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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

hǊŜƎƻƴΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ hǊŜƎƻƴΩǎ ȅƻǳǘƘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Ǌŀƴƪǎ пмst in the nation,1 and our youth 

incarceration rate is the second highest in the nation.2 This alarmingly high rate of youth 

incarceration is fueled by the lack of more effective, community-based mental healthcare, crisis 

intervention, family supports, and residential or respite care.  

Not only do we incarcerate far too many youth, we confine them in unregulated detention 

centers that are empowered to use harmful, counterproductive, and long-ago disproven 

management strategies. There is no state or local agency charged with enforcing safe and 

humane conditions for youth in juvenile detention facilities.  

Juvenile detention facilities are unlicensed and unregulated, and are not held to any uniform 

standards of care that kids are entitled to receive while confined. 

This lack of oversight and accountability has allowed Northern Oregon Regional Correctional 

Facility (NORCOR) to neglect the basic mental health and social development needs of kids in 

custody. Youth detained at NORCOR are often isolated from human contact, prevented from 

reading, writing, or drawing, and subjected to harsh and purposeless rules such as prohibitions 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘέ ƻǊ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǘ ƛǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ 

education and separated from their families and communities for unnecessarily long periods. 

With appropriate resources, youth can address the behavior that led them to detention and 

become happy, healthy, members of our community. These kids should not be in jail; and they 

should not be in a jail that needlessly re-traumatizes them.  

As a result of our investigation of conditions for youth incarcerated at NORCOR, Disability Rights 

Oregon is calling for immediate implementation of the 2016 recommendation by the Oregon 

State Court Juvenile Justice Mental Health Task Force: that all child-serving systems commit to 

employing evidence-based, trauma-informed practices. We are also recommending that 

juvenile detention facilities be regulated and licensed, just like any other residential setting for 

people who may be vulnerable, to ensure that critical improvements are made to conditions 

and that allegations of mistreatment are addressed. 

  

                                                      
1 Ranking the States (2017), Mental Health America, Available at: 
http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/issues/ranking-states  
2 Juvenile Confinement Drops by Half (2017), The Pew Charitable Trust, Available at: 
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/multimedia/data-visualizations/2017/juvenile-confinement-drops-by-half 

http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/issues/ranking-states
http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/multimedia/data-visualizations/2017/juvenile-confinement-drops-by-half
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INTRODUCTION 

As the federally designated Protection + Advocacy System for Oregonians with disabilities, 

Disability Rights Oregon has the ability to access facilities that care for or confine people with 

disabilities, to monitor conditions, and to investigate concerns of abuse or neglect.3  

Over the past two years, Disability Rights Oregon has focused monitoring efforts on county jails, 

where we know that people with disabilities are disproportionately confined. Last spring, our 

monitoring schedule brought us to NORCOR, a regional jail in The Dalles. Visiting youth 

detention facilities was not anticipated within the scope of the project, but we made a 

ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ bhw/hwΩǎ ȅƻǳǘƘ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

proved difficult to shake, and ultimately led to this report.  

We saw kids as young as twelve who were locked in their cells for hours at a tƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 

ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘΣ ǿǊƛǘŜΣ ƻǊ ŘǊŀǿΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 

allowed to look out of windows or to ask what time it was. Several reported spending weeks on 

disciplinary status; deprived of visits with family and phone calls, and required to eat meals, 

receive education, and exercise alone. Conditions were harsher and more restrictive than any 

adult jail we had visited, and the kids appeared so young. They were timid and soft-spoken. It 

was hard to imagine that, ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƪƛŘǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ ƭƻŎƪ 

them alone in sparse cells.  

 

A recent study by the Pew Charitable Trust found that Oregon has the second highest youth 

confinement rate in the United States. Only Wyoming incarcerates a higher percentage of its 

kids. Other states have made great strides in reducing youth incarceration in the past ten years. 

Nationally, youth incarceration rates have dropped by fifty percent since 2006. Nine states have 

reduced youth incarceration by over sixty-five percent. Oregon, in contrast, has only managed 

                                                      
3 42 U.S.C. § 10805(a)(4) (2012); 42 C.F.R. § 51.41(b),(c) (2016); Or. Rev. Stat. § 192.517 (2015). 

