Journal of Adolescent Research

http://jar.sagepub.com

Lessons From a Juvenile Training School: Survival and Growth
Michelle Inderbitzin
Journal of Adolescent Research 2006; 21; 7
DOI: 10.1177/0743558405283042

The online version of this article can be found at:
http://jar.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/21/1/7

Published by:
®SAGE Publications

http://www.sagepublications.com

Additional services and information for Journal of Adolescent Research can be found at:

Email Alerts: http://jar.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts

Subscriptions: http://jar.sagepub.com/subscriptions
Reprints: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav

Permissions: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

Citations (this article cites 7 articles hosted on the
SAGE Journals Online and HighWire Press platforms):
http://jar.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/21/1/7

Downloaded from http://jar.sagepub.com at NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIV on April 14, 2008
© 2006 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.


http://jar.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://jar.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://jar.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/21/1/7
http://jar.sagepub.com

Lessons From a Juvenile Training School:
Survival and Growth

Michelle Inderbitzin
Oregon State University

This article examines the lessons learned by youths confined to a maximum-security
Jjuvenile correctional facility. Using data from an ethnographic study of a cottage of vio-
lent offenders in one state’s end-of-the-line training school, the author describes the les-
sons the institution and its staff members hoped to teach the young people in their care
and the informal but vital lessons the inmates indicated they had learned during their
incarceration. The continued viability of training schools as a response to serious and
violent juvenile offenders is analyzed and discussed.
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There are those who believe that the idea of a separate justice system for
juveniles, after more than a century in existence, has outgrown its usefulness.
They argue that as long as young offenders commit serious crimes, they
should be prepared to face the consequences; indeed, it seems that “recent
reforms in juvenile justice have placed the notion of youth itself on trial”
(Grisso & Schwartz, 2000, p. 5). In spite of such arguments, however, the
juvenile justice system continues its mission, and those who speak on its
behalf espouse the ideals of rehabilitation and the malleability of youth.

The central question in this article concerns the function and utility of
juvenile training schools as institutions of social control and as agents of
change for adolescent inmates. More specifically, [ examine one such institu-
tion in light of the rhetoric surrounding reform schools and the reality of daily
life within the institution’s walls and then evaluate its effectiveness based on
the lessons learned by young offenders who serve a portion of their adoles-
cence there. After spending a significant percentage of their lives confined
to a juvenile correctional facility, what do young offenders think they have
learned? What will they take away from their time in the institution? How
will they have changed?
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More than two decades ago, apparently the best that could be said for juve-
nile institutions was that “at least some training schools do not have as dam-
aging an effect on juveniles as do prisons” (Haskell & Yablonsky, 1982,
p- 446). In the 1970s, Massachusetts, under the helm of Jerome Miller, took
a bold step and attempted to deinstitutionalize virtually all of the juvenile
offenders in the state. At that time, reform schools (“an old-fashioned but
honest name,” according to Miller, 1998, p. xvii) were thought to do more
harm than good, and Miller managed to close down all such institutions and
replace them with alternative programs and placements in the community.
Proponents of deinstitutionalization argued that the negative lessons learned
and the stigma associated with incarceration far outweighed any benefit for
individuals in the system (Miller, 1998). In addition, studies from that era
report conditions in state training schools that today would certainly be
viewed as unacceptable: Cottage “parents” frequently used physical means
to punish the boys in their care—striking, shaking, and shoving them (Weber,
1961); boys were housed in the “tombs,” an extreme form of isolation and
were not allowed to speak while in their cottage living unit (Feld, 1999;
Miller, 1998); and younger and weaker boys were regularly victimized by
their tougher counterparts (Bartollas, Miller, & Dinitz, 1976; Feld, 1977;
Polsky, 1962).

During the past two decades, the United States has made a clear move-
ment to get tough on juvenile crime, and the sentencing of juvenile offenders
has become increasingly punitive (Feld, 1999). As such, the categories of
comparison have drastically changed. In the 1960s and 1970s, when com-
pared to deinstitutionalization and community alternatives, juvenile correc-
tional facilities were often viewed as the strictest of punishments for juvenile
offenders—the last resort for the state’s most incorrigible youth. These days,
the possibilities for punishment have shifted to the point that reform schools
now seem to be the kinder, gentler option—the two alternatives facing seri-
ous juvenile offenders are now generally confinement in juvenile correc-
tional facilities or confinement in adult prisons.

The past two decades have also witnessed a relative dearth of ethno-
graphic studies on training schools. The heyday of studies of the inmate cul-
ture and the inner workings of training schools seemed to be in the 1960s
and 1970s (Bartollas et al., 1976; Feld, 1977; Polsky, 1962; Weber, 1961;
Wooden, 1976). In fact, some researchers have suggested that interest in the
conditions of training schools in the United States has fallen to such a degree
that it is hard to make meaningful comparisons (Chesney-Lind & Shelden,
2004, p. 224). The findings from the earlier works were overwhelmingly
negative, and the authors painted dark pictures of juvenile institutions. Feld
(1998), in reviewing the evidence some 20 years after his own sociological
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study of state training schools, concludes: “Evaluations of training schools,
the most common form of institutional treatment for the largest numbers of
serious and chronic delinquents, report consistently negative findings . . . .
They constitute the one extensively evaluated and clearly ineffective method
to treat delinquents” (Feld, 1998, p. 237).

