from the Inside 

Introduction 

 The four teachers interviewed for this project have graciously agreed to give us a glimpse 

of the work they do in classrooms that are normally only seen by the people employed there and 

the students detained there. These classrooms, situated behind locked and monitored doors, do 

not get the same exposure or attention as their counterparts at the local middle or high school. 

Detention facility classrooms are not visited by parents, grandparents or siblings. As invisible as 

they are, however, classrooms like the ones these teachers serve will provide educational 

opportunities for hundreds of thousands of students this year, and the stories these teachers tell 

about the work they do in detention facilities will help us to understand the everyday realities of 

teaching and learning there.  

The experiences of these teachers will be presented in two different narratives. The first 

is a series of profiles introducing each teacher participant, describing their background, work 

environment, motivations, and perspectives. Following these four profiles is a narrative analysis 

of their experiences and perspectives regarding the work they do with students in juvenile 

detention facility classrooms. 

Four Portraits - Teachers in Detention Facilities 

Betty. Betty has been teaching English language arts in the detention facility for 9 years, 

and she is the longest-tenured of the four teachers in her facility. This is her second career, but it 

is a return to her high school dream of being a teacher. She earned an English education degree 

in college, but then ended up taking a job that took her away from education. When she retired 
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from that work, she came back home and refreshed her teaching credential by earning a Master’s 

degree. She did some substitute teaching and worked as a long-term sub, once for a semester and 

then for 2 semesters, but she grew weary of substitute teaching and decided that she would not 

take another long-term sub position, mainly because the pay was not equal to her work and 

credentials. She was in a position to be selective. While doing some volunteer work in her 

daughter’s school, someone told her that if she wanted a job, some were available. So, she took a 

look. It was the middle of the school year, late in the fall semester. Some of the positions did not 

interest her, but one was intriguing. 

She was not sure what it would be like at the detention facility, so she applied and went 

for a tour. When the director of the facility heard about her former career and her experience in 

the school system, he offered her the job on the spot. She now has no interest in a job at a regular 

school. She tells people that she works at the safest school in the county. There are no fights, and 

students are well behaved. The fact that detention officers are in the classroom enforcing facility 

rules regarding behavior means that she is free to move about the room, from group to group, 

participating in discussions about what students are reading, modeling and advising written 

responses to reading assignments, and orchestrating whole group grammar lessons that get 

everyone up to the board. 

Betty teaches four classes each day, sometimes 5 if there are girls in the facility, and each 

class is just under an hour. Typically, she will have 8 to 10 students at a time. She enjoys the 

work and focuses on modeling a strong work ethic for her students. She repeatedly refers to them 

as children and sees herself in the role of the parent or grandparent who will not quit. These are 

people’s children, and she believes in them, and she believes in what they can do if they only 

knew how. She teaches them that school is work, and she tries to show them how to do the work: 
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This is how you take notes, how you write a sentence, how you gather ideas to construct an 

essay. She spends time pulling out prior knowledge, showing her students that they know 

something already and that it relates to what they’re reading and can help them to understand. 

For Betty, the most difficult part of the job is seeing how many students come back. 

Students tell her that if they had someone to take them to class and help them with their work 

like they have in detention, then they would go to class and do the work. Betty tells them that 

they are big enough to take themselves to class and to do the work, but the fact that so many of 

them return to detention, seemingly caught up in something bigger than their own intentions, 

wears on her. 

Betty and the other teachers in her facility get regular visits from support personnel in 

their school system, but Betty says that their visits are brief and that they don’t really understand 

what it is like to teach there or to be a student there. 

Olivia. Olivia is in her seventh year teaching social studies at the juvenile detention 

facility, and she loves the work. Olivia is a very high energy person with high expectations for 

her students and for herself. Her ambition has always been, and still is, to be a school 

administrator, and she is currently working toward this goal even as she teaches school every 

day. 

Olivia is employed by the facility which is operated by a public cooperative of six county 

governments. There are three teachers at the facility, one of whom is employed by the local 

school district and the other two by the facility. All teachers are required to maintain current 

certificates in the areas they teach.  

As Olivia was finishing her teacher education program, one of her professors suggested 

she take a look at a position in the detention facility. Although she was drawn to the position 
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because of her desire to work with at-risk students, she was a bit apprehensive about working in 

a lock-up facility. Ultimately, her interest in helping students in detention and her confidence that 

she could make connections that would make a difference for these students motivated her to 

select this as her first teaching position. 

Olivia feels like she has made a difference in the lives of students and in the atmosphere 

at the facility. Before she got there, there had been a great deal of turnover among the teaching 

staff, and there was significant tension between the detention staff and the teaching staff. She has 

made an effort to build positive relationships with detention staff and management, and to 

standardize rules and expectations throughout the facility. This has resulted in more unity and 

collaboration that has improved the environment for management, teachers, staff, and students. 

Because she is now the longest tenured teacher and has been involved in the hiring of her teacher 

colleagues, she has had an important part to play in building a more positive living and learning 

environment for her students. 

More directly, Olivia has impacted many students who came to the facility having no 

expectations that they could finish school, not believing that could even be an option for them. 

But she has the opportunity to talk to students, to listen to them, and to build relationships that 

allow her to push and inspire and motivate them. Some of these students have finished school 

and gone on to college. While not all students respond the same way, Olivia loves the 

opportunity to work with and for students who have not received the level of care and support 

from the schools that they needed to be successful. 

The biggest surprise and the biggest challenge for Olivia in coming to teach in the 

juvenile detention facility, is the difficulty of planning for and managing instruction. When she 

first started, she thought she would plan units—a series of lessons and activities on a certain 
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chapter or topic followed by an assessment of some kind. As soon as she started, however, she 

began to realize this would not work, as other students came in or left at varying stages of the 

unit. It was impossible to catch-up new students and to keep them with the group at the same 

time. And it was unfair to give them the same assessment when they had not been there for the 

entire unit.  

Now, rather than planning complete units, she looks at the state courses of study for the 

students she has, and she tries to plan diverse lessons that will cover a variety of grade levels and 

will meet specific student needs. She relies on some software to supplement her work with 

students with special needs, but otherwise, lessons are comprised of presentations and 

discussions with small groups of students who are held to high expectations for participation and 

completion.    

Herman. Herman is a teacher certified in a non-core subject who taught at a couple of 

different schools in the county neighboring his own, but he found that the difficulties of 

classroom management and discipline were too stressful. He worked with a non-profit agency in 

the summers, and then took a year-round job teaching for the same non-profit, which contracted 

to provide educational services at a residential facility. When he learned about the open position 

at the juvenile detention facility just a couple of miles from his home in a town centered in a 

suburban/rural county, he jumped at the chance to work so close to home and to be employed by 

the local school district. Though he would be teaching at the county-operated juvenile detention 

facility, he would be employed by the county school district with the same pay, benefits and 

work schedule as other teachers. 

When Herman started at the detention facility he was surprised at how little time he had 

to spend disciplining students or managing classroom behavior. Whereas classes at the regular 
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schools and the residential facility were chaotic and stressful, classes here were orderly and calm. 

With alert, competent and professional detention staff monitoring and enforcing student behavior 

in the classroom, Herman is free to answer questions and support student work without concerns 

about behavior. Herman has inherited an efficient system from his predecessor who taught at the 

facility for 26 years. As the only certified teacher in a facility that averages about 20-25 students, 

students are divided into two groups that alternate between time in Herman’s classroom and time 

doing work packets in another room monitored by detention staff.  

In the last few years, instructional time in Herman’s classroom has shifted from a 

traditional whole-group instruction format to an individualized computer-based format with 

state-approved software that delivers curricula aligned to each student’s grade level and core 

content standards. Now, during classroom time, students work at assigned computer stations 

where they work through lessons that Herman has selected for them based on their current grade 

and class schedule. These lessons cover content standards for their math, science, English 

language arts, and social studies. Students do not do work for or receive grades for any other 

classes.  

 During the time that students work in the other room monitored by detention staff, they 

do worksheet packets. High school students will all do the same sheets regardless of grade, and 

middle school students will do the same worksheets regardless of grade. These worksheets are 

generated from workbooks from different sources that also cover core content standards—but not 

necessarily the standards for the class and grade in which they are currently enrolled. 

Herman’s students stay on the rolls of their regular schools, and the grades that Herman 

sends back to them are just averaged in as if the student had never left. Grades are averaged back 

in much as if the students had simply been in a pull-out classroom, an isolation classroom, or in-
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school-detention. These students get about 2.5 hours each day of individualized, grade level 

computer work, and about 2.5 hours each day of worksheet work time. 

Herman notes that the time in detention is very stressful for students. Students worry 

about relationships and obligations they are cut off from outside the facility, and the longer 

students are detained, the more restless they get and the more likely they are to act out. This 

stress created by the loss of freedom, however, also plays a role in motivating students to be on 

their best behavior and to comply with facility rules and expectations because students do not 

want to lose the opportunity to participate in activities or to enjoy the privileges that come with 

good behavior.  

Herman enjoys the orderly routines of the facility and the freedom from the task of 

managing behavior, and he enjoys seeing students benefit from the opportunity to get the help 

they need to bring up their grades while they are in his classroom.  

Frances. Frances is in her sixth year teaching at the juvenile detention facility. She never 

wanted to be a teacher, or had any intention of being a teacher. She married and had children 

before completing her college degree and only years later, when her children were grown, did 

she go back to complete her degree.  

As an undergraduate, she did some research in the local school system, the same system 

where her children had attended, where she had volunteered and substituted for teachers, where 

she had been an active participant and/or leader of parent-teacher organizations, athletic booster 

organizations, and fund-raisers, for years. Her research facilitator and mentor in the school 

system recognized that she had the makings of a teacher, and encouraged her to earn a teaching 

certificate.  

Frances did want to teach, but her sights were on continued research and work in higher 
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education. She did have a natural inclination to teach. She was active with her church in 

leadership and teaching capacities, both in the church itself and in the community, and in the 

local jail. There was no appeal for her, however, for teaching in a K-12 setting. She saw teachers 

as too encumbered by very narrow and rigid scripts that rendered them robotic. 

Ultimately, however, with other options on her plate after completing the bachelor’s 

degree, Frances did earn a teaching credential for English language arts. She reasoned that there 

were a couple of non-traditional settings for at-risk youth where she might enjoy teaching. The 

juvenile detention facility was top on her list, and that is where she landed. 

Although she was familiar with the facility and the students from her volunteer work in 

the community, schools and jail, she was surprised at the disconnect she found between the 

teachers in the detention facility classroom and the school system. She expected that schools and 

school leaders would be involved, getting in touch regularly to figure out what could be done to 

help certain students at the detention facility find the help and support they needed to be 

successful once they got back to their schools. Instead, she was disturbed to discover how often 

these students were labeled and humiliated once they returned. 

What Frances most likes about teaching in the facility is the opportunity she has for 

working with students individually, finding ways to inspire and motivate students to think 

differently about their situation and their education, working to cultivate hope and possibility 

among students who are all but resigned to hopelessness. Seeing these students burdened by the 

stress of being detained and the disappointment they feel about life is sad for her; but one of her 

primary goals with each student is to help them to find a way and a reason to engage with the 

learning opportunities she creates for them in hopes they will recognize this engagement as a 

step along a pathway toward a different possibility for them, in school and in life. 
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Narrative Themes 

These teachers work in four of the eight publicly operated detention facilities in the State 

of Alabama, covering a range from urban, to suburban, to rural. Each of them bring their own 

motivations and reasons to their work, and they each work within distinct facility cultures and 

climates. Even across their differences, however, they share a unique experience of working with 

students in a curious educational space that is little observed and little understood.  

The diverse placements and perspectives of these four teachers are informed by years of 

experience in the facilities where they work, each of them having from 6 to 9 years’ experience 

in their respective facilities, and informed by years of experience in other schools as well. Their 

reflections about what they do and what they see on a daily basis, after years of service, will help 

to paint a picture of education in detention facility classrooms that would be invisible and 

inaccessible, even to a visitor or observer in their classrooms. Their stories generated the 

following narrative themes. 

Narratives of motivation. These well-credentialed teachers have chosen to work in these 

facilities as teachers, not jailers. They each have been working in detention facilities for six or 

more years, and they each have their own reasons and motivations for being here. 

Herman’s experience teaching at the residential facility gave him some idea of what it 

might be like in the detention facility, but his initial motivation for applying was primarily one of 

convenience. 

Herman: I lived like 2 miles from here, so when this one came open, I mean, I 

jumped at the opportunity. 

Olivia’s only teaching experience before coming to the facility was in her student 

teaching assignment, but she was intrigued by the prospect of teaching in a detention facility 

because of her personal interest in advocacy and empowerment.  



73 
 

Olivia: I chose to work at this facility because I wanted to be a voice for students. 

I do not view my students as juvenile delinquents….I’ve always been able to 

reach out and help at-risk youth when no one else can get through to the kids. 

Betty was not actively looking for work when she stumbled across the opening for the job 

she has now, but any uncertainty was overcome by her interest in doing some good in an unusual 

environment. 

Betty: Well, I didn't really know what to expect. I knew they were children that 

needed to be educated….Because I think those children need an education just 

like everybody else's child, and they are going back to school, most of them, and 

if we can get them to think while they're here, they may become successful 

students or they may remember that someone had an interest in them to spur them 

to do better. It may click one day, I don't know. 

Only Frances, because of her background substituting in the school system and 

volunteering in the facility, had an idea that she wanted to teach in a detention facility when she 

pursued her certification. 

Frances: I wanted to be at a facility that operated outside of the box when it came 

to traditional teaching. It wasn't just about the curriculum. It's about everyday life 

lessons….I say at risk - I think maybe those who come from troubled 

backgrounds or who find themselves in trouble for whatever reason, maybe 

socioeconomic status, or maybe they grew up with everything they needed but 

they made bad choices and they need someone to have that patience and have 

empathy with them at that place in life regardless of what brought them to that 

place. That's just where I wanted to be. That's what I love doing. 
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These teachers share a motivation to work with young people, and to teach. They do not come to 

the facility from a legal or law enforcement perspective, but from a teaching perspective.  

Narratives of adaptation. With the exception of Herman, whose work in a residential 

facility prepared him for work with a transient student population, all of the other teachers faced 

a learning curve that forced them to rethink what they thought they knew about teaching and 

classroom management. They received no specialized training to prepare them to work in this 

setting; they learned to adapt on the job.  

Olivia: My thinking has changed from initially not really knowing what I was 

doing and just trying to get a feel for my classroom that was different than a 

public school classroom. I had to adjust the way I was taught how to teach. We 

learned how to teach units, give exams, etc. This just isn’t possible in my 

setting….You have to be very flexible and creative to work in a detention 

environment. 

Here, Frances illustrates the difference between her classroom and that of a regular school. 

Frances: Well, in a regular classroom, it’s like everybody is doing the same thing, 

so [students] don't really have to keep up with anything. [Students] just walk in 

the classroom and the train is moving, and we’re all going in the same direction. 

Well, in here it's different. I may have 10 different trains going in 10 different 

directions. Now not every student is going to take responsibility, not everyone is 

going to be studious enough to take responsibility for that, but someone - many of 

them - will take responsibility for doing what they need to do that day, and in a 

normal setting they don't have to engage sometimes. And of course I have to 

modify lessons because it's almost impossible to emulate the same thing that's 
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going on in the classroom. 

 Part of Frances’s adjustment to teaching in the facility was figuring out how to keep ten 

trains going at once and how to motivate students to get on the train, their specific train, even 

though they might be the only one on that train. Frances’s metaphor also illustrates the extra 

burden for students, to be motivated to work independently. 

Teachers in detention facilities also learn a kind of flexibility that is different than what is 

required in a regular school. Beyond the interruptions of visits and appointments for the court or 

the facility, the constantly changing class roll as student enter and leave the facility means that 

teachers must be prepared to welcome and to integrate new students on a daily basis. The 

constantly changing group dynamics, and the constantly changing circumstances for each student 

as their cases are moved through the court, all combine to create a difficult classroom 

environment. Each day is an emotional roller coaster for at least one or two students as they 

anticipate some news or decision. Meanwhile, other students watch and try to manage their own 

anxious waiting. 