Snapshot: Disciplinary Infractions - ά[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ !ǊƻǳƴŘέ  
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to reduce youth incarceration by nine percent; its progress is worse than any state, except 

Missouri and West Virginia.4  

Research shows that kids from marginalized communities are more likely to be incarcerated 

and that, once treated like criminals, they are more likely to become involved in criminal 

activity in the future.5 For example, we know that students with disabilities are much more 

likely to be expelled from school and subsequently, to enter the criminal justice system.6 Jails 

also disproportionately confine kids whose families struggle with poverty and instability,7 who 

have experienced abuse, neglect, or other trauma8 who have challenges related to learning or 

mental health,9 and who have experienced discrimination based on their racial, ethnic, or 

LGBTQ identity.10 Compounding these challenges, studies show that incarceration itself 

amounts to an additional significant hurdle that negatively impacts success in school, 

employment, and recidivism.11  

The best outcomes for youth and for public safety occur when youth are safely supported in 

their communities. 12 Rather than creating a pipeline to prison, juvenile justice policies should 

focus on keeping kids in school, connecting them to appropriate behavioral health services, 

supporting families, and offering safe respite or foster care when needed.  

                                                      
4 The Pew Charitable Trust, supra p. 2. 
5 Juvenile Justice Fact Sheet: Highlights from Pathways to Desistance: A Longitudinal Study of Serious Adolescent 
Offenders, U.S. Department of Justice (March 2011), Available at: 
http://www.pathwaysstudy.pitt.edu/documents/OJJDP%20Fact%20Sheet_Pathways.pdf  
6 .ǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ wǳƭŜǎΥ ! {ǘŀǘŜǿƛŘŜ {ǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ {ŎƘƻƻƭ 5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ wŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ {ǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ WǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ 
Justice Involvement, Justice Center: The Council of State Governments and PPRI (Public Policy Research Institute ) 
(2011), Available at: https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/08/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf 
7 Oregon State Court Juvenile Justice Mental Health Task Force: Report and Recommendations (July 2016), 
Available at: http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Oregon-Chief-
Justice-Task-Force-on-Juvenile-Justice-and-Mental-Health-Report-2016.pdf  
8 Feyerherm, W. & Johnson, S., WǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ WǳǎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƭŘ ²ŜƭŦŀǊŜΥ 9ǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ǊƻǎǎƻǾŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ hǊŜƎƻƴΩǎ 
Systems (2012). Studies show that 75 percent of youth involved in the juvenile justice system have experienced 
traumatic victimization. Better Solutions for Youth with Mental Health Needs in the Juvenile Justice System, 
National Center for Mental Health + Juvenile Justice, (2014), Available at: https://www.ncmhjj.com/wp-
content/uploads/2014/01/Whitepaper-Mental-Health-FINAL.pdf 
9 Orphanages, Training Schools, Reform Schools, and Now This? National Disability Rights Network, (June 2015), 
Available at: http://www.ndrn.org/images/Documents/Issues/Juvenile_Justice/NDRN_-
_Juvenile_Justice_Report.pdf  
10 Youth & You, Juvenile Justice: Equity Considerations, Oregon Youth Development Council (2016), Available at: 
http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Juvenile-Justice-Position-
Paper_YDC.pdfΣ ά!ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ [D.¢ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ р҈ ǘƻ т҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 
ȅƻǳǘƘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜ мо҈ ǘƻ мр҈ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦέ 
11 No Place for Kids: The Case for Reducing Juvenile Incarceration, The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2011), Available 
at: http://www.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aecf-NoPlaceForKidsFullReport-2011.pdf p.12. 
12 IdΦΣ άώƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴϐ ƘŀǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƭƭ-being and dampens the future prospects of the troubled and lawbreaking 
youth who get locked up. Other approaches usually produce equal or better resultsτsometimes far betterτat a 
ŦǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎǘΦέ  

http://www.pathwaysstudy.pitt.edu/documents/OJJDP%20Fact%20Sheet_Pathways.pdf
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf
http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Oregon-Chief-Justice-Task-Force-on-Juvenile-Justice-and-Mental-Health-Report-2016.pdf
http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Oregon-Chief-Justice-Task-Force-on-Juvenile-Justice-and-Mental-Health-Report-2016.pdf
https://www.ncmhjj.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Whitepaper-Mental-Health-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ncmhjj.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Whitepaper-Mental-Health-FINAL.pdf
http://www.ndrn.org/images/Documents/Issues/Juvenile_Justice/NDRN_-_Juvenile_Justice_Report.pdf
http://www.ndrn.org/images/Documents/Issues/Juvenile_Justice/NDRN_-_Juvenile_Justice_Report.pdf
http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Juvenile-Justice-Position-Paper_YDC.pdf
http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Juvenile-Justice-Position-Paper_YDC.pdf
http://www.aecf.org/m/resourcedoc/aecf-NoPlaceForKidsFullReport-2011.pdf
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When, as a last resort, kids are incarcerated, jails should rely on evidence-based practices to 

support age appropriate social, psychological, and educational development. Kids should have 

access to education, exercise and fresh air, mental and physical healthcare, and should stay as 

connected as possible to their community and future outside jail walls. Under no circumstances 

should youth be subjected to solitary confinement.  