Bortner and Williams (1997) conducted one of the more recent, in-depth
studies of a model program operating in two juvenile prisons. The model pro-
gram they describe was created in response to a class-action lawsuit against
Arizona’s system of juvenile corrections. In much the same way earlier re-
search condemned practices in state training schools as damaging to young
inmates, the lawsuit suggested that Arizona’s juvenile correctional facilities
were punitive, coercive, and inhumane (Bortner & Williams, 1997, p. x). The
model treatment program sought to provide youths the skills necessary to
succeed in society, emphasizing accountability, responsibility, mutual re-
spect, and personal efficacy. It offered a new goal and vision for society’s
treatment of delinquent youth. The innovative program was never fully im-
plemented and ultimately came to be viewed as a failure. Although the
changes did not last, Arizona’s experiment with new programming in juve-
nile correctional facilities provides at least one example of thinking outside
of the prison box in treating young offenders.

Interestingly, some recent studies (Forst, Fagan, & Vivona, 1989; Lane,
Lanza-Kaduce, Frazier, & Bishop, 2002) suggest that the juvenile offenders
themselves found their time in the “deep end” of juvenile corrections to be
their most helpful or productive placement. Lane et al. (2002) describe deep
end juvenile programs as residential commitment facilities that are the most
restrictive in the state, with more physical security, closer supervision, and
longer periods of confinement than other programs and facilities (p. 433). In
interviews, the youths cited a combination of available programming, caring
staff members, and smaller populations as making their time in juvenile cor-
rectional facilities a better experience in their perception than the more puni-
tive jails and prisons where they were incarcerated alongside generally older,
stronger, more criminal adults. In addition, sanctions earlier in the more
“shallow end” of the juvenile system, including probation, day programs,
and short-term placements in low-risk, least restrictive residential programs,
proved to have little effect on the young offenders; the shorter sentences did
not give them enough time away from their lives to become fully immersed in
the programming.

Developmental psychologists argue that:

adolescence in modern society is an inherently transitional time during which
there are rapid and dramatic changes in physical, intellectual, emotional, and
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social capabilities . . . other than infancy, there is probably no period of human
development characterized by more rapid or pervasive transformations in indi-
vidual competencies. (Steinberg & Schwartz, 2000, p. 23)

Because they work primarily with adolescents, juvenile justice agencies have
the potential to exert enormous influence over the rapidly changing lives of
their captive populations. As such, it seems we should pay particular atten-
tion to the treatment of adolescent offenders.

Although little research is being conducted inside training schools and
juvenile institutions, there is now a great deal of attention being paid to issues
of prisoner reentry (Altschuler & Brash, 2004) as increasing numbers of
inmates are released from correctional facilities to return to their communi-
ties. This is an especially interesting dilemma for juvenile offenders who are
literally becoming men behind bars; most will leave the juvenile prisons and
training schools where they served their sentences as legal adults with virtu-
ally no safety nets in place (Furstenberg, Rumbaut, & Settersten, 2005).

Arnett (1998) makes the point that “the transition to adulthood is char-
acterized not by a single event but by an extended process of preparation for
the challenges and responsibilities of adult life” (p. 311). Young Americans
identify three main criteria for the transition to adulthood: accepting respon-
sibility for one’s self, making independent decisions, and becoming finan-
cially independent (p. 295). One question of interest is whether this transition
to adulthood is stunted or accelerated by incarceration in a juvenile correc-
tional facility. Because many young offenders were largely living on their
own and supporting themselves while still teenagers in the community, 1
would argue that the transition to adulthood was accelerated for them prior to
their confinement. During their incarceration, however, when adolescent in-
mates’ responsibilities and ability to make decisions are severely limited, the
transition to adulthood is likely stunted.

For most American young people, “Emerging adulthood is a time of look-
ing forward and imagining what adult life will be like, and what emerging
adults imagine is generally bright and promising . . . . Whatever the future
may actually hold, during emerging adulthood, hope prevails” (Arnett, 2004,
p- 206). This point brings up a second question of particular interest for ado-
lescent inmates: Does hope manage to prevail for a particularly troubled
population of emerging adults, incarcerated young men, most of whom are
minority males who grew up poor, living with troubled families in disadvan-
taged neighborhoods? Going inside juvenile institutions and listening to the
young inmates as they pass through different stages of their confinement is an
important step in answering such questions.
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Evaluating the current state of juvenile justice, Van Vleet (1999) argued
that “get-tough measures . . . have returned much of the youth corrections
system to the training school mentality that was largely abandoned during the
decades of deinstitutionalization” (p. 204). He goes on to describe incarcera-
tion in a juvenile correctional facility as “punishment with treatment compo-
nents added on” (pp. 209-210). The availability of and the quality of treat-
ment components is one important difference between juvenile and adult
institutions; given their younger, developing populations, juvenile correc-
tional facilities tend to be more focused on rehabilitation than are adult pris-
ons (Altschuler & Brash, 2004) and are better able to utilize approaches
grounded in developmental knowledge (Scott, 2000).

