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VOICES FROM WEST CENTRAL REGIONAL JUVENILE CENTER, 2018-2020 
• “My dad’s in jail, and my mom doesn’t want me; you tell me: What am I supposed to do?”  
• “Don’t get your hopes up. That’s what I’ve learned. Whatever you do, don’t get your hopes up” 
• “Kids like us do drugs ‘cause we got problems and we want to get away from those problems. My dad 

died a year ago, my grandfather soon after that. Now my mom’s leaving town and taking my sister. I 
got no one” 

• “You never know what the other person is feeling so you got to be good to them. They might be 
suffering inside, so you got to be good to them…I want to be a motivational speaker someday” 

• “Don’t trust anyone; if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t trust anyone” 
• “I’m locked up in here for doing something I know lots a you college kids do on weekends. And how 

come you don’t get arrested?” 
• “It’s important to remember: things could always be worse. That’s what I tell myself to get through”  
• “I’m proud of my skin…I would never want to be white…White people all look the same—and I 

know you think the same thing about us” 
• “I watched my mother nearly get killed when she was robbed at gunpoint; now she’s dying of a stroke, 

and I really miss my little sister and brothers. My dad came back into my life when I was 12. Ever 
since I asked him why he hit women, he changed. I’m never gonna hit women” 

• “I think it’s possible to have regrets without wishing you could go back and change things” 
• “What keeps me up at night is worrying that I’ll be tried as an adult because I’m 18 now, even though 

I was 17 when I committed the crime; if I’m convicted as an adult, that’s 7 years in prison” 
• “I gained 140 pounds from my medications—I was on 14 at one time because I have so many issues” 
• “Here’s the difference between Black and White kids: When White kids come home, their mom asks, 

‘How was your day, honey?’ But when Black kids come home, their mom asks: ‘Why are you home?’ 
‘Are you in trouble?’ ‘Who’s gonna pay the bills?’” 

• “If there’s a God, he’s an asshole. I mean, look at my life. If there’s a God, he’s just damn cruel” 
• “Having so many freedoms taken away makes me feel like less of a person; and when I feel like less 

of a person, I get angry” 
• “I’m in here because I got into a fight at school. But the night before that fight, my dad was beating me 

up. And he’s not locked up like me. How fair is that?” 
• “I’ve forgiven myself because I’ve survived so much” 
• “When I’m out of here, I want to go to school to become a lawyer because I like to argue and because 

then I can help kids like me” 
• “Yeah, I stole. I stole food from the corner store because all we had to eat was noodles and I have five 

younger siblings and we were hungry” 
• “How do I feel about myself at this point in my life? I feel like I’m on the bottom of the world” 
•  “When do I feel most brave? When I’m in my trauma therapy group” 
•  “Where I come from, you either dead or in jail by the time you my age when you look like I do. You 

feel me? I don’t want to be dead or in jail. So I’m working on changing.”1 
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OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT 
 These voices belong to some of the youth I’ve met at the West Central Regional Juvenile Center 
(WCRJC) since I started visiting there in January 2018. It’s impossible to overstate the gratitude I feel 
for the young people who have shared some of themselves and their stories with students in my classes, 
with my summer 2020 research assistants (Heather and Maggie), and with me. The “Compassionate 
Justice” research project emerged from a sense of responsibility I feel to better understand their lives, to 
examine the systems in which they are caught, and to explore an alternative approach to youth justice—
one that takes seriously the layers of suffering they have survived.  

  Punishment remains a common tactic for responding to juvenile wrong-doing despite strong 
evidence suggesting that intersecting systemic injustices (especially racism and wealth inequality) play a 
role in the detention or imprisonment of youth.2 Most young people who engage in illegal behavior also 
have a history of trauma, mental health challenges, and moral injury.3 Essentially, this project asks: 

What does “justice” mean when the teenagers entangled in the system have already been so violated by 
the circumstances of their lives? Is punishment the most effective response to justice-involved youth? Is 
it the most ethical and just? How can we move beyond mentalities, strategies, and institutions that 
implicitly or explicitly reduce “justice” to retribution—the idea that appears in certain biblical narratives 
that you have to pay for your crime (i.e., your “sins”) by suffering? What happens when we shift the 
questions from “What’s wrong with you?!” and “What were you thinking?!” to “What happened to 
you?” “What do you need?”  and “What can you learn from your mistakes?”4 How might compassion 
and mutual accountability be crucial components of justice and healing? Might being present to 
suffering be a more effective and ethical strategy for transforming suffering—as opposed to inflicting 
pain as payment for wrongdoing?  

  Fortunately, our community partners at WCRJC share our commitment to understanding the 
youth who live there as whole persons, worthy of respect and compassion. Together we believe that 
youth offenders are capable of taking responsibility for past behavior and developing skills that will 
enable them, with the support of others, to live with dignity and make better choices going forward. 
With the support of directors at WCRJC, I designed a project to study a compassion-based response to 
juvenile wrongdoing—an approach that seeks to understand justice-involved youths’ immensely 
challenging backgrounds and that aims to foster self-knowledge, accountability, critical thinking, 
empowerment, and healing. While my student research assistants, Heather and Maggie, and I spent the 
first month of summer 2020 doing library-type research to learn more about the juvenile justice system 
and about Christianity’s contributions and challenges to that system, the heart of this project revolved 
around 3 activities we did 2 afternoons a week for 8 weeks with a cohort of 11-13 youth at WCRJC (4-5 
girls and 7-8 boys).5 I’ve come to refer to this cohort as the mindfulness/compassion group.6     
 Before elaborating what we did and what we learned from this project, it will be helpful to situate 
ourselves and articulate our self-understanding as researchers. 
 