Betty: You have so many circumstances going on when you're here. Different 

things with different children. 

Frances: A normal day is knowing that within the day there's going to be some 

interruptions. That's just part of normality in this facility. 

Sometimes, teachers may know when a student is leaving, but most of the time, they do 

not. The unknowing for teachers and students hovers over their interactions: How much should 

they invest in this student, in this class? For Olivia this sense of emotional investment and loss, 

ranks as equal to the hardest part of her job. 

Olivia: The most difficult thing about my work is not getting to say goodbye, and 
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planning for so many different grade levels, learning needs, and personalities. 

Betty takes it in stride, but there is poignancy in the telling. 

Betty: Some children come one day and they're gone the next. We don't know 

when they're leaving. All we know is, we call the roll and they're not here. 

The wide age range of students and the very diverse needs teachers must address in a 

given class period also take a toll. 

Frances: Ages 11 through, it could be, 19. You know, grade 6 through 12, English 

language arts and social studies - that's a lot of material to try to even think about 

covering with that span of ages. 

In a facility that imposes such volatility, teachers accept the predictable upheaval and 

adjust their expectations. For some, however, acceptance borders on resignation. 

Olivia: A difficult day is one in which nothing goes right. That doesn’t happen 

often to me because I’ve learned to be flexible. 

For Betty, the apparent resignation hints at weariness. When asked if she could recall a 

memorable occasion when she was glad to be teaching at the detention facility, Betty replied that 

she did not think of her work in those terms. 

  Betty: You know, I don’t even think about that, OK? I really don’t. I just don’t  

  think about it. From one day to the next, I am here. I don’t worry about   

  “memorable occasions” per se….I don't have a day when everybody in class is up  

  to what I want them to be, so I just go with the flow. 

Narratives of pedagogy.  In the confines of this space where students are subjected to 

strip search, delousing, and mug shot, and where they wear clothes that are not their own, school 

happens. School is not ordered by the ringing of bells, but by the escort of detention staff who 
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open doors and corridors and supervise students’ movements. For the most part, the general 

outline of the school day mirrors that of the regular schools, even though the students do not 

leave the facility outside school hours. 

  Betty: We're here from 8:15 to 3:30, every day.   

The routine includes accommodating class groups that may be renegotiated daily, as Herman 

explains.  

Herman: Well, we get started at 8, so I get here about 7:30, and that gives me the 

opportunity to go to the control room and kind of get a brief and know who we 

have here. You know, who’s maybe in trouble or not in trouble, and then I will be 

able to determine, you know, how much structure. Sometimes one individual 

can’t be mixed with another individual, so that gives us an idea of how to do that 

kind of stuff. 

Olivia teaches social studies, and although her facility does not keep the currently 

adopted texts for the schools they serve, she draws from diverse resources to teach the required 

content. 

Olivia: I generate assignments by looking at all of the courses of study of the 

grades that I have, and teach lessons that cover a variety of grade levels. 

Only Herman’s facility relies on an approved credit recovery software, allowing the 

facility to have one certified teacher who is not necessarily certified in any core subjects. 

Students in Herman’s facility do not use textbooks or resources current with their schools. 

Herman: We do our computer software stuff, you just have to have the certified 

teacher to oversee it. We don’t have the population or the space or the funds to, 

you know, to have a regular ‘math teacher,’ ‘science teacher’ kind of thing….I 
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pull their schedules and I will correlate that with [the software] and that’s kind of 

how we do it. And then once the kid leaves, I’ll print the average out, the grades 

out, and send that back to their base school. And even if a kid finishes everything 

here, like, let’s say they finish the whole [software curriculum], they can’t get a 

full credit. It’s still just a transfer credit. 

Frances and Betty use the texts currently adopted by their school districts, but these may 

or may not match those used by students from other school districts. Betty teaches English 

language arts, but in an illustration of her high expectations for students and her relentless but 

supportive work ethic, she doesn’t want to hear about page numbers: “I don’t understand page 

numbers.”  

  Betty: We do from 6th to 12th grade, and they come together. They come, you 

know, together as a group, and I just - I find out when they enroll in class, the 

grade level, and I have materials for all the grade levels. I told them, “Don't tell 

me how many pages you got, because I read 6th, 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 

12th grade [literature]. So how many pages you got does not compute with me, 

dear, because I'm reading all of it.” 

Frances is the only participant teacher with two teaching certifications and with teaching 

responsibilities for two core subjects. The volume of material she is responsible for is difficult to 

manage. 

Frances: What I do when a student comes in - our first priority is to try to contact 

the school to get assignments, that way we can kind of keep them on the same 

sheet of music even as we make modifications. If we can't do that then we go to 

the pacing guide which tells us, this time of school year, student in this class, 
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should be doing this. So I look at that, try to make decisions about assignments 

that will align them up with the curriculum. We just do the best we can like that, 

you know, and sometimes it's hit and miss, but we're doing the best we can with it 

and I'll tell them every day, “You’ve got to be motivated to come in and do your 

work.” And some of them do. They know what they have to do, but then we have 

those that - they're just tired, and I think being here - as to the many issues they 

have going on in their lives - and education is at the bottom of their list as far as   

priority. 

Sometimes, academic needs are easier to address than the other challenges students face. 

Teachers work to keep students current with the curriculum, but also take advantage of small 

class sizes to provide individual academic remediation when they see the need. Here, teachers 

talk about the ways they address the needs they see. 

Betty: I move around in my classroom….If they're not sure what they're supposed 

to do, I direct them by showing them what to do…. I’ll model on the 

board….Actually teaching. 

Olivia: We have smaller groups and can teach to the needs of the student….We 

are able to close the achievement gap while the students are with us. We can keep 

our students current on their education, build new knowledge, and work on basic 

skills that the students are lacking. 

Betty: I think they need to learn how to read and learn how to think and pull out 

their work with some direction. I don't think worksheets are the answer. That's 

me.  



80 
 

Students in detention facilities are not just needy cases to be enlightened or corrected, and 

sometimes the best efforts and intentions of teachers meet resistance, no matter the amount of 

care and supportive concern. As Frances explains, sometimes teachers have to settle.  

Frances: Trying to keep the learning going, it may not be what I planned for that 

day, or what they were assigned, but if I can keep their brains engaged in 

something, then I'm satisfied with that, and sometimes that's the most you can 

do—is try to keep peace in the classroom. 

Sometimes students dig in, as Betty explains. 

Betty: They fight everything they don't want to do. 

When students dig in, sometimes Frances rethinks her attack. 

Frances: I know that at any time I can turn into the enemy, only because I'm 

asking them to do some school work. So at that point, then I need to try to figure 

out, “Okay how do I - they were engaged, and how do I get them re-engaged?” 

And that's hard. 

Where some teachers would strike back with punitive measures, Betty will negotiate a qualified 

truce.  

Betty: As long as they're not making noise, they can sit up and not do a thing, but 

they can learn something in the process [of staying in the classroom as opposed to 

being removed]. And I have had students who didn't want to participate, but 

because what we were doing was interesting to them, they decided they would 

participate. 

 Though the expectation for some teachers and some facilities is that students should do 

their work without question, some teachers resist a coercive productivity and question its place 
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even in detention. Frances recognizes that students’ resistance is not directed at her or even at the 

coercive routines of the facility.  

Frances: And how can I help them? I think more than anything I try to listen to 

them with the hopes of maybe just by listening to them I can gain some insight 

where there's been a breakdown between them and education.  

Similarly, Betty questions the wisdom of a shortsighted approach that dispenses with connection 

in favor of compliance at any cost.   

Betty: So I don't just throw them out if they don't want to work. I don't throw 

them out if they go to court and they come back upset. I don't bother them. I say, 

“You need time out?” I got a sink in my room, and I tell them, “Go refresh 

yourself. Wash your face, paper towel, wash your face, take a moment. I give 

them a moment because they’re children! 

Even in detention, teachers wrestle with how to entice students to the value and promise 

of academic learning. Having a captive class and making them do the work under force of threat 

may produce compliance in the short term, but at what cost?  

Herman: You know, being told what to do, especially when they’ve - you know, 

you got kids that ain’t listened to their parents. The last thing they want is to listen 

to somebody else.  

Teachers try to help students to negotiate the turmoil and to reframe their situations so that 

rejection does not seem like their only option. 

Frances: They're scattered. It's like they've left pieces of themselves everywhere, 

and they don't know how to gather themselves, and the unknown about what's 

going to happen in reference to the justice system - it makes them angry. And they 
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feel like they have no [emphasis in original] control. So then, they - some of them 

just say, and I try to explain to them, and they'll say, “I'm not doing it. I'm not 

doing this for them.” And I'll say, “It's not for them. It's for you.” But in their 

brains, they're thinking that they're defying the very hoops that the court says they 

have to jump through, not realizing that to get an education is going to be for 

them. But they just - they're tired. They're so tired of being told what to do and 

when to do it, that they'll - they’ll cut off their nose in spite of themselves, 

because they just don't want someone else telling them what to do.  And I don't 

know how - I don't know how, sometimes - It's hard to break through that and get 

them to understand that it's for them. And there may be times when they're 

working and know it's for them, and I'll hear a pencil slap down on the top of the 

desk. And I say, “What's wrong?” And they’ll say, “I'm just not doing anything 

else.”  

Narratives of discipline. In the big scheme of time that students spend in the facility, the 

school routine of 8a-3p, M-F is just a small part of the 24 hour, 7 days-per-week routine of the 

facility, and the classroom offers little reprieve from behavioral expectations. In some facilities, 

detention staff monitor and enforce discipline in the classroom. In others, teachers have access to 

the same battery of consequences that detention staff wield to keep students in line, including 

measures such as removing evening or weekend privileges, or confining a student to his or her 

cell for an hour, an afternoon, or a 24-hour period. Whether such measures help or hinder, they 

are part of the landscape of the facility. They are the force behind the routines, whether they are 

exercised or not. For teachers in classrooms where detention staff dole out discipline, the harsh 

measures may be seen as more helpful for teachers, as the teacher-student relationship is less 
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likely to be harmed. In facilities where teachers are responsible for classroom discipline, they 

seek to balance enforcing the rules with addressing the varied needs of students. 

In Betty’s facility, staff will pull out students who are disruptive, and she notices a 

difference in them when they return. 

Betty: What we call the “cell therapy.” When they have to go back for being 

disruptive in class, they have a much better attitude when they come back 

[laughter]. I don't know what happens back there. I don't go see. But it's not 

pleasant to them to be back there. Some people don't like being alone. So they get 

a little bit more school anxiety. They’d rather come to school than be in their 

room. 

Herman, also, notes that having staff in the classroom to make sure that students are 

doing their work makes his work easier and his work environment more enjoyable. 

Herman: We’re in a facility now, where it’s either you do your work or you - 

there’s repercussions. It’s not - you know, it’s a little stricter, a little tougher than 

it would be in the normal school, but we do have that luxury, so - and a lot of 

times they’re, you know - they’re so confined that any chance they get to get out 

and do something they’re more than willing to do it for the most part. It’s kind of 

self-motivating, I guess. 

For Frances, although staff monitor the classroom from the hallway for safety purposes, 

the classroom management and rule enforcement is left to her discretion. Even though her first 

choice is to motivate students through care and encouragement, sometimes she has to take a 

different approach.  

Frances: I know there's some students I can push. I can say, “You're going to do 
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this or you're going to go to your room and you're going to lose points and I'm 

going to call your [probation officer] or I'm going to lock you down,” because I 

know I can push that to where they kind of shape-up. But then there's - some 

students are, you know, that's not going to work for them. And there's no formula 

for me to tell you how I know.  

Narratives of incarceration.  For good or ill, the coercive nature of the facility does not 

stop at the classroom door. Even in the classroom, where teachers attempt to create an oasis 

where individual attention, care and schoolwork-as- self-care dominate, students and teachers 

cannot forget where they are. For example, Herman and Olivia note the clothing that their 

students wear. Herman acknowledges the clothing in the same way he might notice a costume or 

uniform, but Olivia wills herself to look past the clothing and what it represents. In both cases 

however, the clothing marks students in the facility as not free, as wards.  

Herman: They have that little jump suit. They look like a bunch of little 

mechanics. 

Olivia: I don’t pay attention to the jumpsuits that I see. These kids are still 

students at the end of the day. 

Even with the intention to look past the clothing and to treat students as if they were 

students at any other school, teachers are held in check. Olivia qualifies her assertions here.  

Olivia: I do not treat my students any differently than I would treat my students in 

a regular public education classroom. Of course, I have to adhere to the policies 

and procedures of the facility. 

Each teacher participant, in their own way, acknowledge that most of their students are 

like their classmates back at their regular schools, except that they got caught doing something 
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stupid. Teachers tell students and remind them repeatedly that their detention is temporary and 

that this is not who they are. 

Olivia: Each day I tell them that being where they are at the moment does not 

define them.  

Herman: Most of these kids just make bad decisions, you know. We get a few 

knuckleheads that, that are basically, are you know, just working their way into 

the prison system, but for the most part, most of the kids, or the ones we get 

anyway, are just making a bonehead decision and most of them will try to 

straighten up. So that kind of motivates me a little bit. 

Nonetheless, there are daily, constant reminders that students are locked up. An initial 

twenty-four hour isolation period is standard practice in all but Olivia’s facility. Even after 

students have moved through the intake process and are incorporated fully into the routines of 

the general population, however, as new students come into the facility, all are reminded that 

their relative freedom is conditional. Teachers acknowledge the stress and the damage. 

Frances: The emotional baggage they bring into the facility and the emotional 

baggage they deal with just being locked up as children. They’re children and 

they're locked up. 

Although detention facilities are generally represented as temporary holding facilities for 

the courts, serving neither punitive nor rehabilitative function, teachers do recognize the 

detention facility as a distinctly punitive experience for their students. 

Frances: It's more of a punitive facility. Because - because some of them are 

locked up as a punishment. I mean, it's just punishment for committing - I use the 

word crime, but it's a punishment for making a choice that's in violation of the 
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law. So that's not rehab, that's punitive, you know? 

Herman states the obvious in his assessment of the facility as punitive, and in doing so exposes 

the fallacy in the claim of benevolent neutrality. 

Herman: Well, you know, obviously they want their freedom. 

Teachers in detention facilities notice a general trend in the course of students’ 

detentions. In the first few days, students may be on their best behavior or guarded in their 

interactions, anticipating a quick release from the facility and a return to their regular schools. 

Betty: When most of them come in, they always think they're getting ready to go 

home. 

Olivia: Students tend to suppress their personalities at first. After a few days, their 

real personality seems to peak. 

For those who end up staying, there is an adjustment period. 

Betty: And they're not happy the first couple of days, but some of them settle in 

and get with the routine. 

 As time goes on, however, students get frustrated. Being incarcerated for weeks of 

waiting and uncertainty is difficult. 

Herman: Yeah, the longer they’re here, I think the majority of time, not every 

time, but the longer they’re here, the more likely they are to act out. Just because 

they’ve gotten a little comfortable, you know. They may be getting disgruntled 

because they don’t know when they’re leaving, and they kind of take it out on 

whoever’s here. 

Olivia: I’ve also seen that when students know they are leaving, they tend to act 

out and do something that makes them get 24-hour lockdown. 
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Even as teachers acknowledge the punitive nature of the facility and that teaching and 

learning is not the primary focus of the facility, they do recognize some benefits of working here. 

For some, the sense of safety teachers experience in the facility is a very concrete and tangible 

benefit.  

Herman: Many people used to ask me for a long time if I was scared. I just had to 

tell them, “I’m more likely to get killed in a regular school than in here.” 