In the current study, I sought to find out—from the ground level—what is
happening in juvenile correctional facilities, to discover how serious juvenile
offenders experience incarceration in a state training school. To do so, I
focused on the following questions: What lessons does the institution attempt
to teach its population of adolescents and emerging adults? What lessons are
the inmates actually learning? What, ultimately, will these young offenders
take with them back into the community? Are training schools still a viable
response for violent juvenile offenders?

METHOD

The training school in this study houses the state’s most serious problem
children still held under the jurisdiction of the juvenile justice system. The
population of chronic and violent male offenders in this juvenile prison
ranges in age from 15 to 20. Most of them have done time and served sen-
tences in other juvenile institutions, and this facility was often their last stop
in the juvenile system. If they committed further crimes, they would face
adult consequences.

The maximum-security institution in this study is very much a juvenile
prison. As Bortner and Williams (1997) point out in their own study of a juve-
nile prison in Arizona: “The special language of juvenile justice denies the
realities of prison conditions . . . . It is impossible to ignore the level of con-
trol, the razor wire, electronic gates, and the harsh and punitive nature of
these institutions, historically and currently” (pp. xvi-xvii). Likewise, the
institution in this study has a razor wire fence surrounding the perimeter,
a full-time security staff, and locked rooms within locked living units. At
the time of this study, there were about 200 boys sentenced to this training
school. Based on his offense type, each was assigned to a cottage living unit
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that would be his home during his incarceration. The boys would attend
school, work in the institution, go to recreation at the gym, and eat their meals
in the institution’s cafeteria, but each night they would return to their cottage.
In attempting to see long-term interactions and deeper layers of meaning,
I chose to focus on the “Blue” cottage, a cottage housing a population of 18
to 26 violent offenders at any given time and widely regarded as home to the
toughest offenders in the toughest training school in the state.

The ethnographic data for this study were gathered through observations
during a period of approximately 15 months. During the course of the study, I
averaged approximately one visit per week, generally staying for 7 or 8 hours
at a time. I often chose to visit and observe on Saturdays and afternoons or
evenings when the boys would be out of school and spending time in the cot-
tage. Most of the time, I simply hung out in the cottage, watching, listening,
and interacting with the residents (the school’s preferred term for its inmates)
and the staff members.

In response to the boys’ initial cynicism about talking to an outsider, I
chose not to do formal interviews, preferring instead to gather information
through less intrusive means—conversing informally, listening to the resi-
dents and the staff members, asking questions, and paying attention to the
interactions in the cottage. In my role as a researcher, I went from being an
outsider to being a welcome diversion; within a few months, many of the
boys looked forward to my visits as they helped to break the monotony of
their daily lives. This gave me an opportunity to have ongoing discussions
with the boys and the staff members; I was able to ask the same question in
different ways and at various times, and I was able to follow up questions and
conversations weeks and months later as circumstances changed and the
boys went through different phases of their sentences. After each visit, I took
extensive field notes detailing events, conversations, and my own thoughts;
the field notes were then the data for analysis.

This case study of a single cottage of violent offenders may not have been
representative of the larger institution, let alone representative of juvenile
corrections more generally. Yet, the body of research on training schools—
and, to some extent, adult prisons—Ilargely fit the reality of life in this cot-
tage. It rang true enough that I came away convinced that inmate cultures
share at least some universal issues. The present study is offered, then, as a
supplement to the classic pieces on prison culture (Goffman, 1961; Irwin,
1970; Sykes, 1958) and as a glimpse into life inside a modern day training
school. Ultimately, I wanted to find out how serious young offenders experi-
enced punishment in the state’s end-of-the-line juvenile institution. This arti-
cleis one part of the answer; it is a recounting of lessons I learned in spending
time attempting to delve beneath the rhetoric while witnessing the patterns of
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daily life in the Blue cottage. To protect the identity of young men who hope
to have better futures, all names have been changed.

RESULTS

One of the primary goals of this study was to understand the effect of time
inside the institution on the individuals, to closely examine the experiences,
the adaptations, and the survival strategies of residents in the Blue cottage.
The focus of this article is on the lessons that the boys learned during their
incarceration. Some of the lessons were abstract, some were concrete, some
physical, some mental. Some the institution tried to teach, others were the
inescapable result of the experience of incarceration. I will begin by discuss-
ing the pains of imprisonment and how the young offenders learned to deal
with them. I will then move to lessons in conformity the institution intended,
informal lessons learned from cottage staff members and other inmates, les-
sons learned in relation to family and friends, and lessons learned over time.
Finally, I will discuss the lessons that the broader society can learn about
training schools and their effect on young offenders.