bhw/hw ƛǎ ŜƳōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƻŦ hǊŜƎƻƴΩǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘƭy implement positive 

interventions in the homes and communities of youth who need supports and services to stay 

safe. Too many kids are incarcerated at NORCOR, they stay there too long, and conditions of 

confinement appear designed to punish instead of teach life skills. NORCOR deprives kids of 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ōŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ 

compliant inmates, rather than rehabilitating kids to become contributing members of our 

communities. That approach imposes an impermissible cost on the long-term health and 

stability of our communities, and the social development and mental health of kids in the 

system. 
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METHODS 

Disability Rights Oregon visited NORCOR on three occasions between June and September 

2017. We conducted confidential interviews with approximately 23 youth. We observed 

operations and took photographs. We interviewed the administrator on multiple occasions, as 

well as the current and former teacher, and representatives from the Wasco County School 

District. Current NORCOR staff were invited to provide input into our investigation. DRO 

reviewed NORCOR policies and youth records. We also researched state and federal law, and 

related clinical studies regarding the care and treatment of youth in detention. 

NORCOR BACKGROUND  

What is NORCOR? 
NORCOR is a regional jail located in the Dalles, Oregon. It was created through a partnership 

between Wasco, Hood River, Sherman, and Gilliam counties and holds 100 to 130 adult inmates 

and about 20 to 24 youth detainees. NORCOR maintains contracts for youth detention with 17 

Oregon counties, the Warm Springs Reservation, several Washington counties, and Immigration 

+ Customs Enforcement (ICE).  

The NORCOR youth facility houses two programs under one roof: a youth detention facility and 

a Youth Care Center, which is designated by the Oregon Youth Authority (OYA). On average, 

NORCOR houses two to four youth who are committed to the Youth Care Center for treatment 

and rehabilitation services.13 OYA conducts periodic visits to NORCOR to renew the Youth Care 

Center (YCC) ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ h¸!Ωǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ 

sparse rules that govern the YCC program and, most critically, h¸!Ωǎ oversight only extends to 

kids in OYA custody through the YCC program. Youth held for detention purposes are generally 

serving sentences for minor charges, or are held pre-adjudication (awaiting disposition of their 

case.) 

Who is held at NORCOR and why?  
Given the widely accepted premise that detention for kids should be used only as a last resort, 

we expected that NORCOR would be reserved for kids facing serious criminal charges. This is 

not the case; a third to half of youth at NORCOR are incarcerated due to probation violations. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ άǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭέ ǾƛƻƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴǎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛŦ 

the child were not on probation. For example, a youth may be required regularly to check in 

with a mental health counselor. If they fail to show up to their appointments, this may be a 

                                                      
13 Oregon Administrative Rule 416-315-0010. 
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probation violation. A small number of youth detained at NORCOR are facing serious charges. In 

2017, three youth have been admitted to NORCOR on Measure 11 charges.14  

Most kids at NORCOR are between 14 and 17 years old. The youngest child admitted to 

NORCOR in 2017 was 11 years old, four were 12 years old, and 15 were 13 years old. The youth 

are 57 percent white, 16 percent Latino, 13 percent Native American, less than 1 percent 

African American, and almost мл ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ bhw/hw ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ άƻǘƘŜǊΦέ 

Approximately 24 percent of the children are girls. Fifty of the 236 youth admitted to NORCOR 

in the first nine months of 2017 are from Washington State. Four youth have been admitted in 

2017 who are in Immigration + Customs Enforcement (ICE) custody, hailing from as far as 

Massachusetts and South Carolina.  

Across the country, youth with disabilities are disproportionately represented in the criminal 

justice system. Approximately 65 - 70 percent of youth involved in the juvenile justice system 

meet criteria for a disability,15 and 70 percent meet criteria for mental health diagnosis.16  

Lack of regulatory oversight 
Settings in which residents are isolated from the outside world are, by definition, more 

susceptible to problems of abuse and neglect. That risk is compounded in juvenile detention 

facilities because of the age of the residents; children are vulnerable. 