LOCATING OURSELVES 
 AND ARTICULATING OUR SELF-UNDERSTANDING AS RESEARCHERS 

Needless to say, as a college professor and students, each of us comes from a place of extreme privilege 
compared to the vast majority of justice-involved youth. This is especially true for Maggie and me 
because of our white privilege. In spite of—and because of—our various social advantages, we did not 
pursuing this project as “problem solvers” or “fixers.” When it comes to repairing the juvenile justice 
system or the lives of the youth who participated in our study, we tried to avoid what Anand 
Giridharadas refers to as “solutionism.”7 While the results of our research underscore the value of a 
compassionate response to juvenile wrong-doing, we have no illusions that our project will spare—much 
less save—the youth we worked with from the many obstacles they face both now and down the road. 
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Nor do we understand our project as charity disguised as research, as if we were the “givers” and the 
youth the “receivers.” We discourage any perceptions of us or our research as somehow “virtuous.” As I 
said to the youth on our visit to WCRJC, compassion is not the same as pity. From the very beginning of 
my work at WCRJC, I’ve been guided by the wisdom Lilla Watson, an Aboriginal activist, artist, and 
scholar who said, “If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if you have come 
here because your liberation and freedom are bound up in mine, then let us work together.”8 There’s not 
space in this article to detail the multiple ways that our interactions with the youth were, in different 
ways, healing, rewarding, and liberating for Heather, Maggie, and me, but I assure you that we grew 
from the privilege of working with them. On that note, we make no claims to be (and have not aspired to 
be) purely “objective” researchers. Over the weeks, we came to care deeply about the youth. Ultimately, 
we approached our project as engaged, activist scholars seeking to collect, analyze, and use knowledge 
about youth justice in ways that facilitate social change, open non-incarcerated people’s hearts and 
minds, and contribute to a more just and compassionate society.   

 

WHAT WE DID WITH THE YOUTH AT WCRJC 
Our work with the youth at WCRJC centered on three activities. The first involved mindfulness 
practices—primarily meditation and some very basic, trauma-informed yoga. Per the youths’ request, 
we also tried some mindfulness eating exercises (the cookies went over better than the tangerines) and 
some mindful listening to music. We found it helpful to introduce each day’s mindfulness practices by 
sharing with the youth a specific value, skill, or idea that we invited them to focus on for that day—e.g., 
staying present, being respectful, showing empathy, identifying our true and fake “superpowers,” 
practicing self-compassion, not running away from our problems, and so on. Although the mindfulness 
activities were the most challenging parts of our time together, as several of the youth struggled mightily 
with attention deficit, we noticed that by the end of July most of them were a lot more calm and able to 
focus for longer periods of time compared to the early weeks of meditating and doing yoga together. 
 After the mindfulness activities, we broke into 3 book club/well-being discussion circles. These 
conversations were guided by questions Maggie and Heather prepared in advance. The initial idea for 
these circles was to read and discuss books together as a strategy for developing the youths’ critical 
thinking skills, mental health strategies, and introspection capacities. But we soon realized that while 
some of the youth devoured the books we selected, others only read a few words. Since forcing 
everyone to do the reading didn’t seem like a very compassionate thing to do, we devised discussion 
questions that enabled the youth to reflect on their life experiences, relationships, values, and choices—
whether or not they had read the book. On each of our visits, we started the book club/well-being circles 
by inviting everyone to share their recent “highs” and “lows.” A common “low” was “I’m still locked 
up,” and sometimes a youth would report that they didn’t have any “highs.” But sometimes someone 
would say that their “high” was coming to our group, which, of course, made us happy. Overall, what 
was obvious from these conversations was that the youth liked to talk about their lives. 
 The third activity was a creative writing workshop. Heather and Maggie took the lead in 
planning this activity by preparing writing prompts on a wide range of topics: “What’s your favorite 
memory?” “What advice would you give someone who is struggling?” “Write about something you’ve 
lost” “What does freedom mean to you?” and so on.9 Early in our research, Heather found an amazing 
resource—an organization called Free Minds—which is a “Book Club and Writing Workshop” that 
seeks to empower incarcerated youth “to write new chapters in their lives.”10 All of the youth in our 
group participated in the writing activities—with varying levels of enthusiasm and focus. At the end of 
each visit, most of them shared with the entire group some of what they wrote, e.g., poetry, rap music, or 
reflections on the meaning of words like “love,” “strength,” and “authenticity.” Some of the youth also 
volunteered to read out loud the poetry we brought to share with them, including poetry composed by 



 4 

incarcerated youth in the Free Minds program. Many of them shared their journals with us at some point 
during our weeks together. When Maggie gave them extensive feedback on their writing, they read her 
comments with great interest; some even incorporated her suggestions in their next writing projects.   
  

SOME FRUITFUL TENSIONS IN OUR PROJECT 
While we truly enjoyed our time with the mindfulness/compassion group, our project was not without 
some challenges. One tension we encountered relates to the compassion-focus of our project—i.e., our 
attempts to be present to, understand, and provide tools for dealing with the suffering surrounding the 
youths’ situations—and our desire for them to develop a sense of personal responsibility for their 
behavior. In the course of our research, we grew to understand that compassion and accountability are 
not mutually exclusive—and that, in fact, these two sensibilities need each other. For one thing, young 
people are more motivated to stop blaming others for their decisions when they are not worried about 
being harshly judged or punished for what they did. As one of the Black boys11 who participated in our 
group wrote in his journal: “It can be hard to take accountability for things you feel shame [about].” 
Young people are also more inclined to take responsibility for their harmful actions if the painful 
circumstances that contributed to those actions are acknowledged. During a book club/well-being circle 
discussion, for example, this same young man stopped himself mid-sentence when he was about to 
blame others for getting him in trouble with the law. Right after his pause, he and the other Black boys 
in the group talked critically about the racism they encountered on a daily basis that contributed to their 
detention. These examples illustrate two key insights our research generated: 1) a compassionate 
approach to justice encourages accountability in youth offenders, and 2) accountability needs to be 
shared by the youth and the rest of us, who are too often unknowingly complicit with the systemic 
injustices that deprive too many young people of the opportunities and support they need to flourish.  
 We also struggled with how to hear and honor the youths’ stories of extreme hardship—stories 
that elicited compassion—without using these narratives to further “otherize” them. Young adult author, 
Jason Reynolds, cautions against engaging in “trauma porn,” the unwitting objectification of the 
traumatic stories of “others.”12 Privileged Americans’ long-standing perception of “juvenile 
delinquents” as “other people’s children”13 replicates the “not-me” mentality that operates when 
members of a socially-advantaged group voyeuristically observe the pain of others as an unconscious 
strategy for reassuring themselves of their own (supposed) normalcy and superiority.14 The depth and 
layers of suffering in the lives of justice-involved youth needs to be seen and understood in ways that 
awaken people of privilege to their unwitting  and indirect contributions to that suffering.  
 Another tension worth mentioning was our ongoing struggle to balance our wish to give the 
youth the space they seemed to crave to make their own choices within the group, and our desire for 
them to pay attention enough to get something meaningful out of the activities we were doing with them. 
If you could see the contrast between our well-organized, carefully thought-through, and dutifully 
crafted plans for each visit (on the one hand) and the predictable unpredictability, disruptions, and 
distractions we regularly experienced during these visits (on the other), you would probably smile. 
Knowing that the youths’ lives are incredibly structured by their institutional environment, that many of 
them struggle with paying attention, and that the one thing they consistently said they want more than 
anything is “more freedom,” we tended to err on the side of giving them space to be distracted or 
distracting, while redirecting their energy as best we could. Somedays were better than others in 
achieving some balance between allowing them some freedom and reigning in their attention. There was 
no shortage of giggling during meditation and yoga and side conversations during book club/wellbeing 
circles, writing workshop, and whenever one of us was giving instructions. Still, it became obvious by 
July that with each passing week, the youths’ ability to focused increased, suggesting to us that paying 
attention is a skill or aptitude that develops with practice and supportive conditions. 
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 A final tension with which we struggled has to do with the nebulous line between punishment 
and protection. Many justice-involved youth are placed in out-of-home institutions like WCRJC not 
simply as a punitive consequence for their misconduct, but as a way of shielding them from further 
abuse at home, for connecting them to therapeutic services and resources, and for preventing them from 
harming themselves or others. The tension between protection and punishment complicates our critique 
of the punitive aspects of the juvenile justice system, even as it underscores the need for strategies that 
support the wellbeing of youth by understanding them as both perpetrators and victims. 
 