Learning to Deal With the Pains of Imprisonment

The first lesson all of the boys had to learn is one with which inmates have
been dealing for generations: learning to survive the daily frustrations and
challenges inherent in the structure of the institution. A defining aspect of the
residents’ lives in the juvenile prison was their indignation over losing lib-
erties, what Sykes (1958) calls “pains of imprisonment.” TJ, a 20-year-old
African American, expressed how much he hated doing time in the institu-
tion and how the loss of liberty grated on him. He explained that he hated the
fact that he had to pound on his locked door to get out to go to the bathroom,
how everyone else controls your life when you are locked up. His feelings fit
perfectly with Sykes and Messinger’s (1960) discussion of the deprivation of
autonomy:

Rejected, impoverished, and figuratively castrated, the prisoner must face still
further indignity in the extensive social control exercised by the custodians.
The many details of the inmate’s life, ranging from the hours of sleeping to the
route to work and the job itself, are subject to a vast number of regulations
made by prison officials. The inmate is stripped of his autonomy; hence, to the
other pains of imprisonment we must add the pressure to define himself as
weak, helpless, and dependent. (Sykes & Messinger, 1960, pp. 14-15)
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The young inmates had to ask permission to shave, to shower, to make phone
calls, to get paper and a pencil, to send letters. In discussing the deprivation of
liberty, Sykes (1958) makes the point that treating inmates like helpless chil-
dren poses a severe threat to their self-image. This becomes an interesting
question when dealing with juvenile inmates who have never experienced
full acceptance into the adult world. The oldest inmates—those who had
reached the age of 19 or 20—felt the threat most acutely, but many of the boys
in the cottage had basically been independent and on their own for some time
before being incarcerated, so the restrictions still stung. It may be that when
dealing with a population of juvenile offenders, the deprivation of autonomy
is less severe than it is for adults, but such treatment may pose more damage
in the long term to self-concepts that are not yet fully formed.

In addition to the loss of many small privileges and most of their auton-
omy, the residents also chafed at the loss of privacy. Because few of them
were assigned to rooms by themselves, they often had to deal with irritating
roommates. [ heard many complaints about roommates—some were told to
me in conversation, others were taken to the staff in the hopes of changing the
situation. Sometimes the issue was about race or age—African American
residents did not want to room with White residents; older residents did not
want to room with immature boys (although by state law, children younger
than 18 could not be placed in a room with those older than 18). The com-
plaints of the residents were wide ranging: Some were disgusted by the
“funky” smells generated by their roommates, and at least one unpopular
roommate was known for wetting his bed. Others complained about having
to “play counselor” for their roommates and having to listen to their problems
atall hours. And some roommates, they said, were just plain annoying—talk-
ing all the time or asking too many questions. The real issue, it seemed, was
the lack of privacy.

As Sykes (1958) points out in discussing the pains of imprisonment and
particularly the deprivation of goods and services: “There are admittedly
many problems in attempting to compare the standard of living existing in the
free community and the standard of living which is supposed to be the lot of
the inmate in prison” (p. 67). Although times have changed enough that these
inmates did not have to go through all of the degradation and mortification
ceremonies that Sykes (1958) and Goffman (1961) describe, they were, on
their entrance, stripped of most of their own possessions and given state-issue
replacements of basic necessities.

The boys frequently expressed their annoyance at having to live with what
they deemed inferior products. When Tony, a 20-year-old Latino, was about
to be transferred out of the institution to a group home, one small privilege
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that he was excited about was the opportunity he would have to choose and to
purchase nice soap. The residents were even skeptical about some of the
treats that the institution provided. For example, cottages often ordered piz-
zas from a local restaurant on Friday nights. Tony said that the pizza was
often “skunky;” he believed that the restaurant, knowing that the institution
would likely order pizza on Fridays, probably saved all of their old, unused
crusts for the institution’s order. Although he had no proof that the restaurant
did this, his belief was strong. The residents’ complaints about the quality of
the products provided by the institution generally fell on deaf ears.

The food at the institution was described by both staff members and resi-
dents as “all starch,” filling but also fattening and not as healthy as it could be.
The Latino boys particularly complained that the food was bland and never
had enough spices, seeming to agree with Sykes’ (1958) point that “a stan-
dard of living can be hopelessly inadequate, from the individual’s perspec-
tive, because it bores him to death” (p. 68). Even the staff regularly made fun
of the food, one of them warning me not to eat there unless [ was “starving to
death.” Perhaps because the food offered subsistence and little else, the boys
often begged staff members to give them their desserts or to share with them
whatever snacks or treats they might have brought in from the outside. Indi-
viduals would ask the staff members who served as their counselors to bring
them in something “eatable” for their birthdays, graduations, or other special
occasions. When they were lucky enough to get candy or food from their
families, the boys were often generous in sharing their stashes with friends
and others in the cottage.