When an elderly loved one moves into a nursing home, we find some assurance in the fact that 

the facility is inspected and licensed by the Department of Human Services (DHS); there is a 

robust system of state and federal regulations enforced by the DHS and Center for Medicaid 

and Medicare Services (CMS); state and local entities are charged with investigating allegations 

of abuse and neglect; and there is a statewide long-term care ombudsman program dedicated 

to enforcing resident rights and mediating problems.  

None of that protection or infrastructure exists for children in juvenile detention. Various 

entities conduct annual inspections ensuring food safety, fire safety, or separation of adults and 

juveniles, but no state or local agency is charged with ensuring humane conditions and 

adequate treatment for youth in juvenile detention facilities. Our investigation brings to light 

large gaps in state and county oversight, and highlights the absence of a formalized process for 

making and investigating complaints of mistreatment. 

 

                                                      
14 Data provided by NORCOR, 10/18/17. 
15 See National Disability Rights Network, Orphanages, Training Schools, Reform Schools, and Now This? supra p. 5.  
16 See Oregon Youth Development Council, Youth & You, supra p. 5  
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Disproportionate youth incarceration rates in Oregon 
Oregon disproportionately incarcerates kids from marginalized communities. African American 

youth are referred to the juvenile department at two-and-a-half times the rate of white 

youth.17 Native American youth are placed in detention at almost twice the rate of white 

youth.18 

In addition to reflecting statewide concerns about disproportionate minority youth 

confinement, data provided by NORCOR indicates drastically long lengths of stay. This data 

reveals a reality that is inconsistent with protections in state law designed to prevent youth 

from languishing in detention.19 

Statewide, only 7 percent of youth are sentenced to a period of more than 30 days.20 At 

NORCOR, however, 21 percent of youth remain in custody for more than 30 days.21 On average, 

those long-term youth stay for 82.91 days.  

 

bhw/hwΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǎǘŀȅ ŦƻǊ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ ¸ƻǳǘƘ ōƻƻƪŜŘ ƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

probation violations at NORCOR (such as failing to show up for community service or a required 

class), stayed on average 29 days. In contrast, youth detained on probation violations in 

Multnomah County stayed an average of 15.2 days.22 Shockingly, 25 percent of youth detained 

                                                      
17 Racial and Ethnic Disparities in the Juvenile Justice System, Oregon Youth Development Council (2016), Available 
at: http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Juvenile-Justice_Equity-
Considerations-Venngage-Policy-Brief.pdf  
18 Id. 
19 ORS 419C.453(1). 
20 Juvenile Justice Information System, Data + Evaluation Reports, Detention Charts and Trends, Oregon Youth 
Authority (2007), Available at: http://www.oregon.gov/oya/reports/jjis/2008/2007_detention_charts_trends.pdf. 
Some may stay for longer periods on a pre-trial basis. 
21 Data provided by NORCOR, 10/18/17. Youth who were held for less than one day were removed from the 
calculation.  
22 Data provided by Multnomah County Department of Community Justice Juvenile Services Division, 10/20/17. 

http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Juvenile-Justice_Equity-Considerations-Venngage-Policy-Brief.pdf
http://www.oregonyouthdevelopmentcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Juvenile-Justice_Equity-Considerations-Venngage-Policy-Brief.pdf
http://www.oregon.gov/oya/reports/jjis/2008/2007_detention_charts_trends.pdf
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at NORCOR on technical probation violations stayed in jail for an average of almost 76 days ς 

more than five times the average length of stay in Multnomah County. 

Youth from Warm Springs Reservation are disproportionately represented at NORCOR, and 

they stay on average 29 days. Four youth from the Reservation stayed for an average of 78.56 

days in 2017.  

Six youth were admitted for violating a conditional release (similar to a probation violation, but 

pre-adjudication) for an average of 40 days. One of these youth stayed at NORCOR for 187 

days.  

Youth admitted to the Youth Care Center Placement stay on average almost 74 days, but 11 of 

these youth stayed for an average of 91 days. The maximum length of stay for youth in the YCC 

program is 180 days. 

During our interviews, teachers, criminal defense attorneys, and administrators identified a 

number of causes that contribute to the long lengths of stay at NORCOR, including:  

 

Data regarding NORCOR recidivism rates are not available, but we interviewed multiple youth 

who reported being admitted to NORCOR between two and five times. These youth described 

multiple residential placements all over the state; a saga of instability punctuated by their own 

missteps that landed them back in jail.  