Betty: That's the safest place to go! You’re safer there than in regular school, 

okay? I told him, “Honey, when I go to work I go through two doors that go 

‘Clink! Clink!’ and I know when I leave they're going to go ‘Clink! Clink!’ too, 

behind me, and I can't take nobody with me, so I'm happy.” 

Betty and Herman both intend to finish their careers in the facilities where they teach, and 

both say in no uncertain terms that they would not go back to teaching in a regular school.  

In addition to the sense of safety, teachers enjoy exemption from the many non-teaching duties 

that accompany work in regular schools - bus line, parking lot, lunch room, and before-/after-

school functions. 

Narratives of attention and concern. Teachers and classrooms are an important 

humanizing influence, providing individual attention and concern for students in the austere and 

unnerving space of the detention facility.  For most of these teachers, a class often consists of six 

to ten students, but it varies. The maximum allowable number of students for these teachers 

ranges from 12 to 16. Some teachers try to take advantage of low student numbers to build 

personal connections with students and to solicit students’ thoughts, interests and preferences. 
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The following quotes from Frances and Betty illustrate the ways that attention and respect are 

communicated.  

Betty: Sometimes I put on the board which group is going first, or I'll let them 

decide who's going first, what grade, because, you know, I let them have a little 

input. 

Frances: I try to get to know them a little bit, and I try to listen to them. 

Betty: I'll sit right in the midst of them and we'll talk about whatever it is they're 

reading, what they're doing, what their thoughts are. 

The low student population increases one-on-one teacher-student interactions, either in 

individualized or very small group work, increasing the likelihood that students will feel cared 

for. These quotes from Frances and Olivia illustrate the ways that these teachers take seriously 

the unique opportunities they have with students. 

Frances: I have the opportunity to address students individually. And with every 

student, because they all come from different places as far as - I may have, in one 

classroom, I could have sixth graders, 7th graders, eighth graders, girls, boys all 

from different schools; they may be studying the same subject but at their 

different grade levels, they need individualized attention, so it gives me the 

opportunity to address each one of them one-on-one and make a decision based 

on where they are academically, where they are mentally and emotionally, where 

they may be with the judicial - with the juvenile justice program. I have to take all 

of that and try to make the best academic decision I can make for them on the 

spot, and I really think I enjoy doing that. 

Olivia: I want their schools to know that when they are with us they are still 
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getting an education. They are still being challenged and asked to complete 

assignments…. Many of my students love our school. They want to go home and 

ask if they can go home and come back just to go to school at detention. It’s 

because we actually take time to get to know our students and meet their needs. 

Frances: These children are children. And they deserve every opportunity, every 

right regardless. 

Here, Herman realizes his opportunity for individualized work with students is 

exceptional. 

Herman: Because in a normal school, if you have a kid that’s struggling, in a 

normal school the teacher does not have time to do one on one instruction with 

that individual because he or she is too busy trying to make sure Johnny Ray is 

sitting down in the back and that Billy Ray isn’t talking in the front, all that kind 

of stuff. 

 In another illustration of the way that Betty takes her opportunity at the detention facility 

seriously, she worked to get new computers in the classrooms when she realized the technology 

in place was not functional. Other teachers scoffed, but she simply told them that it was for the 

students. 

Betty: I just wanted them to have a shake at it. 

Even as these teachers work to keep students on pace with the curriculum, they balance 

their lessons with practical, straight-talk with students that meets them where they are. The 

absence of cohesive, long term classroom community and the looming uncertainty - about their 

situations with the court and about what will be waiting for them when they get out - stresses 
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students. Teachers cannot pretend that the realities of students’ situations do not exist, but 

sometimes teachers struggle to know what to say or how to bridge the gaps. 

This quote from Betty illustrates the way that teachers sometimes find themselves trying 

to bridge a cultural divide between the world teachers inhabit and a world of poverty or 

criminality.   

Betty: I want them to be able to go to school, be respectful of their teachers and 

their peers, get their lessons and graduate. And enjoy themselves! And that's what 

I tell them! Yeah, I tell them, “You gotta respect yourself. You can respect other 

people, and I want all of you to have jobs so you don’t want to take anything that 

doesn't belong to you, and you can live comfortably the way that we do. And you 

won't have to worry about nobody else and what they have, and you'll have your 

own.” That's what you tell your own children. You want them to be self-

sufficient. 

 Here, Frances illustrates the tension teachers may feel when the needs that students 

present call for expertise outside their skill set. Teachers know that they are there to teach 

academics, but sometimes the glaring needs they see require them to step outside the teacher 

script. 

Frances: I'm not a counselor, but I think that within the classroom we - I do try to 

do things to try to change their mindset about their thinking, and so that when 

they get out, maybe they'll think differently.  

Betty: And sometimes I ask the older ones, I say, “Now you're about to be a 

young adult leaving high school, on your own. Where do you think you're going 

to go, doing what you do? How can you take care of yourself if you don't stop 
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doing what you're doing?” and I don't know what it is they're doing, so I don't ask 

them. I said, “But I want you to think,” and I'll tell them, “You have a lot of time 

in here to think about it.” 

Frances: Sometimes I get concerned about when they leave. Are they going to get 

the same care and concern? And whether or not they're going to be treated with 

bias because they've been in this facility? 

Teachers in detention facilities are well aware of the needs and strive to meet them in the limited 

ways that they can, but the needs run deep. 

Frances: The pain and the agony and the hurt and the disappointment in life that I 

see the students walking in. They’re disappointed in life. They're just - and they're 

so disheartened about their situation that they don't want to learn. That's the 

hardest thing: when they don't want to learn. That's hard for me to understand why 

they don't want to learn, but they're just overwhelmed and they just don't want to 

learn. 

Narratives of limitations. As much as teachers work to engage students in the 

classroom, over and against the routines and pressures and worries of detention, they are aware 

that education is secondary to the function of the facility. 

Olivia: People that teach in my facility have to realize that teaching does not come 

first. First and foremost, the number one priority is on safety and security of 

everyone within the walls of the detention program. 

At times, the school hours may be used simply to keep students occupied, sometimes 

with academics and sometimes not. 
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Betty: Four days a week! From 9 to 11! Which means that we weren't having 

class….Yeah, so that had to stop. Had some man come in for a program and the 

children didn't want to go anymore. Talking about nothing. I said, “Hey, I don't 

know.” So that got that stopped, and they didn't bring that man back because that 

was 4 days a week, and we just - sitting in a room twiddling our thumbs. 

Even class time, however, can be filled with busy work out of necessity. Herman is the 

only certified teacher in his facility and he has limited computer space for the software 

curriculum he uses. This means that students divide their time between computer work and some 

other work he gives them.  

Herman: It’s like little packets, you know. I got some little packets I give them. 

The only problem with that is, technically, they don’t get credit for it. 

It may be that from the perspective of the facility, from the perspective of people who 

make decisions about facility space and resources, educational opportunities in detention 

facilities are less about education than they are about maintaining appearances of schooling and 

managing behavior. Some may even think that trying to teach students in detention is a waste of 

time and energy, but they go along with it because it is required. 

Betty: Well sometimes we can talk to the children and some of the [detention 

staff] will say, “She's right. What she's telling you is right. You need to listen.” 

and then again [some detention workers] don't care whether you tell them or not, 

and say, “They're just going to prison.” I don't like that attitude, but hey! It is what 

it is, and I can't change adults’ attitudes….So, you know, I'll let that fall where it 

will, and I just try to encourage the children anyway….But you treat them like 

you treat students at all - . That's all. That's how I see it, but everybody don't see - 
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as my mama said, “It’ll die with me,” so that's okay. I'll just do what I do and I 

move on. 

 In the face of student needs, teachers feel encumbered by the limitations of their space, of 

their time with students, of their opportunities within the confines of the facility.  

Frances: Some days I have to accept that if they leave here with one thing more 

than they came in with, then I need to be at peace with that. 

Herman: There’s only so much that I can do. 

Betty also feels limited in what she can do with the limited time and resources she has, 

but regardless of immediate outcomes, she models and teaches a work ethic that she hopes 

students will take with them; but she braces herself.  

Betty: Sometimes you get a group that's not as astute and working as you want 

them to be. Then other times, get a group that's up to par, doing what they're 

supposed to do. But I think by the time I get them out of my class, they know they 

have to work at school, so I don't worry about the ups and downs, because you 

know, sometimes you have to park your feelings at the door and go about your 

business.  

Narratives of isolation.  The teachers telling these stories are willing to talk about a 

reality that few see. They work with students in a peculiar space: estranged from schools and 

school leaders, close to shackles, cuffs and cells. They are working out how to do right by their 

students, and they have assumed a responsibility that weighs on them, more heavily on some 

than others. Promoting the nurture and care of students who are locked up sometimes puts 
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teachers at odds with facility management and staff, and with school administrators and district 

leadership, all of whom may be less inclined to think of juvenile detainees as students. 

The teachers sense that their work is marginalized. As Olivia explains it, “This teaching 

job is not normal.” 

Olivia: People that teach in my facility have to realize that teaching does not come 

first. The number one priority is on safety and security of everyone within the 

walls. 

Or as Betty explains her work to people who ask, she sometimes has to dispense with the words 

“school” and “detention” in explaining where she teaches. 

Betty: They think in terms of children having to go with their parents and stuff 

like that, but sometimes I tell them, “No, the children stay there. They're 

incarcerated.” 

Betty acknowledges that if she wanted to slack off in her duties, she could, and she notes 

that there are probably some who do. 

Betty: Yes, very much so, [you could be a lazy teacher if you wanted to be a lazy 

teacher] because nobody sees you! But I said, “Ultimately, you see yourself. You 

see how the children respond. If you're not doing anything, then they don't want to 

do anything.” 

Similarly, Olivia notes that the teachers have little guidance or direction with respect to 

support or accountability in the facility. 

Olivia: In a regular school, teachers have school administrators to guide the 

school. We do not have that here. Our administrators are facility based and not 

school leaders. Oftentimes, I have to serve in the position of the administrator, 
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secretary, counselor, and/or teacher. I have to deal with issues that wouldn’t be 

my issues if I worked at a regular school.  

For Frances, the disconnect with the local schools was particularly surprising. She is 

employed by the local school district and she expected that they would be more engaged with 

what happens in the facility, but she says that the local district does not “understand what the 

other teacher and I do on a daily basis.” Frances notes that this realization is not so much a loss 

for her as it is for her students.  

Frances: I don't want them to have a pulse on it so much for me but I want them to 

have a pulse on it for the kids so that they can, in a way, be saying “What do I 

need to do to enhance their education?” You know, “What services can we 

provide to make sure they don't fall behind?” Not just when they first come into 

the facility but when they transition out. So, I feel like if they had a pulse on it, 

they could say, “Okay we need to - there's a gap here,” you know, and I just don't 

feel like it's there. 

Narratives of meaning making.  As much as teachers work to meet the needs of the 

students they serve, they are often overwhelmed and left to question the meaning and value of 

their work. The disconcerting climate of the facility, the short and stressful window of time they 

have to work with students, and the unforgiving expectations students face on the outside, all 

combine to erode any sense of progress. All four participants express a sense of inadequacy in 

the face of tremendous need. Of the four teachers, Olivia expresses the strongest positivity and 

confidence in her success with students, but here she expresses doubt. 

Olivia: If I had to question my work, it would be me questioning whether I am 

making a difference in the students’ lives or not. 
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Every gain these teachers make is a victory that sometimes pales against how much more 

there is to do, how far there is to go. 

Frances: As hard as I try to meet the academic needs, sometimes I feel like I walk 

away thinking maybe I didn't. And it's not because I didn’t try. It's just that for 

some of the students, some of them are so far behind. 

For teachers who have been in the detention facility for several years, with the time 

comes a greater awareness of the depth of students’ needs as they see their own students cycle 

back through the system repeatedly over the years.  

Betty: The surprise was that the children keep coming back, and I don't 

understand. That's the surprise. 

A gnawing sense of inadequacy in a compromised situation may be tempered by finding 

satisfaction in small victories. 

Frances: Now, are they walking away with everything their classmates back at the 

traditional school’s walking away with? No. But I think that if I can get them to 

complete an assignment, and they feel like they've completed something, then 

they're walking away with a sense of fulfillment and not feeling like a failure.  

Herman finds satisfaction in knowing that his students usually return to school with some 

better grades that will help out their averages back at their regular schools. 

Herman: Typically, when they leave they have a lot better grade point average 

than when they showed up. And that’s not necessarily anything I’m doing, it’s 

just that, you know, given the opportunity to really focus on that, most of them 

take advantage of it. 

 Teaching can be difficult, even disappointing work, no matter where it is. What does it 
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matter that these teachers are in detention facilities? 

Betty: It is sometimes [students are] receptive, sometimes they're not, and that's to 

be expected because that's with the regular school. And you have children who 

are on task and not on task. That's regular. So, sometimes they ask me why am I 

here. The children asked me, “Why aren't you at a regular school?” I told them, 

“For the same reason you're not there. Somebody needs to be over here with you, 

and if it were not me it would be somebody else, but just now it's me.” 

What, if anything, is significant about the fact that some teachers work with students who 

are in detention facilities? Is the work that these teachers do any different? Are the learning 

opportunities for students the same?  

Conclusion 

 The stories these teachers tell about their work with students in detention facilities 

illustrate the common and the uncommon about the work they do. In many ways, there work is 

not so different from the work of teachers at the local middle or high schools, but in other ways 

their experiences signal a subtle but noteworthy shift from the routines and expectations of the 

regular schools. These differences and their significance will be analyzed in chapter five. 

  



98 
 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 - Learning, on the Outside, from Teachers Inside - Results 

Introduction 

In chapter four I described the experiences and perspectives of detention facility teachers. 

In many ways, their stories about working with students are not unlike what would be expected 

from teachers in any school: building relationships with students, challenging them to do their 

best, in and out of the curriculum. Teachers in detention facilities are certified teachers who do 

mostly familiar and predictable work, but they do this work in secure facilities alongside 

detention officers. In what follows, I will address the research question guiding this project: 

What do the everyday experiences of teachers in detention facilities reveal about the conditions 

and possibilities for teaching and learning there? After answering the research question, I will 

explore the implications of these findings in light of the research literature, which addresses most 

of the unique features of participants’ experiences. The omissions, however, are revealing. 

Teachers in Detention Facilities, Under Investigation: What do the everyday experiences of 
teachers in detention facilities reveal about the conditions and possibilities for teaching and 
learning there? 

The experiences of teachers in detention facilities are in many ways similar to those of 

teachers in regular schools. They build relationships, create an atmosphere and a kind of 

community, and they see students learn. They respond to students’ needs, and they try to 

motivate and challenge students to achieve. In many ways, the uniqueness of the work of 

detention facility teachers may seem minor, no more significant than the differences between a 

regular school classroom and an in-school-detention or alternative school. However, there are 

four significant differences that deserve notice and that dramatically distinguish their work from 
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that of their counterparts in the regular schools. 

Age range of students. One significant feature of the experiences of teachers in 

detention facilities is the wide age range of students that they teach, ages 11 to 19, as Frances 

said. The very different educational and developmental skills and needs between sixth graders 

and twelfth graders are significant. This wide age range not only presents a challenge for 

covering diverse content, but even when 12 year olds and 18 year olds are studying overlapping 

content, the kinds of conversations and activities that would be appropriate for one may not work 

with the other. Furthermore, classroom environments that combine 17 year olds who are 

preparing to drop out of school, with 7th graders whose educational futures may hang in the 

balance, are hardly optimal, almost certainly inadvisable, but a reality that teachers in detention 

facilities regularly face.  

Constantly changing class rolls. Another significant feature of the experiences of 

teachers in detention facilities is the daily uncertainty about who will be in class. Both Olivia and 

Betty mentioned students’ abrupt and unpredictable departures; arrivals happen the same way. 