CONNECTIONS WITH & DISTINCTIONS FROM A RESTORATIVE JUSTICE APPROACH 
Some people have asked me how the Compassionate Justice project relates to the restorative justice 
movement. Restorative justice is an alternative approach to responding to wrongdoing that prioritizes the 
needs of victims and responsibility of offenders for repairing the harm they’ve caused. Generally 
speaking, we wholeheartedly embrace the principles and practices of the restorative justice movement, 
especially since this approach tends to replace heavy judgments with compassion for all persons affected 
by wrongdoing. While not intended to replace the legal system, restorative justice addresses aspects of 
criminal behavior that conventional approaches miss.15 To understand some key differences between 
restorative justice and more traditional approaches to criminal justice, this comparison (from Howard 
Zehr’s “Little Book” on the topic) is helpful:

Criminal Justice 
• Crime is a violation of the law and the 

state 
• Violations create guilt 
• Justice requires the state to determine 

blame (guilt) and impose pain 
(punishment) 

• Central focus: offenders getting what 
they deserve 

 
 

Restorative Justice 
• Crime is a violation of people and 

relationships 
• Violations create obligations 
• Justice involves victims, offenders, and 

community members in an effort to 
repair the harm, to ‘put things right.’ 

• Central focus: Victims needs and 
offender responsibility for repairing 
harm.16 

 
The diverging questions that each of these models address further illuminate their differences. Whereas 
traditional criminal justice asks: “What laws have been broken? Who did it? and What do they deserve?” 
a restorative justice approach wants to know: “Who has been harmed? What are their needs? Whose 
obligations are these?”17   
 A restorative approach to justice can be contrasted with a retributive or punitive approach. While 
both approaches “share a concern for balance,” a retributive/punitive response assumes that “pain will 
vindicate”—i.e., that the offender must suffer to pay for their wrongdoing. By contrast, a restorative 
approach “argues that what truly vindicates is acknowledgment of a victim’s harms and needs, 
combined with an active effort to encourage the offender to take responsibility, make right the wrong 
and address the causes of [their] behavior.”18 Part of what distinguishes a reparative from a punitive 
approach is that reparative justice uses an inclusive, collaborative process that involves everyone who 
has a stake in the situation—i.e., victims, offenders, and community members. Justice emerges as a 
result of this process, that is, from collectively “address[ing] harms, needs, and obligations” of all 
involved “in order to heal and put things as right as possible.”19  
 So how did our project reflect and diverge from a restorative justice approach? The short answer 
is that our project focused primarily on the needs of young perpetrators of harm, rather than on the 
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victims and communities impacted by their crimes. It’s not that the needs of victims and communities 
are unimportant to us, but we needed to keep our project manageable, so we directed our attention to 
better understanding the suffering of those who inflict suffering on others. Still, there’s obvious overlap 
between our advocacy for compassionate justice and the restorative justice movement. 
 

BRIEF HISTORY: 
ORIGINS & EARLY PROMISE/PERILS OF TODAY’S JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM 

To better understand our project, it’s helpful to have a broad overview of today’s juvenile justice system, 
starting with its history in the early nineteenth century when philanthropists and child advocates sought 
to reform troubled youth by putting them in reformatory-like institutions.20 At this time, most youth 
were placed in these out-of-home facilities not for criminal activity, but for misbehavior (e.g., running 
away). Poverty, parental neglect, and/or ethnic difference also increased a youth’s chances for landing in 
the system (apparently, Irish parents were deemed especially incompetent). Regardless of their 
“offense,” the state became authorized to decide what was best for these kids—a law based on the notion 
of parens patriae, which designates “the state as parent” for children of abusive or negligent families.21 
This same legal doctrine continues to inform the juvenile justice system today.  
 Many historians acknowledge that this system started with genuinely good intentions. Its focus 
was not on punishing at-risk youth, but on meeting their needs. The idea was to treat kids as kids, which 
meant seeing them as less mature than adults and thus less condemnable while also more malleable and 
capable of reform.22 However, as award-winning journalist Nell Bernstein points out in her landmark 
investigation of the juvenile justice system, “the corrupting elements that plague the system to this day 
were right there in the blueprint from the very start.”23 For example, the youth of poor, immigrant 
families were deemed a particular threat to the dominant social, political, and moral order and were 
more likely to be seen as needing correction. And despite their stated aim of “reformation,” many of 
these “reformatories” deployed a punishing approach to transgressive behavior, “ranging from loss of 
already scant ‘play hours’ to a bread-and-water diet and solitary confinement to…corporeal punishment” 
if deemed “‘absolutely necessary.’” Thus the “tension between care and control—between rehabilitation 
and punishment was woven into the fabric of the juvenile [system]…from its very inception.”24   
 By the late 1800s, every state had some kind of juvenile correction facility operating under 
various names, some of which were patently euphemistic (e.g., “House of Refuge”).25 A watershed 
moment happened in 1941, when a new California law explicitly endorsed a more caring approach to 
dealing with youth crime. In the decades that followed, California created a system that emphasized 
“rehabilitation.” Youth were connected with mental and physical health care professionals, teachers, and 
social workers, all of whom worked together to devise individual treatment plans. By the 1980s and 90s, 
however, California had become the epicenter of a nation-wide shift back to a more punitive approach to 
juvenile justice. This was the era when the “war on drugs” and “tough on crime” movements fueled 
more severe sentencing and harsher punishments for kids who got in trouble with the law.  
 During these “law and order” decades, politicians were rewarded for devising no-mercy criminal 
justice policies. Some states actually competed with each other to see who could punish youth crime 
most severely. In the 1990s, some Ivy league scholars stoked public fears by creating the myth of 
“superpredators”—the idea that a growing number of severely troubled youth, especially black males—
lacked any moral sensibilities and endangered public safety with their extremely violent tendencies.26 
Fears of these “menaces to society” prompted 47 states to tighten their grip on justice-involved youth. 
Meanwhile, young black males in particular became even more susceptible to hyper-criminalization. 
This phenomenon is brilliantly depicted in the TV mini-series, “When They See Us,” which tells the 
story of “The Central Park Five”—the black youth who, after being falsely accused of beating and 
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raping a white woman, spent between 6 and 13 years in prison.27 During these “tough on crime” 
decades, a punitive approach to juvenile justice intensified and numbers of incarcerated youth 
skyrocketed, peaking at 109,000 in 1999.28   
 