Along with different and better food, the residents were very eager for
something, anything different to do to relieve the monotony of their days and
nights in the institution. They would often try to convince the staff to rent
movies or video games for them. One night, I witnessed an interaction where
a resident, Alex, and the cottage supervisor played a game of pool with the
stakes being that the supervisor would rent Alex a video game if he won. With
such motivation, Alex played a great game of pool, and the supervisor was
compelled to rent him a game during the next week. The boys were also eager
for magazines, catalogues, or different books to read, particularly because, as
one young man expressed to me, “The library here doesn’t have shit.” On
occasions when I would bring my laptop computer to the cottage, the boys
would beg me to bring it out and then would line up to play card games or
checkers on the computer and would stand back and offer advice to the per-
son currently playing. They always treated the computer with the utmost
respect, encouraging me to bring it in on my next visit.
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Lessons the Institution Intended:
School, Life Skills, Work

Among the lessons that the institution hoped to transmit to its residents
were basic life skills and conforming attitudes. Boys younger than 18 were
required to attend school in the institution, working toward the completion of
their high school diploma or a GED. Most of the inmates of the training
school were severely behind academically; their time inside essentially
forced them to at least go through the motions of attending school. Once they
earned a diploma or GED, their opportunities for formal education essen-
tially ended. The only way that a motivated student could take college
courses was if he or his family could afford to finance correspondence or dis-
tance learning courses. For most of the boys in this study, this was not arealis-
tic possibility. Although they could not further their education while in the
institution, the cottage staff members did encourage young men who would
be getting out soon to consider attending community college. They spent a
good deal of time with interested individuals showing them how to fill out
applications for financial aid, advising them on courses, and helping them get
their paperwork in order.

As part of their programming, each cottage was responsible for conduct-
ing classes on topics such as life skills, anger-management, victim empathy,
and cultural literacy. Although they had virtually no training to do so, cottage
staff members were expected to lead the classes and attempt to impart knowl-
edge the young men would need when returning to the community. The insti-
tution provided photocopied notebooks of ideas for lessons, but the quality of
the classes varied widely, largely dependent on the skill, commitment, and
creativity of the staff member in charge. The connection of some of the mate-
rials to the reality of the boys’ lives was highly questionable.

Several meetings were centered around videotaped programs: The drug
and alcohol group viewed a fairly generic video on a White female’s addic-
tion, and the cultural literacy group was shown a tabloid-style video that
advanced a conspiracy theory about the death of Jesus. The staff member in
charge gave an awkward introduction to the video, saying, “Don’t get mad;
it’s just a viewpoint. Be open-minded,” but he failed to make it relevant to the
topic of the class or the boys’ lives.

The life skills class was a better example of tailoring the curriculum to the
population. In it, the staff member, Luke, led frank discussions about sex and
birth control and about paying bills and managing money. He tried to teach
the residents how to plan their finances and arranged for them each to have a
“checking account” for the money in their institutional accounts. It turned out
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to be more challenging than the staff had predicted, however, because the
boys kept lending each other checks and messing up their accounts.

Along with a high school education and the competencies learned in their
treatment groups, the boys also learned basic work skills and what would be
expected of them as employees. Nearly all of the boys performed some sort of
work in the institution. Some worked in the kitchen, some in the laundry,
some in maintenance. Two jobs that were particularly sought after were help-
ing out the staff in the gym for recreation and driving staff members and
guests around the campus in a small golf cart or tram. All of the jobs paid the
same minimal amount ($1 an hour at the end of the study), but the work itself
was considered an important part of the learning experience for inmates. It
taught them characteristics that would be expected in a job in the community:
to show up on time, to perform their assigned duties, and to cooperate with
authority figures.

Lessons Learned From Cottage Staff Members

In their daily interactions with the juvenile offenders, the Blue cottage
staff members strove to model prosocial behaviors in the hopes that the boys
would learn conforming attitudes and behaviors. They hoped to offer them a
glimpse of another set of values, another lifestyle they could choose. In addi-
tion, they worked to be consistent in their dealings with the young men in
the cottage so that none of the individuals would feel singled out for unjust
treatment.

The boys learned about consequences both big and small during their
time in the cottage and the larger institution. They saw the long-term conse-
quences of their crimes as the days of their confinement added up to months
and years. They learned about short-term consequences for their behavior in
their dealings with the cottage staff who sanctioned them for their bad behav-
ior and rewarded them for positive steps. For many of the boys, it was the first
time they had ever been so closely monitored and held accountable for their
actions. It was often the first time an adult had taken a real interest in what
they were doing and what they were thinking.

Although they did the best they could with limited resources and difficult
circumstances, staff members feared their intervention might come too late
for many of the young men in the cottage. For example, one night after spend-
ing nearly 2 hours individually counseling a boy named Andre, a staff mem-
ber, Luke, told me that he wished he could do a lot more to give these kids a
chance. He explained that Andre “did not get much socialization” from his
mother; he remembered sleeping on the yard as a very small child, waiting for
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his mother to come home. Luke said that when he asked Andre how he will
raise his own children, “he knew how it should be” and he spoke of how he
would “consequent” his own children to teach them responsibility for their
actions. Although Andre knew how things “should” be, he never really
learned how to behave himself. Luke said that Andre understood all of this,
but he was learning to behave while incarcerated, which Luke believed was
“fucked up.” As Andre’s counselor, Luke put a great deal of time and effort
into trying to help him and teach him before he returned to the community.