The nature of this unpredictability is different than what teachers in regular schools face, where 

absences change group dynamics in more patterned and predictable ways. In the detention 

facility, the class is literally recreated on a rolling basis, always throwing into question what the 

effects will be. Obviously these changes make planning difficult, and although teachers develop 

contingency plans that cover most situations, contingency plans are no shortcut or substitute for 

the work teachers must do to address the distinct needs of each student who shows up on a 

particular day. Teachers work with children, in difficult circumstances, in whom they invest care 
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and attention, not knowing when their work with one will end or when their work with another 

will begin. This uncertainty takes a toll on both teachers and students. 

 Isolation. Another experience of teachers in detention facilities is a sense of isolation. 

They often feel alienated from teachers and administrators in the local schools. Detention 

classroom teachers have a close proximity to the needs and pains of their students, and invest 

themselves in helping students find motivation and reason to apply themselves to school work 

while in their classrooms. Yet, as Frances and Betty mention, local school district teachers and 

administrators have little knowledge or understanding of what happens in the detention facility 

and classroom, and may seem ignorant or unconcerned by the unmet needs of their shared 

students. 

Some detention classroom teachers may also feel isolated because they see their role as 

teacher in tension with the central purpose of the facility. Working in a facility designed, built 

and operated for the expressed purpose of detaining youth as they navigate the judicial process 

puts teachers almost immediately at odds with the priorities and concerns of most of the people 

working there. Teaching presupposes a level of care, attention, hope, and nurture that does not 

always align with the mission of juvenile detention facilities. 

For some teachers, their sense of isolation may increase over time as they realize the 

limitations of their role and function within a punitive facility. Other teachers may abandon the 

burden of investing care and hope, instead assuming a mindset that is consistent with the nature 

of the facility: “These kids did this to themselves. I’ll just do what I have to do.” 

 Locked-up. Perhaps the most obvious feature of these teachers’ experience is that their 

students are locked up, detained in a secured facility where classrooms are accessed through 

electronically locked doors and where surveillance footage is monitored and recorded. Teachers 



101 
 

work with students undergoing significant stress due to their detention - a euphemism for 

incarceration. These students have been strip searched and deloused, their bodies have been 

observed, and their scars, piercings and markings have been noted in files. They leave all that is 

theirs in a box, put on clothing provided by the facility, and enter with nothing they can call their 

own. 

Students are suddenly and temporarily adapting to different teachers, routines, resources, 

classmates, and expectations. They do not ride the bus or go to band or athletics. These students 

do not hang out with friends or go home at night. When teachers leave at the end of the day, 

students sleep under watch, under lights, to the sounds of electronic locks and steel doors. They 

do not choose what or when to eat, or with whom to associate. They don’t get to choose when 

they talk to parents, friends, attorneys, or court officials. They don’t choose their clothing, 

bedding or set the thermostat. Every aspect of their day and night is decided for them, as they are 

subjected to a facility that never sleeps. The loss of freedom and control, and the many 

unknowns, generate stress that ebbs and flows subject to countless variables - time, court, 

interactions inside the facility, and relationships outside the facility. 

What these Experiences Reveal about the Conditions and Possibilities for Teaching and 
Learning in Detention Facilities  

 These four factors unique to the experience of teachers in detention facilities negatively 

impact the possibilities for teaching and learning there. 

Age range of students. The wide range in the ages of students in classrooms means that 

teachers cannot provide the same level of attention to developmentally appropriate instruction for 

all students. For example, recall that Olivia creates lessons that target a range of needs, and 

Frances remarked that specific needs are often so significant that they cannot be adequately met 

for each student. Teachers must make choices about where to focus their efforts, whether to 
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target specific needs or to cover a broad range of needs. Teachers must decide how much time to 

invest with each student or group, and they must be confident that the other students or groups 

have something in front of them that they can do without teacher support for at least a few 

minutes while the teacher tends to other students and needs. In this situation, students completing 

assignments in detention, isolated from familiar classroom community and resources, do not 

have access to the same quality of learning experience. With strange classmates, resources, and 

teachers, students miss out on the shared experience of their own classrooms and communities, 

and they lose the momentum and positive pressure of completing assignments with a classroom 

full of peers. In the detention classroom, students lack the encouragement of collaboration and 

the benefit of peer discussions and interactions that support a richer learning opportunity. 

 Changing class rolls. With such frequently changing class rolls, teachers cannot invest 

the same level of preparation for each student or group of students, and opportunities for long 

term development of rapport and trust with students are limited. Frances described her process of 

integrating new students and pulling together resources. Lessons draw heavily from textbooks, 

workbooks or electronic print sources so that all students have work that is accessible and 

appropriate for individual or small group completion. Teachers want students to be challenged, 

but they also want students to be encouraged by their time in the classroom, to feel successful in 

their work, and to not feel overwhelmed by complex or lengthy assignments. The downside for 

students is that they are not challenged to generate the same kind of work or to perform at the 

same level as their peers in school. As Betty noted, students do not get the same amount of time 

on task or have the same access to resources, lectures and discussions. Students also struggle 

with a will to focus and to make school work in the facility a priority when the changing 

classroom climate and social dynamics distract and disrupt. 
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 Isolation. The isolation experienced by teachers in detention facilities negatively impacts 

both teaching and learning. Teachers' classrooms are not part of a larger community of learning 

that supports and reinforces their efforts. Working within a facility that does not prioritize 

education, teachers often feel overwhelmed by the needs of students and their own limitations. 

Without notice, appreciation or support, teachers are more likely to burn out, bringing less 

energy and patience to their work on students' behalf. As a survival strategy, teachers may 

become more selective about how much energy they invest in students and where they invest it, 

thereby putting students at an even greater disadvantage. Finally, teachers who feel alone in their 

efforts may be more likely to be influenced by the culture of the facility, to assume a punitive 

perspective, to have lower expectations for students and to be less attentive and responsive to 

students' needs. 

 Locked up. The fact that teachers in juvenile detention facilities teach students who are 

not free inevitably impacts the teaching and learning that happens in their classrooms. Most 

students experience enormous stress during their detention as normal relationships and 

communities are disrupted, natural curiosities and interests are interrupted and everyday 

concerns for self, family, friends, and future are distorted. Students often feel anxious, devalued 

and angry. The loss of freedom and control contributes to a sense of powerlessness that, with 

enough time in the facility, may become hopelessness. 

Teachers must acknowledge, address, and manage this stress in some way. In the short 

term, as students anticipate a quick return to home and school, assignments may be a welcome 

diversion, a comfort, even an outlet for the stress. As time in the facility increases, however, 

stress often means that schoolwork either takes lower priority, or it becomes another coerced 

routine. In this unusual classroom setting, teachers find that the protective custody of schools - 
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preserving and prolonging childhood, promoting development in carefully contrived 

environments - is subordinated to the demands of the justice system. Students are extracted from 

learning communities created for their benefit and made wards of institutions that make their 

safety and security a commodity. The teaching that happens here cannot build on deep 

relationships or trust, on intimate knowledge of students’ needs and interests, or on community 

resources that engage students as members, participants and creators. 

Teaching students who are locked up and subjected to such stress takes a toll on teachers 

as they work out what it means to challenge students who may or may not be willing or able to 

bear it. How hard can I push this student today? What is reasonable for me to expect? How much 

should I require? What is the right course of action? For stressed students, the measured but 

steady pressures of classroom and school work may be too much some days, especially as their 

time in the facility accumulates and the prospect of picking up where they left off at home and 

school fades. Teachers work with students who populate a continuum from anxious to hopeless 

to despairing; and the emotional, mental and social needs that accompany being locked up add 

another unique layer to the experience of teaching here. 

Teaching Inside - Implications 

What does it mean that the experiences of teachers in detention facilities suggest a 

compromised learning environment and a compromised learning opportunity? Is this really a 

surprise? Is this really a problem? 

The surprise is how little has changed since the Pennsylvania supreme court said in ex 

parte Crouse (1838) that when a student is locked up, they are attending a residential public 

school. Or since Mill v. Brown (1907), when the appeals court said that being locked up is just 

another form of discipline, and all schools have discipline (Schlossman, 1977). Or since Schall v. 

Martin (1984) when the Supreme Court ruled that pre-trial detention does not interfere with 
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students’ rights to education because of the educational opportunities available there. What is 

surprising is that educators sponsored by the U.S. Department of Justice promote detention 

facility classrooms as reasonable educational space, promising that the classrooms of detention 

facilities will “lead the charge,” for all schools, to better educational opportunities and outcomes 

(Farmer and Brooks, 2015). The surprise is not that the courts defend the State’s right to 

“educate” students at its convenience, as it sees fit: locked up or free, good or bad, pleasant or 

not. The surprise is that, after 179 years, these claims to legality and legitimacy continue to go 

unchallenged. 

The problem is that educators have not asserted the scholarship of the last 50 years as 

relevant and applicable to the issue of education in detention facility classrooms and to the 

claims regarding the teaching and learning possibilities there. Farmer and Brooks (2015) have 

engaged the terminology of recent scholarship, but they have failed to explain its application in 

this context. The decades-old promise of reform through training, programming and management 

has not addressed how or if teachers in detention facility classrooms can meaningfully partner 

with students in a way that promotes engagement, motivation and learning. What has not been 

addressed, the elephant in the room, is the question of how short-term, high-turnover, punitive 

facilities built to serve the interests of the court can also serve the educational interests of 

children with collaborative respect, valuation, and participation (Freire, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 

1994; Howe, 1997). 

What happens when one interest collides with another? In 1838 the collision produced a 

legal precedent that said a student detained by authorities is in a residential public school. Today 

this argument is still made, and it still wins, daily. Educators have not yet lent their full weight to 

the students’ side, but the argument that detention facilities are more like jails than schools is 
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plausible: they separate and humiliate; they do not connect or encourage. Actually, detention 

facilities are more likely to connect students with and encourage them toward criminality 

(Holman & Zeidenberg, 2006; Bernstein, 2014). The research of the last fifty years argues that 

students are people with their own knowledge, ideas, and interests, to be respected, engaged, 

encouraged and partnered with. In contrast, detention facilities treat students as objects to be 

trained and managed and treated, processes that are expedited by confinement.  

This study brings attention to the conditions that constrain teachers’ best efforts inside the 

detention facility. Teachers’ attempts to reclaim and redeem locked-up time as a time for 

learning, personal development, academic advancement are limited by the ways that teachers 

work with a randomly changing roster of students, presenting wildly diverse developmental and 

academic needs, all needing to be addressed in a small but uncertain window of time, while the 

student is anxious and angry about being detained. Starting from this awareness, that classrooms 

in detention facilities offer compromised conditions for teaching and learning, educators must 

consider their responsibilities to promote and secure access to meaningful, relevant, engaging, 

and collaborative education for all students. 

Let’s Compare Notes: Findings and Literature 

Most of the experiences and perspective of the teachers who participated in this study are 

consistent with the literature reviewed in Chapter 3 above. For example, the wide range of 

student ages is acknowledged by Brooks and White (1999) as they compare the detention facility 

classroom to the one-room schoolhouse. Farmer and Brooks (2015) do not discuss the age range 

of students, but do acknowledge limitations of resources and classroom space in facilities. The 

necessity of combining 6th graders and 12th graders into the same classroom groups could be 

seen as a result of inadequate educational provisions. 

Additionally, the high turnover of students is addressed by Roush (1996), Brooks and 
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White (1999), Pytash (2013), Farmer and Brooks (2015). Brooks and White (1999) refer to this 

phenomenon euphemistically as “open entry/open exit.” Who can find a problem with that? I 

love openness. Another way of looking at it, though, is that the class rolls change on a rolling 

and unpredictable basis. “It is like every day is the first day of school,” but the principal and 

guidance counselor did not spend half the summer deciding which students to put on the roll (B. 

Woodham, personal communication, September 25, 2009). When new students enter or leave the 

classroom every day, these changes require teachers and students to build new relationships and 

to adjust to new social contexts daily. This explains why Roush (1996) recommends instruction 

to be “independent of progression or prior knowledge” (p. 130), and Pytash relies on “one-day 

lessons that are remedial in nature” (2013, p. 68-69). Participants in this study do take advantage 

of small class sizes to address students individually and attempt to engage prior knowledge and 

progress in the curriculum, but Betty and Frances repeatedly remark on the remedial nature of 

the work they can challenge students to do. 

The stressful nature of the lock-up facility is only thinly acknowledged in the literature 

addressing education in detention facilities, but it receives considerable attention in literature 

warning of the harms and dangers of locking students up. For example, concern for the harms 

induced by locking students up was a factor in Justice Thurgood Marshall’s minority opinion in 

Schall v. Martin (1984) (Holman & Zeidenberg, 2006). Farmer and Brooks (2015) cite “crisis” 

as a reason for having an educational program in detention facilities, because it can be “a catalyst 

for change” leading to “a positive educational experience” (Ch. 13, p. 2). Farmer and Brooks do 

go on to acknowledge that “traumatic events related to being placed in short term facilities” may 

make initial assessments of academic needs unreliable (Ch. 13, p. 21). The failure, however, to 

see the stress of detention as relevant to concerns for meaningful learning is striking. Could not 
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the “crisis” as “catalyst” for “positive educational experience” also be interpreted as coercion, or 

coping/survival strategy? The deplorable track record of educational outcomes from detention 

facilities (Farmer & Brooks, 2015; Leone & Wruble, 2015; Hampton, 2006) would suggest so. 

Recall that three participants discussed the procedures and expectations of their facilities, where 

students who refuse to do school work are subject to disciplinary action such as being isolated to 

their cell for up to 24 hours. 

Finally, the isolation of teachers in detention facilities is also addressed in the literature. 

Farmer and Brooks (2015) recognize teachers being “functionally distinct and geographically 

isolated” from their colleagues in the regular public schools and serving a unique role in the 

facility (Ch. 13, p. 1). Farmer and Brooks recommend a solution for the isolation: “work in 

tandem with the facility staff” who serve the “safety and security function” (Ch. 13 p. 1-2). Some 

teachers do find compatibility with the attitudes and dispositions of facility management and 

staff, and these teachers may experience little or no isolation. However, to the degree that 

teachers feel a strong responsibility to execute their educational function, encouraging, teaching, 

caring, believing, hoping, and investing in students; and to the degree that they find this mission 

in tension with the practices, the priorities and the nature of the facility, they may experience a 

sense of isolation. Moreover, as teachers invest in students from whom the local schools are 

divesting, they may feel a disconnect from their colleagues there. 

The physical isolation teachers may feel from local schools or other facilities is not as 

significant as the daily experience of philosophical and ideological isolation they may 

experience. Teachers in detention facilities inhabit an ideological cusp between the ideal of the 

protected childhood that preserves and promotes opportunities for learning, growth and 

development, and the cusp of adult culpability where detention facilities and courts displace 
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schools, relieving them of their responsibility. In fact, the detention facility classroom is a 

gesture toward the ideal of the protected childhood. It is a formal gesture to meeting the 

developmental needs of students in a facility that operates to interrupt the protected childhood 

with its promise of possibility. Olivia specifically states that education is secondary to the 

function of her facility; Betty and Herman relate events evidencing this secondary status, and the 

literature (Roush, 1996; Brooks and White, 1999; Farmer and Brooks, 2015) repeatedly confirms 

the same. 

The secondary status of education within detention facilities suggests that the classrooms 

there still serve the 180-year-old function of defending the process of detention: locked-up 

students are just going to school. Additionally, however, classrooms and teachers are promoted 

as serving an expeditious function for facility management: keeping students busy, occupied and 

entertained (Roush, 1996; Brooks & White, 1999; Farmer & Brooks, 2015). When education is 

wielded as a justification for locking students up and as a resource for facility management, there 

can be no denying that education is a tool for the management of bodies (Erevelles, 2014; Ben-

Moshe, 2011). The detention facility exploits the work of teachers to serve the safety and 

security of the facility, and the interests and convenience of the court. 

In light of these findings, detention facilities cannot be defended as a quality or equal 

educational opportunity for students. The constraints of facility conditions - conditions endemic 

to the purpose of the facility - are incompatible with acceptable standards for education.  