WEST CENTRAL REGIONAL JUVENILE CENTER (WCRJC) 
In a lot of ways, the WCRJC embodies the tension between care and control that has shaped the history 
of the youth justice system. The controlling aspects of WCRJC are not intended as retribution for the 
youth’s wronging. Measures that the youth experience as “punitive” are deployed to prevent them from 
further harming themselves or others. In fact, WCRJC’s programming emphasizes the youths’ need for 
accountability and healing (and it recognizes the connection between the two). In many ways, this 
facility pursues the compassionate approach to justice for which we advocate in this project. In addition 
to providing grade-appropriate schooling, recreational activities, and community service opportunities 
(for youth with outside privileges), WCRJC offers remedial programing, including trauma therapy, 
chemical dependency treatment, transition and social skills groups, and Concordia’s mindfulness group 
(every spring semester). Each resident’s treatment plan is individually designed in collaboration with the 
youth, their parents/guardians, and the referring agency. WCRJC’s diversified programming and 
individualized treatment aim to help youth develop the cognitive and emotional skills needed to succeed 
post-detention.29  
 Nonetheless, the youth with whom we worked indicated that the loss of freedom that comes with 
institutional confinement feels punitive. Residents at WCRJC are deemed (by a Court Order) in need of 
out-of-home placement due to behavioral, protection, dependency, and delinquency issues.30 While 
some youth in the transitional programs (first floor) can, with permission, leave the building for a 
limited period, none of the kids with whom we worked can voluntarily leave the premises. With rare 
exceptions, they can’t even go outside—something that kept Heather, Maggie, and me awake at night, 
especially given how many of the youth wrote nostalgically about “fresh air” as one of the “freedoms” 
they missed the most. Entrances and exits to the second and third floors are locked and monitored by 
cameras. On these floors, even the doors between the hallways, pods, visiting rooms, and classrooms are 
locked for safety reason, which means you need keys—or the attention and approval of someone in the 
Control Room—to move from one room to another.   
 For this project, we worked with youth living on the second floor: the “treatment” unit. Prior to 
summer 2020, all of my interactions with WCRJC youth had taken place on the third floor, where I took 
my classes for weekly visits (including a summer course in which Maggie participated). Youth on the 
third floor often told us they hoped they would eventually be placed in WCRJC’s “treatment” 
program—both because youth in treatment have more freedoms and because they knew they needed 
help. “We need rehabilitation, not punishment” an older teen living on the third floor insisted. Despite 
its carceral features—e.g., confinement, separation from family and community, minimal choices, etc.—
WCRJC strives to embody its mission to promote the dignity, self-worth, education, community 
involvement, and responsibility of the youth in its care. The fact that directors at WCRJC were very 
open to and supportive of this research project speaks volumes about their commitment to caring 
about—and not just controlling—the youth they serve. 
 

TERMINOLOGY AND TYPES OF JUVENLE JUSTICE FACILITTIES 
You may have noticed our efforts to avoid referring to justice-involved youth (i.e., youth offenders) as 
“juveniles.” In this, we are following scholars and activists who seek to minimize the stigma 
traditionally associated with the term “juvenile delinquents” (and its corollary: “juvie”). This language 
shift isn’t perfect, though. Most of our sources refer to the “juvenile justice system,” and so we generally 
follow that parlance.31 Except for when we’re quoting others, we’ve also discontinued using the 
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common term “rehabilitation” to describe the goal of a more compassionate, caring approach to juvenile 
justice. “Rehabilitation” has a normalizing ring to it that doesn’t capture the unique personalities of the 
youth with whom we worked. The term also assumes there’s some healthy “habilitated” state or 
environment to which justice-involved youth can return, which, in most cases, just isn’t true.32  
 In the U.S. the juvenile justice system includes different kinds of facilities. There are youth 
prisons where kids are incarcerated; detention centers where young people are detained either pending 
court hearings or awaiting placement or transfer; residential treatment facilities where youth live in non-
secure/locked settings; and an array of group homes, camps, shelters, “boot camps,” and centers, in 
addition to “alternative” community-based programs (more on these alternatives later).33 The Prison 
Policy Initiative’s 2019 “Whole Pie” provides a visual of this variety.  
 

 
 
 What you can’t see from this chart is the fact that the U.S. detains and incarcerates more youth 
than any other country—by a long shot.34 Today, some 48,000 youth are held in juvenile facilities. 
That’s a lot! But it’s actually a 60% drop since 2000.35 Interestingly, the decline in youth incarceration 
since the early 2000s parallels a decline in teen crime and arrests during the same period, and many 
experts say those parallel declines are not coincidental.36  
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 Also interestingly, some research indicates that most people in the U.S. think the goal of the 
criminal justice system should be “rehabilitation,” not punishment.37 Yet there are still plenty of 
Americans—including political leaders—who believe that punishment is the most morally appropriate 
response to wrongdoing.38 The system itself seems to embody that belief—though perhaps less by intent 
than by impact. According to the Prison Policy Initiative, most youth in juvenile facilities experience 
distinctly “carceral conditions,”39 meaning that most of these facilities deploy at least some 
punitive/controlling strategies in their approach to youth justice. Because of this, some activists are 
asking whether the entire juvenile justice system would be more accurately described as a “juvenile 
punishment system.”40 What’s clear from our research is that some of the most common punishing 
strategies for correcting and/or protecting youth offenders tend to exacerbate rather than resolve the 
psychological and behavioral challenges with which these youth are already struggling. 
 