Along with the prosocial skills that were modeled, the boys learned other
skills from the staff members who essentially served as their surrogate par-
ents, coaches, big brothers, and counselors during their time in the cottage.
Staff members taught them to play chess and cribbage, showed them how to
improve their athletic skills, and encouraged them in their artistic endeavors.
They spent a lot of time talking to the boys about their friends and their fami-
lies, helping them to make concrete plans for their return to the community.

Two examples illustrate the range of the lessons imparted by the cottage
staff. In the first, a young man was involved in an assault within the institu-
tion. With new criminal charges being filed, he could no longer stay in the
juvenile justice system, and he was to be transferred to an adult institution.
Before his transfer, the cottage supervisor went over to the lockdown unit
where he was being temporarily held to spend some time talking to him,
advising him “how not to get killed in prison.” On an entirely different level,
cottage staff members were reminded of the youth of some of their charges as
they watched them grow, their bodies filling out and maturing during their
incarceration. Without family members around to guide them into manhood,
many of the boys sought help and advice from the more trusted staff mem-
bers. Such guidance was poignantly illustrated when I witnessed Luke pa-
tiently teach a young man how to shave his face for the first time.

Lessons Learned From Other Inmates

At least as important as the lessons learned from the staff members and
from the programming provided by the institution were the lessons the young
offenders learned from their fellow inmates. Peer pressure and one’s peer
group standing are at least as important for institutionalized juveniles as they
are for children in other populations (Preveaux, Ray, LoBello, & Mehta,
2004); in fact, the influence of peers is likely magnified in a total institution
(Goffman, 1961) where your peers are your only public.

One of the first things new boys learned was to keep their mouths shut
until they had proven themselves to the other members of the Blue cottage.
This was clearly illustrated at dinner one night when I sat with a group of
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boys, and they told me that a particularly quiet individual was “too young to
have any say yet” and he had to “sit and take it and be quiet.” The boys who
had “big mouths” and did not learn this quickly enough found that there was
often a physical price to be paid as tougher inmates with longer tenure in the
cottage taught them a lesson they would not soon forget. There were several
instances throughout this study where I would notice fresh bruises or black
eyes on one of the inmates, and I was told that individual had been “taken
down a notch.” The consensus in the cottage was generally that the boy had
deserved the beating he got, if not more.

Along with learning how and when to keep their mouths shut, the boys in
the cottage also had to learn to get along with others. They were virtually
never alone, and so they had to find a way to compromise and to live in rela-
tive peace. They learned to be a little more tolerant. Rival gang members had
to share the same space in the Blue cottage and learn to put their vendettas on
hold. They learned who, if anyone, to trust.

The institution did have some elements of the “crime school” that correc-
tional facilities are feared to be. The young inmates grew tougher as they
grew older, and some became more criminally sophisticated; they spent a
great deal of their time and energy trying to think of ways to be better crimi-
nals. Many of the boys in Blue had a history of selling drugs, and they thought
if they were smarter in their actions and slow to turn to violence, they could
return successfully to the drug market to make their money. Those individu-
als were quick to point out that they had not been caught and punished for
selling drugs; most were in the institution for robbery or assault or some other
act of violence.

As one example, Marco, a 19-year-old Latino, was incarcerated for being
the “trigger man” on a drive-by shooting. As he neared the end of his sen-
tence, Marco vowed that he was finished with gang violence, telling me: “I"'m
not putting in anymore work, though . . . no more drive-bys.” He did intend to
sell drugs when he was back in the community, but he had thought carefully
about how to reduce the risk. He said that he would not take a lot of risks and
would not be a visible dealer out on the street corner. Instead, he planned to
make his deals with a pager; with a pager, he said, “you know who is calling
you, and you can arrange to meet in a safe place.” He also said that he would
not carry the drugs in plastic baggies, because “baggies are used to prove
intent to sell/deliver,” which would carry a longer, more severe sentence.

In addition to thinking about ways to earn money while staying out of
prison, Marco spent some of his time in the institution trying to figure out
ways to beat the system; although he enjoyed writing for the training school’s
student newspaper, he also went to considerable effort forging a GED certifi-
cate. It was clear that he was smart and skilled enough to earn his GED legiti-
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mately, but he chose instead to try to forge it. Although it was a very good
effort, the forgery was ultimately detected.