Evidence suggests that the educational opportunities available in detention facilities cannot equal 

the opportunities potentially available to students in regular schools, meaning that detained youth 

are subjected to a separate and unequal opportunity. In 1954, the Supreme Court unanimously 

agreed that separate could not be equal, but the claim that separate is equal continues with 
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respect to detention facility classrooms. The fact that equal educational opportunities have not 

been realized in our public schools cannot be justification for defending the educational offerings 

in detention facilities. The fact that some schools may be characterized as failures, or as failing, 

or as preparing their students for prison, does not diminish the damage done when students in 

detention facilities are treated as bodies to be searched and secured.  

Where Do We Go from Here? - Finding Application 

Recognizing opportunities within limits.  Given that detention facility classrooms are 

components of systems that require their function, and given that these are incapable of 

providing educational opportunities equal to what students are entitled to enjoy, what are the 

possibilities for these spaces? Where detention facility classrooms have an advantage over 

regular school classrooms is that students get more one-on-one attention from teachers. This 

individualized attention is most helpful when the curricular need is for a very specific skill 

requiring repetition for mastery. In such cases, the opportunity for teachers to work closely with 

students by explaining and modeling, then watching and tailoring instructions to the particular 

misunderstandings, mistakes and progress of the student toward mastery, can be very powerful 

and efficient. The opportunity for such gains are maximized in the first few days, especially 

when specific assignments can be accessed online through school websites, assignment portals or 

blogs. Detention education in the first few days can build on connections with school, focusing 

on work that will strengthen students’ connections to school curricula, making up missed work, 

and improving grades. 

Beyond three to five days, however, as students lose confidence that they will quickly 

return to school, and as they see other students come and go while they become increasingly 

isolated from school, family and friends, they lose heart. When students realize that they are not 

going back to school immediately, or when they face the possibility that they may be sent to a 
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residential program, the dead time of waiting saps energy for schoolwork and crushes any sense 

of urgency. Keeping periods of detention short could reduce educational and emotional harm and 

maximize any potential benefit. 

Recognizing responsibilities to greater educational community.  After almost two 

hundred years, classrooms, teachers, and the promise of education are still used to justify and 

facilitate the confinement of youth.  In very concrete, steel and bullet-proof-glass ways, the same 

logic and argument are used to confine students today: the teachers and texts made available in 

detention facilities are reasonably interchangeable with those available elsewhere, thus justifying 

the confinement of students and justifying their removal from regular schools, siphoning students 

into the school-to-prison pipeline.   

When the obviously compromised educational spaces of detention facilities are justified 

as reasonably equivalent to what is available in the regular schools, the opportunities in the 

regular schools must be interrogated.  Farmer & Brooks (2015), as referenced earlier, rightly 

criticize the regular schools for “the design and purpose of the public school system, limited 

educational options and supports within the system, the resistance and attitudes of school 

personnel toward … these students” (Ch. 13, p. 42).  For this very reason, it is not enough to 

compare the educational opportunities available to youth in detention facilities with that 

available to them in schools that have not welcomed or valued them. The deficiency of the claim 

that the compromised opportunities in detention facilities are passable exposes the failings of a 

system that denies an equal opportunity to all students to enjoy an education that they find 

desirable, that values their collaborative participation and contributions.   

The everyday experiences of teachers in detention facilities suggest that the inherent 

limitations of their classroom spaces mean that detention facility classrooms cannot “lead the 
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charge” (Farmer & Brooks, 2015, Ch. 13, p. 44) in reform. But teachers in detention facilities 

have a unique vantage point, serving in the place where school and prison converge.  These 

teachers have a critical role to play in revealing the connections and mutual dependence of the 

educational and juvenile justice systems and in exposing the poverty of opportunity available to 

hundreds of thousands of students, inside and outside facility walls.  

Further Research - Recommendations 

 The dearth of research related to the intersection of courts and schools from the 

educational perspective suggests that there is much work for educators to do in addressing the 

needs of students in the juvenile justice system. Addressing these needs will require grappling 

with the needs of students before their engagement with the courts and acknowledging the 

limitations, and the dangers, of the learning opportunities available to students in detention 

facilities. To further the effort initiated in this study, more work should be done to incorporate 

the voices of students involved with juvenile courts, and the voices of the teachers who work 

with them in facilities and regular schools.  Such research could include observations and 

ethnographic studies in detention facilities, as well as an exploration of educational opportunities 

offered in addition to the academic instruction available during the school day. Discovering how 

to construct educational space as respectful, collaborative and appealing is critical. This work 

also should be expanded to engage a critical analysis of the greater structural contexts and 

implications of the construction of detention facilities as educational space.    

Additionally, the significant diversity of practice from one detention facility to another 

suggests an absence of accepted best practices among detention facilities in the state of Alabama. 

Future research should identify best practices in staffing models, curricula, and resources to 

promote teaching and learning opportunities in detention facility classrooms.  

Also, in the State of Alabama, accountability for educational programming in detention 
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facilities is executed by the Department of Youth Services, which licenses residential facilities, 

rather than by the Department of Education. Considerable work needs to be done to identify 

appropriate systems of accountability for these unique learning spaces. 

Conclusion 

The inequality of educational offerings in detention cannot be blamed on teachers or 

incomplete reforms. The conditions and limitations for teaching in facilities designed to serve 

other purposes preclude possibility for educational equality. The maintenance of classrooms 

inside facilities, however, creates a space where there are educational needs, and teachers 

respond whether the needs can be met or not. Teachers accept positions and do their work as 

teachers, populating a continuum from amenable to acquiescent regarding the practices and 

procedures of the facility. Some may relish the opportunity to be lazy teachers in a classroom 

that only detainees and detention staff see, or they may work hard in the small space of 

classroom and time that they have. And some may actively, in some way, push against the 

problems of a system they feel powerless to change. The participation of these teachers in this 

project is a way of pushing back. These teachers have popped the lock - it is a percussive, 

metallic pop that generates a pulse to be felt as much as heard - and they have opened the door so 

that people on the outside can know what they do. 
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Appendix A - Interview Guide 

The following interview questions and prompts will be used to start and guide conversations with 

teachers working in juvenile detention facilities. 

Tell me about the facility where you work. 

Tell me about your students. 

Tell me about your training, credentials, and how you came to teach in the detention 

facility.  

Tell me about your classroom space, curricula and resources. 

Where did you work before coming to this facility? 

What did you expect and what surprised you most when you began teaching in a 

detention facility? 

Describe a normal day for you. 

Describe a normal day for the students - first time, repeat. 

Describe a student’s first couple of days. 

Describe the course or trajectory of a student’s stay. 

Does your work with a student change as you get to know him or her? How or why not?  

Tell me about a recent memorable occasion. 

Tell me about a time you questioned your work here. 

How would you describe your sense of satisfaction with your work? 

Has your thinking about this work changed over time? How or why not? 

When people ask you about your work, what do you say and how do they respond? 
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What do you like about teaching here? 

What is difficult about teaching here? 

What makes for a good day? How often does this happen? 

What makes for a bad day? How often does this happen?  

Tell me about your relationship with the local schools/school districts. 

Tell me about your relationship with the management of the facility. 

  What parts of your work do you think are least understood by the local schools? 

Do local school personnel visit your facility? 

Tell me about your professional development interests and opportunities.  

What are your goals for your students? 
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Appendix B – Sample Transcript from Teacher Interview: Betty 

 
I: Is this a good time for us to talk? 
 
P: It is.  
 
I: OK, well, great. Thank you so much. I'm going to go ahead and record our conversation. We 
talked about that, right, and you're OK with that? 
 
P: Yes. Did you receive the paper I sent you? 
 
I: You sent it electronically, you sent it in email?  
 
P: Yes, it should have been in your email.  
 
[Discussion about receipt of email] 
 
I: Well, you told me a little bit the other day that you've been there 9 years and you're certified 
English language arts, and that there are four teachers at your facility and one for each of the 
core four subjects. And you are like a __ bed facility or something like that? Is that right? How 
many beds are in your facility? 
 
P: I'm not sure, but I know, I know, I know it's at least __. It might be a little bit more. I don't 
know for real. 
 
I: How many do y'all have there today for example? What's average? 
 
P: I don't know, I don't know, because it fluctuates. I didn't ask anybody what the count was 
today. 
 
I: Yeah? How many did you have in class time? 
 
P: [Pause] Cause I don't, you know what? I just call roll. [Laughter] I don't count. I don't know. I 
just call roll. I don't count. 
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I: Is it 8 or 10 or is it more like 18 or 20. . . 
  
P: Oh for all day, for all day, you know you have your four classes, you can have eight or nine in 
a class. 
 
I: OK, eight or nine. Is, I think some facilities have a cap. Like they can't have more than 12 at a 
time or something like that. Do y'all have any kind of cap like that? 
 
P: Yeah, we have something like that, too. 
 
I: So, you typically, you'll have four classes a day? 
 
P: Yes. 
 
I: And each student you have them once and classes are about an hour, I guess? 
 
P: Right. I think it's really about 45 minutes 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: ...because they have to walk from one place to the other. 
 
I: OK, good. Well, I know a little bit about the facility where you work, and tell me, you told me 
that you'd done some long-term subbing before coming there, but tell me about your decision to 
become a teacher, and how you ended up getting on there at the juvenile detention facility. 
 
P: Well, I decided that when I think I was in the 11th grade because I liked my English teacher 
and I decided I would go into education in English and I did that. And once I finished school, I 
didn't get a job right away, so I did something else. And once I did that, then I was able to work 
that career and when I finished that career, I decided to dust off my certificate and start teaching. 
And I did that.  
 
I: Wow. 
 
P: Well, but you know I had to go to school and get a couple more hours because I hadn't really 
taught, so I did that, and ironically, the teacher I had when I was an undergrad back then was still 
in the classroom! 
  
I: Really? 
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P: So I said, “Now isn't that amazing?” He was still at the college level teaching. 
 
I: OK, who had been your teacher when you were in college, was still there? 
 
P: Right.  
 
I: Wow. 
 
P: He was still teaching. Right, so I was back in his class again, because I majored in English Ed 
for my Masters. 
  
I: Wow. 
 
P: And it didn't take me long to get back up to snuff because I had, some of my classmates 
saying, “You don't teach school? And you know this stuff?” I told them, “I read.” I never 
stopped reading. I never stopped reading, so it wasn't difficult to catch up with what to do in 
class.  
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: So after that I did some subbing and I didn't like the idea of going around from school to 
school to school every day, so somebody I know told the principal that I was available to do 
English and I got a long-term sub assignment. 
 
I: OK, so it was because you had the teaching certificate, you were different from the other subs. 
 
P: Yes, and I didn't like the idea of not knowing where you were going every day. 
 
I: Right. Right. 
 
P: ...and who you were going to be dealing with every day, so when I got the opportunity to take 
a long term, I took it in a middle school, 7th grade middle school.  
 
I: So did you, after that did you focus on middle school? How many long-term…?  
 
P: No, I did not. I did two. When that one ended I went on back home and I got a call one day 
because a church member had told another church member, “Hey, she has a language - she has 
an English degree and she's not working.” So that lady called me and I did that one from 
September to May. I did the first one from January to May, then I did the other one from 
September to May. 
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I: Wow.  
 
P: So I did a full year and I had to do everything that the regular teacher was doing. 
  
I: Sure. 
 
P: So I decided at that point I was not going to sub long-term anymore if I didn't get a job 
[laughter]. Because I did everything, you know... 
  
I: With a lot less pay? 
  
P: ...from the first day to the last day. Well, no, actually they paid me first-year-teacher's pay  
 
I: OK. 
 
P: Because, you know, the continuity of going everyday makes you get first-year teacher salary. 
 
I: I see. 
  
P: Or you may not know that, but that's what happened. 
  
I: OK. 
 
P: So, I was able to get first year teacher pay, but I told him I have a master's degree. That's not 
good [laughter]. 
 
I: Oh, so that's first-year teacher pay at Bachelor level? 
 
P: Yes. 
 
I: Yeah, OK, so then you decided... 
  
P: I thought that was not good, but you know, at the time I wasn't doing anything, that was fine, 
but I didn't want to do that continuously. 
 
I: Right.  
 
P: So, I did, however, because I had a daughter in school, I ended up subbing in her school. I was 
really supposed to be working in the library for 10 days a month because I told her, “I can only 
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do about 10 days a month.” After that, I was through. But in the process of doing that she, the 
librarian said, “Do you want a job? They got some available.” [Laughter]  
 
I: Just like that? 
 
P: So I looked at them - just like that - so I looked at them. It was almost Christmas time, and I 
went with the unknown. I knew what the alternative school was about, and I knew what the other 
school was about. I didn't particularly want to go there, so I took the unknown. And I was asking 
people, “What is [detention facility]?” They didn't know, so I ended up going for the interview 
and had to come and meet the superintendent at the facility and after I talked about my 
background having worked with __________ and having worked at different schools long-term 
he said, “You can have the job if you want it.” [Laughter.] He said, “You have worked in some 
tough situations.” From there, here I am. 
 
I: So your first career was with _________ ? 
 
P: Mmhmm. 
 
I: Wow, was that here in [hometown] or did you travel? 
 
P: No, [major city]. 
 
I: Wow. Well, that's quite a shift from English teacher. 
 
P: Yep. Well, you know, you have to still use some skills, cause you can read well and write. It 
all works out. 
 
I: Interesting. So when you say you went back to teach, you were just, you know, right in step? 
 
P: You know, I initially got a degree in education. 
 
I: I see. But when you went back the second time, and they were like, well “You know all this 
stuff,” and you said well “I read.” 
 
P: Because I wanted a master's degree, I only had a B.S. at that time, and I always wanted a 
master's degree, so I went and got one. I was working, but I went at night to get a master's 
degree. 
 
I: I see. So you did your master's degree while you were doing the subbing?  
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P: No. 
 
I: Or did you do the master's degree... 
 
P: No, I had a full-time job then, because I left [major city] to come to [hometown], but I was 
still working with __________. 
 
I: I see. 
 
P: So while I was working daytime, I did some night school. 
 
I: Wow, very interesting. 
 
P: I didn't want to stop and go full-time. Had to take care of myself, so I went at night. 
 
I: Well, good for you. That's so interesting. Good for you. Do you tell your students, “This is my 
second career? I haven't always been a teacher, and I used…” 
 
P: Of course! Yeah, I've told them before that I had another career, and some of them know I 
worked in [major city] and I worked for _________. But they don't know any particular because 
that was enough, you know. When you introduce yourself to your class, you tell them a 
something about yourself and that was enough to tell them.  
 
I: Yeah.  
 
P: You know, because I had an activity for them to introduce themselves and tell me something 
about them, so I model what I want them to do by telling them about me, in no great detail. 
 
I: Sure, sure. Tell me how you handle that, being at the detention facility. You have a few new 
kids coming in every week, right? And leaving? 
 
P: Well, it just depends. 
 
I: It just depends? 
 
P: Yeah. 
 
I: When you have a class, well, like the classes you had today, do they sort of, does that group - 
how often does it change? And when do you do that, introducing yourself? 
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P: Oh no, no, no, no. I only do that at the beginning of the year. 
 
I: OK, just at the beginning of the year. Like in August, when everybody comes back and… 
 
P: Yeah, we do all of that then. I don't do that every day. No, no. I don't have time to do that 
every day. Some of the children are returning, so they already know who I am. I don't have to 
introduce myself to them, and the new children, sometimes the other children will tell them 
about the teachers here. 
 
I: Right. Once a few of them know, word spreads fast, doesn't it? 
 
P: Right, yes. 
 
I: So I understand. So like in August, when it’s first day of school, coming back, and you're just 
kind of warming up, to get back in the swing of things, that's a nice warm-up activity. 
 
P: We do a little warm-up thing. Right. It varies from year to year, whatever I decide to do. 
 
I: Yes, well tell me about your students. What are their ages and how do you organize the classes 
and things? 
 