WHAT DO WE MEAN BY A “PUNITIVE APPROACH” TO YOUTH CRIME?  
This might be a good place to clarify what we mean by a “punitive” or “punishing” approach to juvenile 
justice. According to the Oxford Learner’s Dictionary, to punish is “to make somebody suffer because 
they have broken the law or done something wrong.”41 When we use a phrase like “punishing strategy” 
or “punitive approach,” we are not saying that this strategy or approach is deliberately designed and 
intentionally deployed as a punishment. As mentioned above, for example, we found no evidence at 
WCRJC of any intention to make youth suffer as payment for their crimes. Yet some of the strategies 
that juvenile facilities commonly use to correct and/or pre-empt harmful behavior feel punitive to many 
youth in the system, regardless of their intention. These include:   
 

• Separating and isolating youth from their family, friends, and community  
• Confining their movement and restricting ordinary freedoms—e.g., communication with friends 

and family; access to recreation, music, and other forms of entertainment; daily decisions around 
eating, sleeping, and personal hygiene  

• Taking privileges away (e.g., watching TV) for noncompliant behavior (note: many facilities use 
a “point system,” in which privileges are lost/gained depending on “good” or “bad” behavior)  

• Restraining youths’ bodies to control their behavior—e.g., using physical, mechanical (i.e., hand 
or leg cuffs), and even chemical restraints (Bernstien describes an instance of foggers being used 
to clear a room in one facility42)  

• Putting youth in solitary confinement  
 

 Facilities that use such tactics often do so with the stated goal of prioritizing residents’ safety and 
wellbeing. This “for-your-own-good” rationale is as old as the system itself. While it’s easy to criticize 
this line of thinking because it can be (and has been) used to justify abuse, our experience with the youth 
at WCRJC complicates this critique. The scars etched on some of their arms and the stories some told us 
about their family situations underscored at least some youths’ need for protection. We heard about 
parents who were repeatedly abusive, incarcerated, and/or addicted to dangerous drugs. One youth said 
her mother was so frequently “gone or doped up” that she had no choice to take on the responsibility of 
raising not only herself but younger sibling who had a cognitive disability. Sending teens who are 
already in trouble with the law back into highly volatile and/or unsafe family situations hardly seems 
like a good idea.43 But neither does putting them in solitary confinement. A seventeen-year-old youth in 
our study told us that prior to coming to WCRJC, he was in another facility where he’d spent 90 days in 
solitary confinement—23 hours alone per day. “That [messes] with your head,” he asserted. “I felt my 



 

 10 

anger building up with every day that passed. You think that helped me? Shit, I feel way more [messed] 
up now than I did before I was in the system.”  
 

CHRISTIANITY’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE PUNITIVE APPROACH 
While a growing number of scholars, activists, and professionals are critical of a punitive approach to 
justice, few have devoted much energy to exploring its ideological roots in certain biblical narratives. 
But if we want to change a punishing system, we need to identify and challenge the moral ideologies 
supporting it. In examining the moral narratives that support a retributive approach to youth justice, I’ve 
focused our analysis on Christianity because it’s the tradition that’s had the most power to influence how 
we respond to wrongdoing in the U.S.   
 The idea that punishment is a morally appropriate response to crime echoes biblical narratives of 
divine retribution: the notion that immoral behavior elicits God’s wrath and that sinners need to be 
chastened. This storyline appears in some of the Hebrew Bible’s most familiar dramas (e.g., Adam and 
Eve, Noah and the flood, the Exodus) and in the New Testament, especially the Book of Revelation. The 
notion that human sin requires retribution informed the development of Christianity’s most prominent 
and influential Atonement Theory, namely, the “theory of penal substitution.” Developed by leading 
Christian theologians (e.g., Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin), this particular Atonement theory 
holds that God’s forgiveness of human sins requires some kind of punitive, sacrificial payment.44 Within 
this narrative, “God’s justice could not be satisfied unless somebody was punished,” and in Christianity, 
“that somebody was Jesus.”45 The ongoing popularity of the penal substitution theory among many 
Christians today is evident in the familiar storyline, still taught in Sunday schools around the country 
today, that “God sent His only son, Jesus, to suffer and die for our sins.”   
 The idea that God orchestrated the death of “his only son” as a sacrificial payment for human sin 
is problematic on multiple levels. For one thing, as feminists have astutely observed, this narrative 
makes God guilty of child abuse. As Rita Nakashima Brock suggests, “the ghost of a punitive father 
lurks in the corners [of traditional atonement theories].”46 Moreover, the narrative that God wanted Jesus 
to die as payment for human sin glosses over the historical reality that Jesus was criminalized, unjustly 
arrested, brutalized, and murdered by the Roman Empire because of his outspoken opposition to Roman 
oppression. Depoliticizing Jesus’ death deprives contemporary Christians of a valuable resource for 
critiquing the systemic injustices that make some youth more vulnerable than others to being 
traumatized, criminalized, arrested, detained, and imprisoned.   
 Despite its problems, the belief that suffering is needed as just payment for sin/criminal behavior 
still reverberates in the minds of some Americans today. T. Richard Snyder argues that this belief 
contributes to the “spirit of punishment” that’s evident in our culture’s addiction to “getting even.”47 
Precisely this conflation of “justice” with revenge underwrites both the “tough on crime” rhetoric that 
continues to fuel mass incarceration and the ongoing practice of killing people for killing people. In the 
U.S., support for the death penalty is at its lowest level in decades—with 55% expressing support today 
compared to 80% in the mid-1990s. That’s a significant decline. But 55% is still more than half of the 
population. President Trump has consistently called for harsh punishments for criminals (and suspected 
criminals), including the death penalty.48 As Matthew Potts observes, for many Americans, “it is a 
natural assumption that if you do something wrong, you have to pay for it.” Yet Potts himself implies 
that this assumption is not natural at all. Rather, it reflects “a particular account of sin from the Christian 
tradition,” one in which Jesus pays for our sins through his death on the cross.49   
  The narrative linking divine justice to divine punishment/forgiveness—and the need for sinners 
to pay for their transgressions—is also problematic because this storyline has eclipsed other 
understandings of justice within the biblical tradition. As Potts points out, the Bible is “divided against 
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itself” when it comes to the meaning of justice. “If you want to find justifications for retributive violence 
and retributive punishment, you can find them.”50 But you can also find references to forgiveness, 
redemption, and freedom from retribution in the biblical tradition. These varied references reflect the 
ambiguity inherent in the Hebrew word for justice: mishpat—a term that appears over two-hundred 
times in the Hebrew Bible/Tanak. Mishpat is usually translated as “judgment” (from the root shapat, 
meaning to judge or govern), which could mean a decision or a law.51  Dominique DuBois Gilliard 
loosely translates mishpat to mean “giving people what they are due.”52 This principle could imply that 
people should be punished for their harmful behavior in proportion to what they did (a retributive 
approach). But it could also mean attending to the unmet needs that prompted the harmful behavior in 
the first place (a distributive approach). “Giving people what they are due” could also mean restoring 
someone’s dignity, safety, and belonging through reconciliation (a restorative approach). What’s clear is 
that in the Hebrew Bible, justice ethics were meant to curb personal vengeance, promote accountability, 
enact equal treatment, protect the vulnerable, and foster community.53  
 Ambiguous meanings of justice in the biblical tradition are reflected in Americans’ equivocal 
attitudes about criminal justice. While about 60% of those surveyed believe that God (or a higher power) 
judges humans’ behavior, only 37% think that God (or some spiritual force) has punished them 
personally (though that latter percentage rises to 50% among those who “believe in the God of the 
Bible”). Still, most Americans who have faith in God (or a higher power) believe that God “loves all 
people, regardless of their faults,”54 and a majority of self-identified Christians surveyed express support 
for restorative justice.55 While these findings seem to indicate support for a compassionate approach to 
justice, they conflict with data indicating that 51% of Christians surveyed agree either “somewhat” or 
“strongly” that “It’s important to make an example out of someone for certain crimes, even if it means 
giving them a more severe punishment than their crime deserves.”56 Yet responses to other questions 
reveal a more caring attitude: 91% of Christians surveyed “somewhat” or “strongly” agree that “[i]t’s 
important that prison conditions are safe and humane, specifically because [they] believe every person 
has intrinsic value and worth”; and 70% “strongly” or “somewhat” affirm that “sending youth to prison 
will make them more likely to live a life of crime than to reform them.”57  
 Ultimately, Americans’ ambivalent attitudes about criminal punishment mirror the mixed 
messages about justice in the biblical tradition itself. And yet, as we will see, there’s no such ambiguity 
when it comes to who is more likely to be targeted as a criminal, who is more likely to be arrested, and 
who is more likely to be deemed in need of correction.58 Undeniably, America’s scales of justice tilt 
toward punishment for people of color and those who are poor. These inequalities are just some of the 
reasons to question the ethics and effectiveness of a punitive approach to youth justice. Let’s turn now to 
consider these reasons in more detail. 
 