The residents of Blue also learned lessons from their day-to-day interac-
tions. They learned to negotiate with each other and with staff members for
small privileges. They learned how to fight verbal battles and to take or
deflect teasing when it was aimed at them. In their attempts to stave off bore-
dom, they improved their skills at video games, card games, pool, cribbage,
and chess. After being soundly beaten at the cottage’s two video games, one
of the boys called Alex a “video game addict.” Alex responded simply:
“What else is there to do but play video games and watch TV?” A few of the
boys exercised their creativity by writing poetry and raps and drawing pic-
tures. Some took on leadership roles and learned how to teach their own hard-
won conforming skills to others. Ultimately, from each other, the inmates
learned how to survive their time in the institution.

Lessons Learned in Relation to Family and Friends

An important and sometimes painful lesson for the young men in this
study was learning how to manage long distance relationships with friends
and families, including their own children. Throughout their sentences, they
learned who would be there for them and what loyalty really means in tough
times. In combating their loneliness and frustration, it was important for the
residents to feel that their friends in the community remembered them and
cared what happened to them. A couple of the boys expressed their contempt
for fair-weather friends. They made the point that people who they had not
heard from the whole time they were locked up suddenly started calling them
again as they were about to get out. They said that they were suddenly acting
like their best friends, acting like nothing had changed after basically ignor-
ing them for most of the time they were incarcerated. The residents prized
loyalty and no longer valued such inconsistent friends.

In maintaining relationships throughout their sentences, the telephone
and the mail served as important lifelines for the residents (Sykes, 1958).
Phone calls and visits provided the boys a chance to keep in contact with the
outside world. Yet, even that contact was severely restricted as mail was
scanned and sometimes censored by staff members as they checked it both
coming in and going out of the institution. Letters with gang references or
veiled threats were confiscated. The number of telephone calls made by each
of the boys was also carefully monitored and regulated by cottage staff mem-
bers. Although there was more flexibility with incoming calls, the institution
was far from most of their hometowns, and the boys’ long distance calls out
were generally limited to 5 minutes.
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The phone and the mail were particularly important for communicating
with girls. Many of the boys had met their current girlfriends while locked up.
Friends shared their pictures of girls with each other, they shared their phone
calls from girls with each other, and they sometimes even shared girls with
each other, passing numbers and addresses to their friends, “like a pen pal,”
one of the young men suggested with a knowing laugh. The boys were well
aware of who was receiving how many phone calls from girls, and they often
teased each other about juggling girls or about how they hadn’t been getting
many phone calls at all lately.

Some of the boys had more serious, long-term relationships with girls “on
the outs.” Many of the young men (perhaps a third of the boys in the cottage at
any given time) were already fathers. Although there were differing levels of
involvement with their children and “my baby’s mom,” they all seemed to
take a certain amount of pride in their paternity, and most said that they hoped
to be good fathers and be there for their kids as they grew up. TJ and Marco,
particularly, spoke often of their young daughters and proudly showed off
Polaroid pictures and tattoos of their daughters’ names and images. Many of
their plans for the future centered around doing whatever was necessary to
provide better lives for their little girls.

The residents’ relationships with their girlfriends went through many ups
and downs during their time in the institution. On one of my visits, the cottage
supervisor told me that it had been a pretty quiet week and that a lot of the
boys were having “girl problems” and were fighting with their girlfriends. He
mentioned a few of the residents by name and said that he had heard them
“crying on the phone” to their girls. Especially acute was the frustration that
these boys felt on hearing rumors about their girlfriends seeing other men and
not being able to confront them face-to-face. When I asked Alex one day,
“What’s up with your girl?” his response illustrated the general frustration
and lack of efficacy the young inmates often felt when he said: “What’s up
with her? You know as much as I do. Nothing I can do about it while I am in
here.” The residents sometimes came to me for a female perspective, some-
thing clearly lacking in the male institution, but the seeds of doubt were easily
planted and difficult to remove. Troubled teenagers to begin with, the young
men in the Blue cottage faced a formidable challenge in dealing with and
maintaining relationships from inside the institution.

Lessons Learned Over Time

Some lessons were simply the result of being locked up for months and
years in a juvenile correctional institution. Whether they liked it or not, the
young men in the Blue cottage were forced to learn patience. Much of their
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time was spent waiting. Their daily lives were filled with waiting to be let out
of their rooms, waiting to be allowed to shower, waiting to go to meals or rec-
reation, waiting to be escorted to school or their jobs, waiting to use the
phone, waiting for their next visit. Even watching television was a lesson in
waiting. They would see advertisements for a new movie and would express
their excitement over seeing the film, but the reality was that many of them
would not be able to see that movie for years. They would see beautiful
women on television and know that it would be months or years before sex
with their girlfriends was a possibility. Ultimately, one thing their sentences
taught all of the boys in the cottage was to find a way to endure the waiting
and to survive their own impatience.

Finally, their time in the institution offered these young men a chance to
reflect on their lives and their place in the world. It gave them the opportunity
to really think about who they were before their incarceration, who they were
turning into during their time in confinement, and who they wanted to be
when they got out and grew up. Even in the confines of a juvenile correctional
facility, “Emerging adulthood is arguably the period of the life course when
the possibility for dramatic change is greatest” (Arnett, 2004, p. 190). Al-
though not all of the boys took full advantage of the opportunity for such
introspection, some clearly did. TJ, for example, made the comment that his
22-year-old unemployed brother should rob a bank and get locked up for 2 to
3 years; he thought it would give him a chance to get his life together because
“prison gives you perspective.”