P: We do from 6th to 12th grade, and they come together.  
 
I: OK. 
 
P: They come, you know, together as a group, and I just, I find out when they enroll in class, the 
grade level 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: And I have materials for all the grade levels. 
 
I: OK, so when they all come to you in a group, do y'all try to group, let's say there's 40 kids in 
the facility and they're being split into four different groups, right? 10 of you go over here for 
math, 10 of you go to science, and so on? 
 
P: Well, no. They're not, they're grouped automatically because we have what we call “units”. 
 
I: OK. 
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P: I don't know how other facilities do it, but they have different folks that are with them on an 
everyday basis, so they're in units here. 
 
I: OK, so they stay with their unit.  
 
P: All day.  
 
I: So in that unit, it could be 6th grade all the way to 12 grade? 
 
P: Right. 
 
I: Right, OK. That's what I was wondering, yeah. We call them pods instead of units but 
usually... 
 
P: Right. Same, same thing. 
 
I: Yeah, they go with their pod. So whoever they've been, you know, living with, eating with, 
you know, in their group, they just stay together even if they're not in the same grade. 
 
P: Right. I think we generally do the same. 
 
I: So, tell me about, now you're employed by [local school system], right? 
 
P: Right. 
 
I: But you have students to come from all across the county and some from outside the county, I 
guess, occasionally. 
 
P: Occasionally. 
 
I: Is that right? Do you use the same textbooks and resources that the [local school system] 
school teachers use?  
 
P: Sure! 
 
I: So if a student comes in from a [local school system] school, then you'll have the same 
textbook and the same stuff that they are used to seeing? 
 
P: Yes, sir. 
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I: Do you mostly use pencil and paper, or do you y'all do... 
 
P: Yes, we do mostly pencil and paper because if they get on the computer, they think they're 
supposed to go to Facebook. So my rule is “One time you go to Facebook, that's your last time. 
You have to do everything else from your head and textbook only." 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: Because they can look at videos, sometimes. I have little clips to go along with what they're 
doing, or sometimes I have them doing research on the computer to write papers or whatever it 
may be that we're doing, and if they go to Facebook, they are through with the computer. That's 
the rule. 
 
I: So, the student computers do have internet access, but you just have very strict rules about 
what they can and can't do? 
 
P: And I watch them. 
 
I: Yeah. Now, I find more and more schools are using Google classroom or Schoology or 
Edmodo… 
 
P: You want me to tell you something? We are grateful just to have internet here. So, we don’t 
use all those things they use at regular school because, you remember, we are not in a [local 
school system] school. So we can take over these people's computers and internet, we just have 
to get basic stuff that we can pull up. 
 
I: Yeah, well, do you… 
 
P: You know, how people come over and put stuff on for us to use sometimes or give us websites 
to go to that we can get stuff for our class. 
 
I: OK, like textbook resources and worksheets and stuff? 
 
P: No, we don't do worksheets, for real. I only do a worksheet if I'm going to review a skill, but 
we, you know, if the book calls for you to look at a video dealing with whatever you're reading, 
then I can pull up that video because I have the resource to pull it up. 
 
I: Right. 
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P: And if I just want them to go and research something, then I direct their path where they can 
go. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: Because I have probably done it before I give them the assignment, so I know where it can be 
found, the website. I'll tell them what website to go to, or help them go there so they don't have 
to look for it that hard, because you know they tend to not be able to find it so that they can just 
go where they want to go. I'm like hovering grandmamma, or a hovering mother, trying to make 
sure your children are in the right place [laughter]. 
 
I: Yeah. But what I was thinking about with the Google classroom and Schoology, and some 
teachers have their own blogs or website where they put assignments and stuff. That's nice when 
a student comes in and they say, “Oh yeah, my teacher has…” 
 
P: We don't do other people's work here. 
 
I: Oh you don't? They only do what you give them? 
 
P: We’re certified teachers, so we don't take other people's work. 
 
I: I see. I see. OK. 
 
P: If we were not certified, I guess we would, but that was a stipulation when I got here. 
 
I: What do you mean?  
 
P: That was a stipulation here when I got, that we do not do other people's stuff, because we 
would be inundated with a lot of stuff that we didn't necessarily believe in doing. I don't do a lot 
of worksheets. I think they need to read and learn how to think and pull out their work with some 
direction. I don't think worksheets are the answer. That's me. 
 
I: Yeah, OK. 
 
P: If I want them to read something, and I don't have it on the grade level, then I'll pull 
something on their grade level from Read Works or something like that. I'll get some skills from 
workbooks I have. That's the only worksheets I do - pull some skills from a workbook I already 
have, that we've used in a prior year. 
 
I: I see. 



134 
 

 
P: But I'm not a worksheet person.  
 
I: I see, so it's only if you detect a very particular need about grammar, or punctuation, or finding 
the main idea, that you will pull out a worksheet and say, “OK, let's work through this. Let's do 
these.” 
 
P: Yeah, “Let's work it out.” Right. 
 
I: But as far as every day, normal thing, you don't do worksheets. 
 
P: We're using the textbooks, and trying to think, and reading articles, and talking about them, 
because I will do a grade level, and we sit and discuss what they're doing. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: Because I move around in my classroom. 
 
I: I see, so you cluster them? 
  
P: If a child is not sure... Yes, I'll cluster a grade level and then if they're not sure what they're 
supposed to do, I direct them by actually showing them what to do. I’ll model on the board. I've 
had children to come up to board, especially with writing sentences and punctuating, writing 
sentences that make sense, and capitalization and all that stuff. And we model it on the board. I 
model and then they model… 
 
I: I see. 
 
P: Actually teaching. 
 
I: I’m sorry. What did you say? 
 
P: I said, "Actually trying to teach them something." 
 
I: OK, so, over the course of the year, do you try to work through the whole curriculum? Like do 
you have an idea, like 10th grade, we're going to… 
 
P: I get the same, I get the same information when I go to all the Lead Teacher workshops they 
have. I go see what they're doing. I get the pacing guide. I get the curriculum things from the 
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[local school district]. And you know you can take and choose what you want to do from that 
'cause they're all related, so I pick what I want to do, and that's what we do. 
 
I: So, you do, like in December, if all the tenth graders around the city system, if they're reading 
a certain book, or they're working on a certain... 
 
P: Well, I don't always read the novels, because... I used to read the novels a lot more than I'm 
doing now because I had children coming in who could actually read and digest the novels, but it 
seems to be a changing trend that the children are lazier. 
 
I: OK, and it's hard to get them to read? 
 
P: And they pretend they can't read. Yes, they don't want to read. I used to have children that 
would read. I got the Harry Potter series, all 7. I've had some children come in and they have 
read all seven.  
 
I: Yeah.  
 
P: I used to have readers but now they're slacking off.  
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: They either can't read well or they don't want to read. So I don't insist that they read. I, so, I 
can't get them all to read a novel together because, for some reason they want me to become a 
storyteller. 
 
I: They want you to do all the work? 
 
P: I can't do all the work. Yeah, I tell them I'm not a storyteller, for real, so if you read, then you 
can ask me some questions. I used to do novels, each grade at a different level, and I would read 
all of my novels and we could talk about it. I would try to get them grouped: if you do two 
chapters and somebody else do two chapters, if I have about three or four of them, everybody do 
two chapters apiece, we halfway through the novel, you know, stuff like that, but I don't have 
that kind of student now. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: They fight everything they don't want to do. 
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I: So when you cluster them in groups, you're mainly using the textbook and you're reading 
whatever… 
 
P: Prior knowledge. Prior knowledge. Trying to get them to think about something they already 
know, similar to what we're reading. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: So that they can have a grasp of what we're talking about. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: We were talking about comparing verbal as opposed to written speeches. . .  
 
I: Yeah?  
 
P: ...and we had something that Martin Luther King wrote, something he said; and then we had 
something that a Kennedy said. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: With that you have to write from a prompt: “How do words provoke calm and inspire you?” 
OK? So they have to look at what they're reading, or listening to. Because we have a video with 
Robert Kennedy talking, so listen and read and compare how those words inspire you. 
 
P: OK, so do you make it a goal that in every class, “We're going to read something and we're 
going to write something,” or do you have a certain kind of… 
 
I: Well, we start off with what we call a launch text. It's an example of what you have to do by 
the time you finish the assigned reading. So, say they have an informative essay they're going to 
do. Well, you read an example of an informative essay, and that's called your launch. l-a-u-n-c-h 
I tell them, “It's not your lunch. I know you like to eat. It's not your lunch text, but your launch 
text and it's an example of what you have to do." So I tell them, “Pay attention. We have an 
essential question and you have a prompt.” And I tell them, “If you put that on your paper first 
and keep it in your face as you are reading and taking notes, you almost have your paper ready.” 
Some believe and they follow. Others, “I can't remember this!" And I say, "What did I tell you to 
do? Read and take notes. Here. Digest the page, the page. What do you think the page is saying 
to you? Jot down a couple of sentences, what you think that page is about. Write a couple of 
sentences about... By the time you finish that, you've got all the details you need to write your 
paper. Already on your paper! All you gotta do is go back over your paper, and you're ready to 
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write that essay.” Well, some of them find it to be true. [Laughter] Some haven't tried it, so they 
don't know. 
 
I: So, it sounds like you rely on passages in the literature book and you just kind of generate 
assignments and prompts that make them work with the written word, and generate something, 
and you're giving them some study skills, and some reading skills, and some writing skills… 
 
P: And some vocabulary words. They don't know words, and I'll tell them, “The words are 
defined for you. Look at them in your text.” And some of them know context clues. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: And I told them, “See how many words you already know, and see how they are used in this 
particular text. But then sometimes, I give them straight out vocabulary, grade level vocabulary. 
I'll give them words, and I'll go ahead and give them the definition because they don't 
understand. And I try to teach them that words have more than one definition, and I try to get 
them to get the one that’s dealing with where we are in class. So, to keep down the confusion, I 
give them the definition I want them to become familiar with in the language class, and let them 
know that words do have more than one definition. And I give them an example of words that 
have more than one definition, so they were talking about synonyms, antonyms, homonyms, all 
those things at one time. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: You get your grammar in when you're doing your reading because you can point out 
parallelism and everything, as you read. 
 
I: How long does a student usually stay with you? Is there an average? 
 
P: It depends. I can't answer, because I don't know. Some children come one day and they're 
gone the next. It just depends on what the judge has decided for them. 
 
I: Yeah.  
 
P: Sometimes, we don't know when they're leaving. All we know is, we call the roll and they're 
not here. 
 
I: Left. 
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P: Well, so we used to get a heads-up on who was leaving the next week because the director 
would come and let him know, “you're on the list” and let him know they're leaving on Tuesday. 
We don't get that anymore, so it's a day-by-day thing. 
 
I: Well, what's the longest, what's the longest you had a student stay with you? 
 
P: Full school year. 
 
I: A full school year. Yeah, OK, so and most of them, it's somewhere between a day and a year, 
you just never know. 
 
P: Right and I don't ever ask them why they're here. You read enough in the newspaper about 
them, or see them on the news, so I don't need to ask them, some of them. Others, I just teach the 
child that walks in the door  
 
I: Right. 
 
P: And if they've been going to school I asked them where they are so I can try to get them where 
they need to be for going back to school and I will actually let them do what they were doing at 
school if they know, if they were going to class, but if they don't have an idea, which means they 
weren't going to class. Then they do what we're doing, which would be around the same thing, if 
they're reading, like I had one child to come in, and they were reading a particular thing. They 
laughed at me, I was so happy the child was on task! I let her do exactly what she had been doing 
in school. 
 
I: Oh, yeah? 
 
P: And she was able to, you know, move on with what she had to do. She’d never been here 
before and seemed to be on pace to go back to school, so I just let her do it. You know. The child 
can determine how I handle it, sometime. If they're a good student and understand what to do, 
then I'll let them proceed with what they were doing at school which makes me have to read 
something a little bit different than I do, sometimes, because I told you that we have options 
about what we're going to use. It's in the same vein, but they are different selections. Say we 
have five different selections and three different poems. Well, I may not do the same one that 
another teacher does. 
 
I: Right, OK. 
 
P: It's just, you know, as long as you're doing the same kinds of things, we don't have to do the 
same thing. 
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I: Right. 
 
P: So if a child is on something, I don't take them completely off and put them on what I'm 
doing. I let them stay with what they're doing here. 
 
I: OK. Let me see. Your classroom space, you've mentioned that you'll kind of cluster them by 
grade. I guess, you know, you might not always have… 
 
P: Well, if I have one child that I call an oddball-out, if I don't have a number of children, then 
they come up to my desk and do discussion. We’ll do a one-on-one, or I may have two children 
in a grade and I'll get up and go where they are and talk with them. But if I have three or four in 
the same grade, then I go to their table and I may ask a child if he would scoot over and let this 
group get here. And I work with the group and the rest of them continue what they're doing until 
I get to them. And sometimes I put on the board which group is going first, or I'll let them 
decide, "Who's going first, what grade?" Because, you know, I let them have a little input. “We 
want to be first. We want to be first." I say, “OK.” 
 
I: OK, so they work a little bit in their own, in their own cluster group and they have discussion, 
but then they, like, present to the class or tell what they did? 
 
P: Well it depends on what we're doing. When we're reading separate selections, they only 
discuss with me. Now if we're doing grammar and stuff like that, everybody's talking and 
walking to the board and doing stuff. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: Or if we're writing poetry, everybody gets to say their poem or read their poetry to us. 
 
I: OK. So depending on what you're doing, you might have everybody... 
 
P: the whole class 
 
I: ...from sixth grade to twelfth grade doing the same thing and then other times they're broken 
out...  
 
P: doing grade level work. Yes. 
 
I: OK, so do you use tables or do you use desks? 
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P: Oh yeah, I have tables in my room. 
 
I: OK and you use round tables? Or rectangular? 
 
P: No. I've got long table. It'll hold, if they have enough room to separate, it'll hold about eight 
children. But I don't have that many in that grade level, so, I just used four and I make the fifth 
person, so I'll be in front of them and stand up talking to him or whatever the case may be. Or if 
it's three of them, I'll sit right in the midst of them and we'll talk about whatever it is they're 
reading, and what they're doing, and what their thoughts are. 
 
I: Yeah. When you had been teaching in the schools and you had done the long-term sub, and 
then you came to the detention facility, decided to go with the unknown, what did you expect 
and what surprised you the most? 
 
P: Well I didn't really know what to expect. I knew they were children that needed to be educated 
and I think I surprised them because they knew me by taking my child to school or something, so 
and some of them came in they knew me and I knew them and we could speak to each other by 
name and I never asked them why they were here and children, “You know her? How do you 
know her?” I don't know what they would tell them but I didn't worry about telling them 
anything. I just, you know, treat them like everybody else. The surprise was that the children 
keep coming back, and I don't understand. That's the surprise. They come, and I do talk to them 
about doing the right things and trying to get an education and move forward to take care of 
themselves and get careers and stuff like that. I even ask them what some of them would like to 
be, what are their skill sets right now, and how do they plan to proceed because, you know, we 
write about everything. “Where do you plan to be in five years, 10 years,” stuff like that and I 
asked them, “What are you doing to get there?” 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: "And what's going to make you stop doing what you're doing, now that you're here?" And I 
don't have them to tell me that out loud. I want them to think about it. “How do you plan to 
proceed?” It's to sort of motivate them to think. 
 
I: Yeah. About how they're going to stop doing the same things that cause them to get back in 
there. 
 
P: And sometimes I ask the older ones, I say, “Now you're about to be a young adult leaving high 
school, on your own. Where do you think you're going to go, doing what you do? How can you 
take care of yourself if you don't stop doing what you're doing?” And I don't know what it is 
they're doing, so I don't ask them. I said, “But I want you to think,” and I'll tell them, “You have 
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a lot of time in here to think about it.” And some of them promised they're never coming back 
and they don't. Others say they just got caught up. I told them, “Well, what are you doing 
different so that you don't get caught up?” and some say, “Well my grandmamma wanted me to 
do such and so.” I said, “Well why don't you follow your grandmother's advice? Leave [city], 
find you a way, away from people you know, and you may do better. You'll be proud of 
yourself.” You know, just different things to motivate them to think about how they can change, 
if they would. 
 