MORE PROBLEMS WITH A PUNISHING APPROACH TO YOUTH JUSTICE 
Let’s start with a problem that may seem relatively superficial, namely, the high monetary costs of 
detaining, caring for, and/or incarcerating youth. Expenses vary from state to state, but in 2015, 34 states 
reported spending $100,000 or more to keep one youth in a juvenile facility for one year.59 Imagine how 
helpful $100,000 would be when it comes to paying for college tuition for the youth in our group, 
several of whom demonstrated strong aspirations and potential for collegiate success. Perhaps spending 
exorbitant amounts on justice-involved youth would be worth it if the outcomes were more promising. 
But 70-80% of youth who are housed in the carceral system are rearrested within two of three years of 
their release.60 Such high rates of recidivism suggest that the cost issue is not superficial.   
 Rather than serve as a deterrent, there’s evidence that locking up teens actually “increase[s] the 
likelihood of recidivism.”61 A pattern of recidivism was evident among a many of the youth in the 
mindfulness/compassion group. When asked to write about a favorite memory, a few of them described 



 

 12 

the day they got out of jail—the first time. Here’s what one Black boy wrote about his first taste of 
freedom before getting arrested again:  
 
 I was feeling good. I’m happy. My family [is happy] that I’m finally home. I missed them and 
 they missed me...it’s been a long time since I have been out so I loved the fresh air and the smell 
 just had me shocked because I was fresh up out of the bin. I didn’t have nobody telling me what 
 to do or how to do something. I was really feeling good and I was saying to myself that I would 
 never go back to jail. Well I should’ve never said that because now I’m back in jail. 
 
In addition to the demoralizing pain of recidivism’s vicious cycle, there’s also evidence that youth who 
have been institutionalized have a higher likelihood to commit worse offenses once they’re out. In 
response to a different prompt, this boy later said: “I remember being locked up for small things, no[w] 
its changed to big things…” Youth who spend time in juvenile facilities are also “less employable, are 
more likely to be on a path toward lifelong failure, and are more likely to pass their problems on to their 
children.”62 The younger the youth placed in an out-of-home facility, the higher the likelihood of 
recidivism.63 
 While recidivism rates for incarcerated youth are alarmingly high (with 70-80% of youth getting 
re-arrested within 2-3 years of release), some scholars and activists say that the real recidivism problem 
is institutional. In other words, efforts to reform the system have failed repeatedly. The dire need for 
systemic reform became undeniable in the wake of horrific stories of abuse that surfaced in the 1980s 
and 90s as a more punitive approach to youth justice intensified. By the time the California Inspector 
General’s office investigated California’s juvenile prison practices in 1999, it uncovered evidence of 
“sealing rooms and spraying youth with mace, slamming them into walls, forcing them into cells with 
human waste on floors, and staging ‘Friday night fights’ between institutionalized youth” for the guards’ 
amusement. According to Bernstein, “[m]any of these actions were taken by guards who apparently felt 
so little fear of reprimand that they did not even bother stepping out of range of surveillance cameras, 
which caught many abuses on tape.”64 Bernstein’s chapter chronicling abuse and scandal inside state-run 
youth prisons describes a range of domination tactics, including solitary confinement, unnecessary use 
of force by staff, sexual molestation, restraints that led to broken bones and other injuries, and the lethal 
suffocation of a 12-year-old boy.65 A 2011 Annie E. Casey Foundation report documented “systemic 
violence, abuse, and/or excessive use of isolation or restraints” in thirty-nine states (not including MN or 
ND) going back to 1970. Patterns of abuse and corruption may have reached their zenith in 
Pennsylvania in the early 2000s, when Juvenile Judge Mark Ciavarella sentenced hundreds of children 
for low-level crimes—e.g., mouthing off to an adult, creating a fake MySpace page—to a juvenile 
facility where their unpaid labor generated profits for companies that paid Ciavarella for his 
adjudications.66  
 The Eighth Amendment forbids cruel and unusual punishment. Yet the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation report states that “America’s juvenile corrections institutions subject confined youth to 
intolerable levels of violence, abuse, and other forms of maltreatment.”67 Less than 10 years ago, there 
was ample evidence that patterns of abuse were so widespread that they may have been cruel, but not 
unusual. In Bernstien’s view, the rampant abuses of children within the juvenile system is part and 
parcel of the punitive culture that many facilities still embody:   
  

the seemingly gratuitous cruelty of captor toward captive is so widespread, and so long-standing 
despite multiple reform efforts, that it raises a troubling question: Is it even possible to eradicate 
the abuses that occur with such regularity when large numbers of vulnerable young people are 
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held captive far from the public eye? Or is there something inherent to this particular structure 
that makes such abuses inevitable?68      
 