Spending multiple months in jail is antithetical to what research and common sense tells us that 

ƪƛŘǎ ƴŜŜŘ ƳƻǎǘΥ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ Wŀƛƭ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƪƛŘǎΩ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ CƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

who lack a safe and supportive home life, jail is the worst place of refuge. 

  

o Too few local resources and programs, especially in rural areas, which means 
that probation officers lack an array of intervention tools and instead, overuse 
detention 
 
o Difficulty finding appropriate residential or foster care placements for youth 
whose home situation is not safe 
 
o Too much local discretion, and wide variation among County Juvenile 
Department policies and practices 
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CURRENT BEST PRACTICES AND LEGAL STANDARDS IN 

YOUTH DETENTION 

Experts recommend a strengths-based, trauma-informed 

approach 
Over the past 25 years, research has proven that heavy-handed, compliance-oriented tactics 

actually discourage prosocial behavior, and excessive lock-down time can cause lasting 

psychological damage, especially for kids.  

In recognition of the vast overrepresentation of kids with mental health concerns in the juvenile 

justice system, the Oregon Judicial Department convened a Juvenile Justice Mental Health Task 

Force, which issued a report and recommendations in 2016. A key area of recommendations 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ άŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎέ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƭƭ άŎƘƛƭŘ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣέ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 

detention facilities.23 These principles include: 

 

Ajit Jetmalani, M.D., is the Director of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry at Oregon Health and 

{ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǿƛŘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ŦƻǊŎŜΦ 5ǊΦ WŜǘƳŀƭŀƴƛ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ 

majority of youth who encounter the juvenile justice system have a mental illness and 

significant histories of trauma exposurŜ όƴŜƎƭŜŎǘΣ ŀōǳǎŜΣ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅύΦέ  

The key to recovery for these kids is not enforcing strict compliance with rules, but rather in 

forming healthy relationships, which help to foster an intrinsic desire to engage positively with 

the world.  

5ǊΦ WŜǘƳŀƭŀƴƛ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΣ ά{ǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

importance of attachment and sustained positive relationships as the primary resilience factors 

that allow for emotional regulation, cognitive processing and problem solving. When youth 

                                                      
23 See Oregon State Court Juvenile Justice Mental Health Task Force, supra p.5.  

o Trauma informed care; recognizing the high prevalence of Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACES)  
 
o Family and youth voice; seeking input, recognizing and celebrating individuality 
and diverse cultural backgrounds 
 
o Strengths-based approach; treatment plans that are asset driven and build on 
ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ 
 
o Evidence-based treatment; tracking efficacy and incorporating current 
understanding of best practices 
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experience adults as interested in them, willing to listen and focused on their safety and 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ȅƻǳǘƘ ŀǊŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦέ24  

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ол-сл Řŀȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ should be seen as an opportunity to right 

the ship, engage family and community and offer interpersonal, educational, vocational and 

health care (physical, substance use and mental) engagement that is much less expensive and 

much more effective than warehoǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ȅƻǳǘƘΦέ  

Holding kids in solitary confinement is illegal and inhumane, and 

results in lasting harm  
Solitary confinement is broadly recognized as psychologically and physically detrimental for 

youth, and is opposed by numerous professional organizations.25 The United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of a Child declares that placing children in solitary confinement is a 

violation of international human rights.26 The U.N Special Rapporteur has found that solitary 

confinement constitutes torture when applied to juveniles.27 In 2016, U.S. Department of 

Justice banned used of solitary confinement of youth in federal prison. 

A number of terms are used to describe locking youth in 

cells: isolation, room-lock, lock-down, Special Program. 

What matters is not the name or designation, but whether 

the youth is deprived of meaningful human contact for 

Ƴƻǎǘ ǿŀƪƛƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎΦ LŦ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƻƭƛǘŀǊȅ 

confinement. 