DISCUSSION:
LESSONS LEARNED ABOUT TRAINING SCHOOLS

Bartollas et al. (1976) concluded their study on a juvenile training school
nearly 30 years ago with this dire message:

This is certainly not the first, nor is it likely to be the last, in a long series of
books, monographs, and articles which indict the juvenile correctional system
as anti-therapeutic, anti-rehabilitative, and as exploitative and demeaning of
keepers and kept alike. The juvenile correctional institution, not unlike any
other total institution, is or can be more cruel and inhumane than most outsid-
ers ever imagine . . . . The juvenile institution is a culmination of the worst
features of a free society. (p. 259)

Juvenile institutions are clearly not a panacea for the problems of juvenile de-
linquency, but as I argued earlier, they look better or worse depending on
what we compare them to. Currently, violent adolescents who are considered
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a danger to the community are generally sentenced to one of two options:
training schools or adult prisons. With prison as the alternative, training
schools appear to do less harm to the young offenders in their midst (Austin
& Irwin, 2001), or as Feld (1998) suggests: “Despite extensive judicial find-
ings of deplorable conditions of confinement, juvenile correctional facilities
probably remain less harsh or abusive than most adult prisons” (p. 234).

Conditions of confinement were not, in fact, deplorable in the training
school in this study, but incarceration and the pains of imprisonment would
leave significant marks on all of the young males, regardless. Although incar-
ceration appears to be a turning point for some offenders who desist from
crime, for nearly all who pass through a correctional facility, it adds to the
cumulative disadvantage and the obstacles they will face on their release.
Incarceration may weaken community bonds, contribute to school failure
and unemployment, and ultimately increase the likelihood for adult crime
(Laub & Sampson, 2003).

The rationale for a separate system for juveniles is the belief that there is
something qualitatively different about adolescents and that they should not
be intermingled with adult offenders. Although those youths who have com-
mitted serious and violent crimes are often viewed as beyond rehabilitation
(Lipsey, 1999), those working in the juvenile justice system continue to pro-
fess hope for the rehabilitation and resocialization of the young offenders in
their care (Caeti, Hemmens, Cullen, & Burton, 2003). Following the devel-
opmental perspective, they recognize that damage done by the criminal jus-
tice system carries long-term consequences that are nearly impossible to
reverse (Steinberg & Schwartz, 2000). As such, allowing even serious delin-
quents to remain in the juvenile justice system helps to diminish those long-
term consequences and reaffirms the belief that young offenders have a
chance to be resocialized and pointed toward more conforming futures, that
they are capable of learning valuable life lessons during their time in the
juvenile system.

Most of the boys in the Blue cottage would serve relatively long sentences
for their violent offenses. If resocialization was to occur while they were
under the jurisdiction of the juvenile justice system, the end-of-the-line train-
ing school was generally their most stable placement, the place where they
endured a state mandated time out from their lives and were encouraged to
consider what they wanted their futures to hold.

In spending time with the adolescent inmates in this study, it was impossi-
ble to ignore the very fact of their youth. They were, for the most part, still
boys literally growing up and maturing behind bars. There was still an air of
invincibility and enthusiasm in many of the boys and young men in the Blue
cottage; most had not yet fully committed to the convict world. They held on
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to at least some of their vulnerability and some hope for a better future. The
juvenile system allowed them to make bad choices without necessarily
throwing their lives away. As Feld (1996) explains: “One premise of juvenile
justice is that youths should survive the mistakes of adolescence with their
life chances intact” (pp. 425-426).

Compared to adult prisons, training schools such as the one in this study
offer such young offenders a reprieve. They offer troubled adolescents one
last opportunity to grow up a little, learn important lessons, and emerge from
the institution with a chance to start their lives over. Many of them will cross
the legal boundary into adulthood during their confinement; they enter the
institution as boys and leave it as young men with new rights and responsibil-
ities, facing their futures with both fear and hope. Emerging adulthood may
hold particular promise for young men who are also emerging from juvenile
prisons, for as Arnett (2004) has argued, “There is something about reaching
emerging adulthood that opens up new possibilities for transformation for
people who have had more than their share of adversity during their early
years” (p. 205).

I heard again and again from individuals in this study, that “the system”
cannot force anyone to change, that individuals have to want to change, they
have to want to get out of “the life.” The desire to change happened for some
of the young men during their time in the Blue cottage as they matured and
made strides toward becoming conforming adults. They are the success sto-
ries of the institution. In their efforts to overcome disadvantaged back-
grounds and their own criminal histories, they provide an important lesson to
the larger community by offering a compelling reason to strengthen the pro-
gramming and opportunities in our juvenile correctional facilities and to con-
tinue giving adolescent offenders one last chance in the juvenile system.
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