Many scholars, activists, and even some professionals working in the system believe that widespread 
abuse and corruption within juvenile justice institutions, despite efforts to reform, indicate that the 
system itself is broken beyond repair. The problems, they say, are not individual leaders or isolated 
facilities, but the misguided notion that locking up troubled kids will help them.69   
 Compounding the high costs and elevated rates of recidivism both among incarcerated youth and 
facilities infected with abuse, there’s the fact that many justice-involved youth are detained or 
incarcerated for relatively minor offenses. This is apparent if you look closely at the Prison Policy 
Initiative’s “Whole Pie” (see p. 8) —the small font indicates the kinds of offenses that land youth in the 
system.70 State juvenile prisons are supposed to be reserved for egregious offenders, yet as of 2016 only 
about a quarter of teens in them were there for Violent Crime Index offenses.71 In detention centers, 
about three quarters of youth awaiting trial are being held for nonviolent offenses.72 A 2015 study found 
that 63% of incarcerated youth were held for non-person violations, e.g., drug or property crimes, 
probation infractions, and status offenses. (Status offenses involve behaviors that would be legal if done 
by an adult—e.g., drinking alcohol or smoking cigarettes). Even in some states where reform efforts 
have been robust, “nearly 42 percent of confined youth are still locked up for offenses that pose no 
threat to public safety: breaking school rules, running away from home, missing a parole hearing, and 
the like.”73  
 At WCRJC, the youth are prohibited from talking with each other about the crimes that got them 
entangled with the justice system, and we can’t speak to the level of offenses of the youth with whom 
we worked. But at least some of them appeared to be detained for serious infractions. In their writings, 
several of the boys mentioned guns, and one said he was being held for attempted murder. One of the 
Black boys told us that, “What I did the first time wasn’t too bad, but this time, what I did was very 
serious. If they try me as an adult, I’m looking at 20 years in prison.”  
 Black and Brown youth are not only more likely than their white counterparts to get caught up in 
the system for low-level offenses, but they are also more likely to be tried as adults,74 which, all of our 
sources agree, is usually a worst case scenario for teens who get arrested. While most youth held in 
juvenile facilities are 18 or younger, in some states, 16-year-olds can be tried as adults—something the 
entire juvenile system was created to prevent.75 Research shows that teens who are funneled into the 
adult system are 34% more likely to reoffend—often more seriously. They are also 5 times more likely 
to be sexually assaulted while incarcerated and, by some reports, 36 times more likely to commit suicide 
(compared to youth housed in juvenile facilities).76 No wonder several of the youth in the 
mindfulness/compassion group desperately wanted to avoid being tried as an adult. The Campaign for 
Youth Justice says that secure juvenile facilities like WCRJC are better suited to care for youth who 
need out-of-home placement.77 
 

WHICH YOUTH GET IN TROUBLE WITH THE LAW 
 Yet youth facilities are frequently plagued by the same problems found in the adult justice 
system, including troubling racial disparities. The same immoral Jim Crow pattern that Michelle 
Alexander identified in adult prisons—i.e., the disproportionate representation of people of color among 
the incarcerated—is common in youth institutions. As one young man told Bernstein: “Your skin is your 
sin.”78 While 14% of Americans under 18 are Black, 42% of boys and 35% of girls in juvenile facilities 
are Black. Similarly, though Native teenagers comprise less than 1% of the U.S. population, 1.5% of 
boys and 3% of girls in detention facilities are from indigenous communities.79 Put differently, Black 
youth are 4-5 times more likely to be incarcerated than white youth, and Indigenous teens are 3 times 
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more likely to be incarcerated than their white counterparts. For Latinx youth, the chances are doubled 
compared to white youth.80 Overall, youth of color comprise about 38% of the U.S. population, and 72% 
of those who are incarcerated. Unfortunately, Minnesota has had one of the highest racial disparity rates 
for incarcerated youth. Although the state’s disparity rates for detained youth are lower,81 it was 
impossible not to notice that the vast majority of youth participating in our group were from racially 
minoritized communities. Of the 5 girls, two were Indigenous, two were White, and one was mixed-
race. Of the 8 boys, 1 was White and 7 were Black.    
 “[T]he world isn’t always a fair place.”82 This is what an American Indian parole officer named 
Garvey tells an incarcerated youth, Cole, who is the main character in Touching Spirit Bear, the first 
novel we read for our book club. Cole is a white teenager who comes from an economically privileged 
but physically abusive family. During the first half of the book, he blames everyone but himself for his 
own violent behavior. In one of our book club/well-being discussions, one of the Black boys observed, 
“he refuses to take responsibility for his choices.” One of the aims of our project was to offer 
opportunities for the youth with whom we worked to grow in their sense of accountability for their 
behavior. Through the mindfulness meditation, yoga practice, book and wellbeing circles, and creative 
writing, we wanted to give the youth opportunities to practice doing the opposite of what Cole was 
doing (i.e., blaming others and running away from his problems).  
 At the same time, we wanted to understand their misconduct in the context of the unfairness of 
the world that Garvey identifies. For us, this meant examining the role overlapping systemic injustices, 
trauma histories, and mental health challenges play in determining which youth tend to get in trouble 
with the law. Of course, the powerful impact of these injustices, histories, and challenges on the lives of 
youth offenders does not excuse their harmful decisions. But once you see how the world’s unfairness 
shapes the choices that justice-involved youth make, it becomes obvious that not only the youth, but all 
of us with privilege share some responsibility for their choices. Again, accountability is mutual. 
 Race and class are the biggest factors in determining which youth get caught up in the system.83 
But these disparities are not the only injustices plaguing the criminal justice system. People with 
disabilities, including mental health and addiction challenges, are more likely to be arrested and to be 
arrested repeatedly. Women—especially Black women—comprise “a growing share of arrests and 
report much more use of force [against them] than they did 20 years ago.”84 In recent years, about 30% 
of youth arrested identify as females. The number of girls arrested for violent crimes has increased 78%, 
while boys have seen a 6% decline in arrests for violent offenses (e.g., physical or sexual assault, 
homicide, etc.). Racial inequities intersect with gender as well. In Washington DC alone, young Black 
girls are 30 times more likely to be arrested than white girls and boys combined. Throughout the U.S. 
Black girls have a 20% higher chance of being detained than their white female counterparts. For 
American Indian/Alaskan Native girls, the chances are 50% higher compared to white girls.85  
 Justice-involved girls of all backgrounds report more traumatic histories than boys. The majority 
of young female offenders have been subject to abusive or violent interpersonal relationships, and they 
report significant mental health struggles, including PTSD. Tragically, these patterns tend to be self-
perpetuating: “Experiences of trauma, maltreatment, and victimization play a role in placing girls on the 
pathway toward delinquency, re-traumatization, and chronic exposure to complex trauma”—a point 
we’ll return to shortly.86 The use of punitive tactics on girls in juvenile custody is especially concerning 
in light of these backgrounds. Shackling them can trigger memories of physical and/or sexual abuse, 
reinforce a sense of helplessness, and exacerbate feelings of shame and humiliation.87 We were relieved 
when, during one of our visits, WCRJC staff were able to intervene without using physical or 
mechanical restraints when one of the girls became confrontational. Like detention itself, mechanical 
restraints may be used on girls in a well-intended effort to protect them from harming themselves or 
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others, with the un-intended consequence of pushing them deeper and longer into a system that feels 
more controlling than caring.88 One of the Native girls in our group told us that she had been in the 
juvenile justice system for all but 6 months of her teenage life. Her normally subdued demeanor became 
notably more animated during one of our June visits when she learned that she would be allowed to go 
outside for an hour later that day.   
 The intersectional picture of girls in the system gets even more complicated when you consider 
that as many as 40% of them identify as LGBTQ (other sources report a significantly lower number of 
13%).89 In fact, youth with any kind of nonconforming gender and/or sexual identity are more 
vulnerable to getting institutionalized. The rejection that many LGBTQ youth endure—i.e., at home, at 
school, and/or in their religious communities—increases the chances that they will struggle with mental 
health challenges and/or homelessness, and that they may resort to “survival crimes” (e.g., prostitution, 
shoplifting), all of which raise their risk of becoming court-involved. Once in the system, LGBTQ youth 
often experience a lack of due process, more punitive responses, psychologically harmful attitudes and 
services, and unsafe confinement conditions. A 2009 report noted evidence that some professionals 
within the system “attempt to change, control, or punish LGBTQ adolescent sexual orientation and 
gender identity.”90 Some facilities employ staff who don’t accept nonconforming gender/sexual 
identities. These staff can be emotionally, physically, or sexually abusive toward youth whose 
“differences” they shun.91  
 