Studies show that solitary confinement exacerbates mental health concerns, such as 

depression, psychosis, and suicidal ideation, and that these risks are even more significant for 

                                                      
24 Dr. Ajit Jetmalani, email, 11/8/17.  
25 Unlocking Youth: Legal Strategies to End Solitary Confinement in Juvenile Facilities, Juvenile Law Center (2017), 
Available at: http://jlc.org/resources/publications/unlocking-youth-legal-strategies-end-solitary-confinement-
juvenile-facilities 
26 Convention on the Rights of the Child, United Nations (1990), Available at: 
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx  
27 Torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, United Nations (2011), Available at: 
http://solitaryconfinement.org/uploads/SpecRapTortureAug2011.pdf  

http://jlc.org/resources/publications/unlocking-youth-legal-strategies-end-solitary-confinement-juvenile-facilities
http://jlc.org/resources/publications/unlocking-youth-legal-strategies-end-solitary-confinement-juvenile-facilities
http://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
http://solitaryconfinement.org/uploads/SpecRapTortureAug2011.pdf
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kids. 28 In detention facilities, suicide is linked to use of solitary confinement.29 Even relatively 

brief periods of isolation can cŀǳǎŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƘŀǊƳ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƴŜǳǊƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

social development.  

The risk of harm is unique for young people because of their developmental need for 

socialization, the intensity of emotional and impulsive reactions associated with adolescent 

brain development, and the fact that their neurological pathways and social identity are still 

developing.  

 

Oregon law reflects these concerns about the impact of isolation on young people. In 2017, 

Oregon passed important legislation to prevent the Oregon Youth Authority from placing a 

youth alone in a locked room as a sanction for a rule violation.30 However, the new law does 

not apply to local juvenile detention facilities. Instead, pre-existing law sets forth a somewhat 

less protective framework addressing two forms of lock-down in juvenile detention facilities.31  

                                                      
28Unlocking Youth, supra, citing V.W. v. Conway, No. 9:16-CV-1150, 2017 WL 696808, at *7 (N.D.N.Y. Feb. 22, 

2017) (citing expert testimony); Fatos Kaba, MA, et al., Solitary Confinement and Risk of Self-Harm among Jail 
Inmates, 104 Amer. J. Pub. Health 442, 444 (2014), Available at: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3953781/pdf/ AJPH.2013.301742.pdf  
29 Id., citing Lindsay M. Hayes, OJJDP Report: Juvenile Suicide in Confinement: A National Survey 18 (2009), 
Available at: https://www. ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/213691.pdf  
30 Senate Bill 82 amended ORS 420A.108. 
31 hw{ мсфΦтолΦ άLǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ άǊƻƻƳƭƻŎƪέ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿΥ 

όмύέLǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴϦ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ƛƴ any room which lacks toilet facilities, furniture, reading 
and recreation materials or access to light and air comparable to that in other rooms used for the 
detention of juveniles 
(2)"Roomlock" means confinement of a juvenile in any sleeping room, other than an isolation room, 
except during regular sleeping periods; 

Except that, in the case of facilities serving counties with a population less than 70,000, based on the 1980 census, 
"roomlock" does not include confining a juvenile in a sleeping room when all detained juveniles of the same sex 
are similarly confined due solely to the limitations of physical facilities or staff. 

 
Organizations that oppose solitary confinement for youth 

 
o The National Task Force on Children Exposed to Violence 
o American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry 
o American Correctional Association 
o American Medical Association 
o American Psychological Association 
o American Public Health Association 
o National Commission on Correctional Health Care 
o Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators 
o National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
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¦ƴŘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƭŀǿΣ άƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛŦ 

άǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭȅ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǊȅ ǘƻ 

another person, to protect a detained juvenile from physical self-iƴƧǳǊȅΦέ32 The isolation should 

last only as long as the danger exists, and in any event, isolation may not continue for more 

than six hours.33 hǊŜƎƻƴ ƭŀǿ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ άwƻƻƳƭƻŎƪέ όŎƻƴŦƛƴŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ƛƴ ŀ 

sleeping room) except to discipline a juvenile for a violation of a written rule of conduct (that 

has been provided to the youth in advance), or for conduct that constitutes a crime.34  

Oregon Juvenile Detention Facility Guidelines instruct staff to make visual contact with a youth 

in roomlock at least every fifteen minutes and require that written policy, procedure, and 

practice specify that roomlock for minor misbehavior serves only as a short-ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ άŎƻƻƭƛƴƎ 

ƻŦŦέ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ όмр-60 minutes).35  

 

 

                                                      
32 ORS 169.750(2).  
33 ORS 169.730. 
34 ORS 169.750(3). 
35 Oregon Juvenile Detention Facility Guidelines 3rd Edition (2001) p. 36, Available at: 

http://library.state.or.us/repository/2008/200808291547305/index.pdf 

http://library.state.or.us/repository/2008/200808291547305/index.pdf
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