I: Yeah. Yeah. Walk me through your day. What's a normal day like for you? What time do you 
start? What's the routine? 
 
P: We start at 8:30, and everybody goes to lunch between 11 and 12, so we do likewise. I go 
about 11:30, and then I have classes, classes start back up at 12:15 right after lunch, and we go to 
2:30. 
 
I: OK, and in that time you teach four classes, right? So you'll have a couple before lunch and a 
couple after lunch? 
 
P: Well, we really have five if we have girls. 
 
I: I see, and if you don't have girls then that fifth period is like a planning… 
 
P: Its prep time, yep, grade papers, whatever you want to do for your class. Get ready for you 
next class, next day, whatever you need to do. 
 
I: So do the teachers, do y'all usually eat lunch at the facility or go out? 
 
P: If we eat at the facility... if you don't want what they have, you can go buy you something. 
Some people can bring their lunch, you know. Whatever you want to do 
 
I: OK, do..., so even when you have five class periods, do still have plenty of time for planning 
or prep time? 
 
P: Mmhmm, 'cause when they end at 2:30, we're still here ‘til 3:30. We get out of school like a 
regular school. We're here from 8:15 to 3:30, everyday! So you have time. 
 
I: And then when you don't have that fifth period, then you just have extra time. That's nice. 
 
P: Yes. Grade your papers or get ready for the next day. What I always say, grade papers, 
because I always have them doing stuff in my class. I'm always having to look over what we've 
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done and see if I need to, you know, go into the papers and see if I need to check something, redo 
it tomorrow, ask them questions about why you didn't get this, what you didn't understand, ask if 
they have any particular questions, and sometimes I do 3-2-1 with them… 
 
I: What's that? 
 
P: And the one is “one question you still have left.”  
 
I: OK. 
 
P: Yes, three things you learn, two things that were interesting, and one question you still have 
left. 
 
I: OK, I like that. 
 
P: We do that before you leave class, and then I may pull some of those and start up with those 
the next day. Checking those questions. Maybe it's something you need to re- teach. 
 
I: Do you enjoy teaching there? 
 
P: Yes. 
 
I: It sounds like you do. 
 
P: Because I think those children need an education like everybody else's child, and they are 
going back to school, some of them, and if we can get them to think while they're here, they may 
become successful people or they may remember that somebody had an interest in them to spur 
them to do better. It may click one day. I don't know, but it's just a thought, because I tell them, 
“You may laugh at me now, but down the road, you're going to say Miss _______ said that and 
we need to do that.” I said, “Suppose you have children of your own, and you trying to direct 
them, what are you going to do different with your child that you don't think was done with you? 
Are you going to give them everything they want? Have them to work for some things? Are you 
going to require that they do school work or even go to school?” Some of them say, “School 
ain’t for me.” I tell them, “OK, with you being a minor and what do you think is for you? What 
do you know to do right now, today, to take care of yourself?” They can’t answer. 
 
I: Right. Right. So, what's a normal day like for students when they first come in? Do they have 
an initial 24 hour lockdown? 
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P: I don't know, because some of them come in on weekends so they get it automatically, they 
come on Saturday or Sunday, so they have their time before we get here. If they come in that 
day, they got a process to go through and, you know, we may not see them that day. And, then if 
they go to court, of course, we don't see them, you know. They got this thing, how quickly they 
have to go to court and then, whatever condition they come in, sometimes they can't come to 
class. 
 
I: Right. Do staff monitor the classrooms? Or do they come in the classroom with you? Or do 
they sit outside?  
 
P: They bring them to class. They bring them to class. They can't sit outside. They have to stay in 
the class with them, because they do discipline. We don't. 
 
I: OK. How does discipline work? 
 
P: Well, if we have to keep talking to them or telling them to be quiet or stay focused on what 
they're doing, then we can say they go or the worker can say, “You gotta go.” If they're 
disrespectful, the worker puts them out. 
 
I: OK.  
 
P: They told me I was more lenient than they are because I could take way more from the 
students than they can. Because I told them, “One thing about it, if they get put out they can't 
learn anything. As long as they're not making noise, they can sit up and not do a thing, but they 
can learn something in the process." And I have had children who did not want to participate, but 
because what we were doing was interesting to them, they decided they would participate. 
 
I: I see. 
 
P: So I don't just throw them out if they don't want to work, I don't throw them out if they go to 
court and they come back upset. I don't bother them. I say, “You need time out?” I got a sink in 
my room, and I tell them, “Go refresh yourself. Wash your face, paper towel, wash your face, 
take a moment." I give them a moment because they’re children. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: And some of the boys, they come back crying and stuff, so I give them a moment to get 
themselves back together, and if they don't want to do anything right then, I understand that. I 
just let them sit quietly, or I tell them, “You can read, if you would like to." I got a Choice, I got 
Scholastic magazines, Choice, Up Front, all that. We read that sometimes, and you know, that 
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kind of stuff keeps up to date with what's going on now, so I have them read that. And we talked 
about that stuff in there, you know, just a relaxing kind of talk, nothing strenuous. I may have 
them answer some questions on paper about it, but it's not that big a deal you know. Just seeing if 
they're reading them with comprehension, that’s all. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: And it gets them away from the text, sometime. Because it gets to them. I told them, “Don't 
tell me how many pages you got, because I read 6th, 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th grade 
work. So how many pages you got does not compute with me, dear, because I'm reading all of it. 
So I don't understand page numbers.” But they laugh, because when I have to put drops in my 
eyes for dry eyes, “What's wrong with you? What's wrong with you?” I told them, "I just need 
some drops in my eyes. I'm all right." They don't want nothing to be wrong with you. Don't let 
me be out and don't mention that I'm going to be out. “Where were you?” 
 
I: Really. 
 
P: “You cut class.” I tell them, “I had to take a break from y'all.” And then some days, “Miss 
______, you don't never take off.” “I'm giving you an example of what happens when you get a 
job. You got to go to work every day.” 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: “You can't get a job and stay home, dear. It'll be somebody else's job to get.” Sometimes it 
clicks with them, sometimes it doesn't, and I say, “I'm teaching you another skill: when you get a 
job you got to go to it every day to keep it!” [Laughter]. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: So, we just make light of that. I tell them, “Well, I didn't get a job to stay at home. I got a job 
to come in here and do some work.” So, I don't have a problem coming. 
 
I: So, the first time a student comes to you, do you have a routine? When you meet a student for 
the first time, when they're first coming in… 
 
P: Yeah, they have to enroll in class, and if I need to ask them additional questions, I try to do 
that as privately as I can. I have them sit with me and ask them questions. 
 
I: OK. 
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P: If I need to ask them any, like, some of them don't understand, or pretend like they don't 
understand what Special Ed is. 'Cause I told them, “You know, you have to identify. I don't know 
you, so you have to tell me.” I say, "So, we can find out, sometime, if you're special needs or not, 
but I don't want it to be my job to find out. I want you to tell me. You know." And then some of 
them, I say, “You're old enough to tell me what your exceptionality is. What do you need me to 
do for you?” 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: And they look at me like I'm crazy. I tell them, “I'm very familiar with special ed." Because I 
have been in regular school. 
 
I: How many of them are Special Ed? 
 
P: I don't know. 
 
I: I mean, is it, is it unusual, or common, half and half? 
 
P: Well, I can usually... mmm, I guess you could say that, but I think it's basically like in the 
olden days. Because of their behavior, they have fallen into the track of Special Ed because they 
haven't learned to read well, and understand what they're doing. So, of course that has always 
landed a lot of children in Special Ed, when it's just a comprehension skill that they need, or that 
component of the education that they need is reading comprehension, but they're labeled Special 
Ed. And then, some of them have. . . what is it? I can't think... Their behavior… 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: ...they have a behavior IEP or stuff like that.  
 
I: Do you ever notice a kind of course, or trajectory of a student's stay? Like where they have a 
certain attitude? Or just a certain kind of trend students, you see them follow? Maybe in their 
attitude, or their thinking, or in their emotions when they’re with you? 
 
P: Well, you know, what most, when most of them come in, they always think they're getting 
ready to go home. And they're not happy the first couple of days, but some of them settle in and 
get with the routine and what we call the “cell therapy.” When they have to go back for being 
disruptive in class, they have a much better attitude when they come back [laughter]. I don't 
know what happens back there. I don't go see. But it's not pleasant to them to be back there. 
 
I: No. 
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P: Some people don't like being alone. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: So they get a little bit more school anxiety. They’d rather come to school than be in their 
room. 
 
I: Right. So, if they aren't doing what they're supposed to be doing, or if they're being disruptive, 
they can be sent back to their room. Usually, is there a progression? Like first you go back for 15 
minutes, or an hour or… 
 
P: No, no, no, no, no. The workers handle that. I don't deal with that. They handle it. However 
the rules are set up for them to do, that's what they give them. So, I don't deal with that at all. 
 
I: I see. If you had an opportunity to go back to regular school would you take it? 
 
P: Right now, no. 
 
I: Why not? 
  
P: Because the children do a lot of fighting, 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: And these children don't tend to fight because they can't. And they say, “If I had somebody to 
take me to class like I have here, I would go to class and get my lessons.” And I tell them, “You 
can do that without anybody sitting over you. You're old enough to do that by yourself.”  
 
I: Well. 
 
P: And then, you know, all that other stuff, having to do all the chores at school. Lunchroom 
duty, don't have to do that here. That's the workers here. Watching the bus, don't have to do, 
because they don't go no place [laughter]. All the extra meetings, don't have to do. So it's a lot of 
reasons why I wouldn't do that. No, don't have to do that. 
 
I: Does your work with a student change over time as you get to know them? 
 
P: Well, the one thing is I don't get overly friendly with the students because I want them to stay 
students, and I am the professional in the classroom. 
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I: Right. 
 
P: So, you know, I'm friendly to them to a point, but I'm not overly friendly. I don't follow them 
to see where they're going or what they're doing when they leave here. That's not my concern. 
When they come in here, they know me. They will tell the new child, “When you go in her room, 
you better get your lessons, because she don't take no stuff!” 
  
I: Yeah? 
 
P: Because I try to stay the same way all the time. I want you to stay focused and get your work 
so, you know, I laugh and talk with them and some days, you know, we'll get off into it 
discussion, but I know the tactics. You know when they don't really want to do work, they’ll try 
to talk to me about something. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: So, you know, I'm where some days I'll just talk to them. Let them talk. Then I'll say, “Now I 
need us to get back on our lessons.” Because, you know, if I want them to do something for me 
in class like help me put the books up, or whatever the case may be, then I'll, you know, give 
them a day they can help me out and we have a little bit of money we can pay them so I get them 
to do stuff for me and I'll give him a token that's what we call a token, money. If I have to clean 
up the room, if my tables are too dirty, and I want them to help me straighten up books or 
something like that. “Hey, I need you to help me do this.” and “We having company. I want to 
get my room a little bit tidier.” I let them help me do that kind of stuff. I used to let them help me 
do the bulletin board, but I don't have those kind of children anymore, so I do it myself. The 
trend of the children changes. We had, I think, badder children before now, but we have lazy 
children now. So, it's a difference. 
 
I: Yeah. Do you find that most of the teachers there, that you and the three other teachers, you all 
have a similar approach and similar philosophy, similar expectations? 
 
P: I don't think so, but that's my opinion. I don't think so. 
 
I: Let’s see, you been there the longest. Do you all have, like, faculty meetings, do y'all talk 
about… 
 
P: No, sir. We, um, they generally talk about them at the lunch table. We may mention a couple 
of things about them, but I don't go into depth, because we're eating lunch in the same room 
where the children are. 
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I: Oh, you are?  
 
P: Yeah, we all eat in the same lunch room. 
 
I: Oh, they don't eat in the units? 
 
P: No! No, we got a nice lunch room! 
 
I: Oh, yeah? So everybody's... 
 
P: Where the people cook a good, nice lunch, and everybody comes in. Well, no everybody 
doesn't. They bring in maybe two units. The girls go by themselves, of course, because girls don't 
go to class with the boys. So, the girls go by themselves, and then they bring two units up and 
when they're done, they bring two more units up, because we don't have enough room for 
everybody to be in there at one time. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: We've got a worker's table, we got the teacher's table, and we got the children's table. So we're 
sitting back to back, some people, sitting back to back with the children. So that's why you don't 
do much talking. Just talk about general little stuff in the lunchroom. And we get together maybe 
once or twice a year together. If our person from the board comes in to talk with us about 
something, or somebody comes in from the board to talk to us about something, we get together 
in a room and we talk about whatever we need to talk about, or we go out of here to talk to 
people. And then, we go to professional development. We go to other schools and do that. It 
depends on what your discipline is, where you go. 
 
I: I see. 
 
P: So we may not all go to the same school. 
 
I: OK. So you all do professional development usually within the [local school district]?  
 
P: Yes, and we get an email to tell us where we're going, who's going where. 
 
I: OK, how much of that really applies to you? How much of that can you apply in your setting? 
 
P: Well, you're, to me, you're keeping up with what's going on in the school. And I like to know 
what they're doing, so that that tells me I'm not too far off base on what they're doing and what 
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their expectations are. And then, that gives me a leg up on when the children come. They can't 
hoodwink you on what they're doing. That's my take on it. I go all the time to my meetings. 
Some of the people don't go at all. 
 
I: OK. 
 
P: And then, my resource person comes over to see me. All of us got a different resource person, 
of course. The resource people come over to see you, and bring you things that they think would 
work for you in your particular class. 
 
I: Oh, yeah? How often do you see your resource person? 
 
P: Well, I used to see her all the time, but she has been sick, and she has been over once this 
year. But she's going to come again. You know, she has to go to all of the schools, so I'm on the 
list with everybody else. 
 
[Interruption by another phone call] 
 
I: Tell me about the different approaches or philosophies that you teachers there have. Is that a 
source of tension? Or is everybody just kind of doing their own thing and nobody… 
 
P: Well, since you're talking to your person from the board, you should be doing some of the 
things they’re doing in school. So, I don't know what the folk are telling them to do, and how 
they're telling them to proceed, so I suppose they’re following those guidelines because that's 
what I do. 
 
I: OK. So that's mainly the division, it's, you know, this person's just thinking about math and 
this person's just thinking about that, right? But I guess as far as classroom management, it 
doesn't really matter what your philosophy is or the other teachers’ philosophy is, because the 
detention staff mainly take care of that. 
 
P: Basically, because, you know, they do. Because, you now, you can tell a child, “I want you to 
leave.” Or you can warn them several times, if they're not disruptive, or they're going to be put 
out or you can put them on fine. If that doesn't work, then the person with you would take over, 
or may have to take over and say, “You say one more thing, you're being disrespectful. You're 
going out of here. Because they know, you know... I have looked at the handbook, but I haven't 
studied the handbook to know what they call offensive, or whatever the case may be. But there 
are some... Well, we don't have that person now, but there was one person, if they weren't doing 
any work, he didn't want them in his room. But I don't have a problem with that. They can learn 
something just sitting up there, as long as they're not disruptive or messing with anybody else, 
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then they can just sit there. But he didn't want them in his room if they weren't working. I 
thought that was asinine, but then I did tell them they can sit in my room if they're not doing 
anything, because eventually, they're going to hit on something they want to do, and they'll start 
doing it, if you don't have no issue with them. Since I do it like that, don't have a problem. I don't 
look at TV in my room because I can't teach them anything from the TV programs that are on 
during the daytime [laughter]. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: So, you know, that doesn't become a bone of contention for me. And some people like to look 
at movies, they say, that deal with their discipline. But I don't have anything dealing with English 
per se that will help them with grammar, because everything on TV... they say anything! So I 
don't want them to listen to that in my room. 
 
I: Yeah. Well, it sounds like you have chosen to be at the detention facility because you care 
about these students, and you believe they deserve an education and they deserve to be cared for 
and taught. Do the other teachers there have a similar philosophy? 
 
P: They appear to have that. 
 
I: OK. Do you think, you're obviously on your feet and, you know, working your classroom 
when you have students, and as far as you know, the other teachers... I mean, it seems like a 
detention facility is a place where you could be lazy, a lazy teacher if you wanted to be a lazy 
teacher. 
 
P: Yes, very much so, because nobody sees you! But I said, “Ultimately, you see yourself. You 
see how the children respond. If you're not doing anything, then they don't want to do anything.” 
And even if I'm not here, I've had a sub to tell me, “They know what to do in your room. When 
they come in there, they get their folders. They get their books. And they get started, as if you 
were there.” So, I don't know what they do in other folk’s rooms. I have seen the math teacher up 
doing work at the board, but other people are removed from me. Some are on different halls from 
me, so I can't see them. Me and the math teacher on the same hall, so I see him up at the board 
getting them to do work. So, I've never been to the other people's classroom to see what they're 
doing, because I don't have time to go see what they're doing. 
 
I: Can you tell me about a recent occasion that stands out for you when you were really glad to 
be there? 
 
P: Such as what, now? 
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I: Just a recent memorable occasion, when you were glad you were teaching at the detention 
facility? 
 
P: You know, I don't even think about that. OK? I really don't. I just don't think about it. From 
one day to the next, I am here. I don't worry about “memorable occasions” per se. It's just that 
sometimes you get a group that's not as astute and working as you want them to be. Then other 
times, get a group that's up to par, doing what they're supposed to do. But I think by the time I 
get them out of my class, they know they have to work at school, so I don't worry about the ups 
and downs, because you know, sometimes you have to park your feelings at the door and go 
about your business. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: Now, we used to try to do little programs with them, but we haven't done that lately because 
we used to have a Lead Teacher, but she retired. And so we haven't done that lately, had a 
program. And then our supervisor said, “We don't need to have a lot of programs during school. 
They need to be in school,” so that kind of resonated throughout the building. So, you have 
programs occasionally, and let the children be in school because that's what they need: to be in 
school, not in a program. Same way they do a regular school. We don't have a lot of programs in 
school [laughter]. We were complaining, too, because we had people coming in four days a 
week. 
 
I: Four days a week? 
 
P: Four days a week! From nine to 11! Which means that we weren't having class. 
 
I: What?  
 
P: Yeah, so that had to stop. Had some man come in for a program and the children didn't want 
to go anymore. Talking about nothing. I said, “Hey, I don't know.” So that got that stopped, and 
they didn't bring that man back because that was 4 days a week, and we just sitting in a room 
twiddling our thumbs. 
 
I: Well, what, talking about what, like drugs?  
 
P: I don't know. I didn't go to the program. It was for the children. I'm not a child. [Laughter] I 
didn't go. We had some people that used to go. I didn't take advantage of that because I didn't 
think I need to, you know, have somebody telling me how to stay out of trouble because I didn't 
get in trouble when I was growing up because of my mama would have killed me, OK? So I 
didn't need that. I'm grown, so since it was for the children, I let the children handle it and I 
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would grade papers and do what I had to do to get ready for my next class. They come after 
lunch, so I didn't do that. 
 
I: Has there been a time...I'm sorry, go ahead.  
 
P: And when they had a celebrity came by, and I wanted to see him, I went in there then, but 
other than that? No, not me. 
 
I: OK. Well, when I asked you about a recent memorable occasion and you said, “I don't think 
about it that way,” what do you mean by that? You said you kind of check your feelings at the 
door and… 
 
P: Yeah, because you have so many circumstances going on when you're here. Different things 
with different children. 
 
I: I see. 
 
P: So you tend not to respond, because you don't want to seem as if you're favoring one child 
over another one. And the children pick up on that. 
 
I: I see. 
 
P: So the only thing I do is - when they can all catch on what I want them to do in my class, and 
they get it done. So I work toward that each day. And so, I don't have a day when everybody in 
class is up to what I want them to be, so I just go with the flow. And I did point out today that I 
have some children who are very, very, very, very, very manageable, and they don't do a lot of 
talking, they don't deal with the other children, they stay to themselves, and they get their work. I 
did tell them today that they need to be like some of the other children here, because they stay 
focused and they get their work. 
 
I: Yeah? 
 
P: And I pointed out, I think, about three children that do that in one particular section, and that 
was just today during group, so that wasn't all the children. But you know, those are good role 
models for them to stay focused. Boy never gets locked down. He does his work. He's an older 
boy, but he does his work. And I asked him, cause today I thought he was having a meltdown, I 
said, “What's wrong?” He said “I'm alright. I'm alright. I'm just stretching.” I told him “OK.” 
See, I pay attention to the ones who are getting their work done, but then, if something is wrong, 
I can tell right away. "What's going on, what's wrong with you today?” I do ask them that, but I 
don't try to pick and choose, because they all somebody's children. 
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I: Yeah. 
 
P: That's what I was talking about. 
 
I: Well, has there ever been a time when you said to yourself, “Why am I here? Why am I, or 
what am I doing here?” 
 
P: No, no.  
 
I: No? OK. So, can you describe your sense of satisfaction with your work? 
 
P: I think I do a relatively good job with the children. It is sometimes they're receptive, 
sometimes they're not, and that's to be expected because that's with the regular school. And you 
have children who are on task and not on task. That's regular. So, sometimes they ask me why 
am I here. The children asked me, “Why aren't you at a regular school?” I told them, "For the 
same reason you're not there. Somebody needs to be over here with you, and if it were not me it 
would be somebody else, but just now it's me." Well that satisfies them, so that satisfies me, too 
[laughter].  
 
I: Has your thinking about your work changed over time? Has your understanding of your role 
changed over time, over the nine years you've been there? 
 
P: No. I knew what it was when I came. It's just that some people are more to rules than others. 
When it comes to the people that bring them to class, some go strictly by the rules, some a little 
bit lax with the rules, so you got to kind of go with the flow. You know who the lax ones are, and 
you know how you have to put your foot down in your classroom when they're like that. And 
you know when the others are going to take over, you don't have to worry about it. You know 
they're going to be on task, the children, that is. You know the children take on the attitude of the 
adult.  
 
I: Has your understanding of your role as teacher changed? Do you do you think your work as 
the teacher here is basically the same as what you would be doing if you were in a regular 
school? 
 
P: I would be doing more if I were in a regular school because I would have more time with the 
children. I would have more things they could use. Like we can't get a Promethean board in here 
because they said no. [Authorities for the county that operates this facility] won't allow it. And it 
took us a minute to get internet. Because when I came here, I came from a school, so I asked 
them, “Are these the computers we got to use? They don't work!” So, I came in begging for 
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computers, and first they said, “Don't be trying to change nothing.” We have an exercise room, 
so I use that, and them say, “Don’t change nothing.” And I told them, “I'm not changing 
anything.” When I started getting computers, everybody, “Get me one! Get me one!” So, I end 
up being the person that called folks and gets computers all over the building for the school 
teachers. And one man is gone, but I told him, “It's not for you, honey. It's for the students, so 
we're going to get these rooms hot. So, whether you're here or not we're going to have computers 
in the room.” So we got computers. We got internet left so everybody can use it, because I just 
wanted them to have a shake at it. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: You know, we get on the computer and do some work, do some research, 'cause I think that's 
what they need to know how to do. Even if they try to go to Facebook and stuff like that. We can 
stop that, but they got to have an opportunity.  
 
I: Right. Do you think that you, I don't know what kind of supports the students have there, and I 
don't know how strict things are, how stressful things are. Do you think that, do you think that 
you have to be more than a teacher sometimes? Or that your role is different because of the 
setting your students are in? 
 
P: Well, sometimes we can talk to the children and some of the people will say, “She's right. 
What she's telling you is right. You need to listen.” and then again the guys don't care whether 
you tell them or not, and say, “They're just going to prison.” I don't like that attitude, but hey! It 
is what it is, and I can't change adults’ attitudes.  
 
I: So you hear that attitude from the staff sometimes? 
 
P: Sometimes. 
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: So, you know, I'll let that fall where it will, and I just try to encourage the children anyway. 
 
I: So you're trying to promote a positive… 
 
P: But you treat them like you treat students at school, that’s all. That's how I see it, but 
everybody don't see, as my mama said, “eye to eye" with me, so that's OK. So I just do what I do 
and I move on. 
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I: Well, when people ask you about your work, or ask you where you work and you tell them, 
how do they respond? 
 
P: They say, “Where is that? What is that?” I just tell them it's a school where children have to 
go when they can’t go to regular school. And some people know about it, but they don't know 
about it. They've heard about it. They think in terms of children having to go with their parents 
and stuff like that, but sometimes I tell them, “No, the children stay there. They're incarcerated.” 
And I don't say anymore. I don't know. I don't give them nobody’s name if they ask about 
children. Other teachers ask, “Is so and so there?” I told them, “I haven't seen him.” And I look 
at him every day! But I don't come here to talk about the children, so I don't. 
 
I: Yeah.  
 
P: Because my child had a classmate over here for a whole year. She thought he was in New 
York. I let her keep that thought because I don't talk about the children. It's nobody's business if 
they're here. The school is the only one that needs to know where they are. And I've gone to 
schools and they say, "Hey Miss ______ ." And then they tell children, "She was my teacher in 
detention center." I don't tell them that, but the children will, if they want to. If my child sees me 
speaking to somebody, “So, see, you had them in your classroom?” And I just tell her - see, she's 
finished high school now - and I'll say, “Now how would I know them if they weren't in my 
classroom? You I don't go to a regular school no more.” [Laughter] And that's enough. That's 
how I do it. 
 
I: So you've seen a little bit of change in the management of the facility, right? The lead teacher 
is no longer there? And some of the planning and scheduling? 
 
P: The teachers I came in with are no longer here. They're retired.  
 
I: Do you and the other teachers have a good relationship with the management of the facility? 
 
P: Yeah, we do. He comes and eat lunch in there, too, all of us generally meet up in the 
lunchroom during the run of a day. 
 
I: So there's, you know, mutual respect for the roles and responsibilities there? 
 
P: Right. 
 
I: What parts of your work do you think are least understood by the schools or, or do you think - 
do you think they have a good pulse on what's going on? On what goes on there and what your 
work is like? 
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P: No, they really don't know. My resource person comes. They used to be scared to come, and 
one that I had before told the other one, “That's the safest place to go! You safer there than in 
regular school!” OK, so she got more comfortable coming, but some of them were afraid to 
come. I told him, "Honey, when I go to work, I go through two doors that go 'Clink! Clink!' and I 
know when I leave, they're going to go 'Clink! Clink!' behind me, and I can't take nobody with 
me, so I'm happy." All right, now so they looking at me strange now, 'cause I'm in the 
supervisor's office talking, 'cause there's no supervisor right at this moment. My co-workers are 
leaving because it's almost time for us to go home, so they're looking at me going, "What is she 
doing in there?" [Inaudible]  
 
I: What are your goals for your students? 
 
P: I want them to be successful in some way, stay out of trouble, and if they're going back to 
school, I want them to be able to go to school, be respectful of their teachers and their peers, get 
their lessons and graduate. And enjoy themselves. And that's what I tell them! Yeah, I tell them, 
“You gotta respect yourself. You can respect other people, and I want all of you to have jobs so 
they won’t want to take anything that doesn't belong to you and you can live comfortably the 
way that we do. And you won't have to worry about nobody else and what they have, and you'll 
have your own." That's what you tell your own children at home. You want them to be self-
sufficient. 
 
I: Right. 
 
P: And I know that some of them never will. Some of them die. I've seen students of mine die. 
You see some of them trying to run, and they get killed in the car chases, so we know some of 
those. So it's sad, but when they don't listen, that's what happens.  
 
 
I: Yeah, so you try to impress on them... 
 
PI try to motivate these children,  
 
I: Yeah, so "This is, this is possible for you if you will do, if you'll take care of business today, if 
you'll…” And you're trying to teach them lessons that they can use today, that will help them get 
some place they want to be?  
 
P: Right. I told them, “Don't laugh at children that work at McDonald's or any other fast-food. 
Go get you a job. Get you some money, and then you won't have to beg nobody. You don't have 
to try to take nobody's money. You have your own!” And I told them, “Don't try to buy every 
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pair of shoes you see and all the clothes, because you can't wear but one pair of shoes at a time 
and one pair of pants. You don't need all that stuff no way. Save some of you money and enjoy 
it. Go on vacation, go where you want to go, do some of the things you want to do, then you 
won't have to be envious of nobody else.  
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P: It's just what I would tell my own child. 
 
I: Right. So teaching those life lessons is an important part of your work?  
 
P: Yes, I think so. Because some of these children need some love and some attention.  
 
I: Do you feel like they get more of that in your classroom than they've gotten at their schools?  
 
P: I can't answer that. I can't answer that. I don't know, because I haven't been at the schools with 
them. I don't know all of the teachers at all of the schools, so I do not know. 
 
I: Yeah.  
 
P: I know some of them seem to need somebody they can talk to. All days, I can't do the talking. 
I just say some general statement and they have to go with the flow. But some of the guys talk to 
them, too. On weekends, on holidays and stuff, when we're not here. Somebody else has to take 
up the mantle and try to talk to them, encourage them.  
 
I: Someone else has to take up the? 
 
P: Mantle, mantle 
 
I: The mantle and talk with him. 
 
P: Try to talk to them and give them some guidance.  
 
I: Yeah. 
 
P. 'Cause some of them need some guidance. 
 
I: Do you have particular goals or professional development interests? 
 
P: Right now?  
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I: Do you think you'll stay where you are or what would you like to do long-term?  
 
P: Well, eventually I am going to retire for real. And that's it, I will be retired. Officially retired 
[laugher] and do what I want to do when I want to do it. This is my second career and I'm not 
going to get a third one. When I leave here, I'm through. 
 
I: Yeah. Do teachers tend to stay there a long time, or do they tend to burn out quickly? 
 
P: Well, the ones we've had have stayed until they retired.  
 
I: OK.  
 
P: One man retired after 25 years. I can't remember what the other guy had. The other lady was 
kind of sick, so she needed to go for health reasons. So everybody else is sticking and staying, it 
looks like. I've been here nine. Others seem to like it, so they said they're not going any place 
soon, so I'll leave them here. [Laughter] And we were talking one day, the man said, "Oh no, 
we'll never close our facility like this. There's always a need," and I said “All right,” because I 
asked the question would they ever close this facility, because that's what the children wish, “I 
wish they blow this place up.” I say, “Where you going? Into prison?” They don't think about it 
past the moment. But he said “We’ll never close. They'll always have need for facilities for 
young folk. They can't just put them up in prison or jail, like that. There's always a place for 
somebody to work." 
 
I: Right. So as far as oversight, each teacher has a different resource person that kind of 
supervises your work and overseas your professional development stuff, is that right? 
 
P: No, no, no, no, no, no, no. We can select any professional development we want to go to. 
They can tell you about some, but they don't see that you go unless it's something in particular 
that they want you to do on the days when we have all professional development days. 
Otherwise, you can choose what you want to, either online or something to go to. I've done that 
in the summertime, gone to some classes of the summertime, you know, these things I wanted to 
go to. But when we got a professional development day coming up and we just get an email from 
my supervisor told us where to go. And they usually do you toward something that either, it may 
be in your field, or maybe related to school in general. It just depends on what they're offering. 
 
I: Yeah, OK, well, thank you so much, for your time, Miss __________.  
 
P: You're welcome. 
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I: I'm going to transcribe our talk and I may want to ask some clarifying questions in the next 
week or two.  
 
P. Alrighty. 
 
I: I really appreciate it.  
 
P: OK, now! 
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