THE IMPACT OF SYSTEMIC INJUSTICES ON THE LIVES OF YOUTH OFFENDERS 
The disproportionate criminalization of teens who are poor and/or who are racial, ethnic, gender, and/or 
sexual minorities is a symptom of systemic injustices. To conceptualize racism, wealth inequality, 
gender, and other injustices as systemic is to say that they are not reducible to isolated events, personal 
likes and dislikes, or a few individual “bad apples.” Such injustices are pervasive and deeply rooted in 
the soil of American society. The phrase “systemic injustice” illuminates, for example, how white 
supremacy is manifested not just in small fringe groups of shaven-headed (mostly) males marching in 
the streets hatefully shouting racial slurs and professing white pride, but in the kind of state-sponsored 
terrorism used against unarmed Black bodies that Americans witnessed in the brutal killings of George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and thousands of other unarmed Black and Brown people killed by the police.  
 The pervasiveness of intersecting systems of injustice make the beliefs that buttress these 
systems difficult to challenge and easy to perpetuate. Indeed, the ubiquity of systemic injustice 
conditions all of us to see social inequalities as normal by teaching us not to see them at all. Despite 
some social progress, racism, wealth disparities, (hetero)sexism, and other injustices are still so 
widespread that they are hidden in plain view.92 When we understand social inequities as systemic, we 
acknowledge that most people with privilege do not intentionally try to oppress people who are socially 
positioned “beneath” them. They don’t have to since the system itself is set up to continue benefitting 
people with privilege, whether or not they know it, want it, or intend it. Our conversations with youth 
who came from families suffering under the weight of systemic poverty and/or racial oppression lead us 
to conclude that you cannot understand youth justice apart from a social justice analysis. “History 
illustrates what happens when [these two forms of justice] are uncoupled: when corrective justice is 
analyzed apart from distributive justice, statistics are used to pathologize and stigmatize people, groups, 
and communities.”93 Understanding the role that systemic oppression plays in generating the suffering 
that some youth inflict on others compels us to widen the web of responsibility for that suffering. This 
understanding also requires us to incorporate compassion into our definition of youth “justice” because 
young people’s harmful behavior can be traced to previous harms, unmet needs, and pain they’ve 
endured living on the underside of an unjust social system.    
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 Christians have a profound responsibility to approach youth justice compassionately given how 
integrally America’s system of White supremacy is historically connected with Christian privilege. In 
The Sin of White Supremacy, Jeannine Hill Fletcher documents how notions of White superiority 
evolved in tandem with a theology of Christian supremacy, so much so that for much of U.S. history, 
being White and being Christian were virtually synonymous. Hill Fletcher points out that it was not 
uneducated whites who took the lead in promoting views of people of color and non-Christians as 
inferior humans (or subhuman). Rather, with the help of renowned Enlightenment philosophers like 
John Locke and Immanuel Kant, leading Christian theologians of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early 
twentieth centuries produced theologies in which it was “God’s plan” for European Christians to 
conquer and colonize non-White, non-Christian people. These theologies justified the government’s land 
theft from Native peoples, while legitimizing the enslavement of Africans to build wealth for powerful 
white families. White Christians justified their domination of Indigenous people and those of African 
descent by claiming that these “heathens” and “savages” needed to be “civilized” and “saved” by 
converting to Christianity. Yet even when they converted, “non-White Christians remained subordinate 
to the White Christian pinnacle of human progress. In fact, White Christianity defined Christianity 
itself.”94 Recognizing how White supremacy was historically rooted in notions of Christian superiority 
can be painful for White Christians today; but this recognition is necessary if we want to challenge the 
systemic injustices that lead to the overrepresentation of socially disadvantaged youth in the justice 
system.   
 Historical patterns and social narratives and policies that privilege some at the expense of others 
create the severe opportunity gaps among diverse groups of American youth, generating drastically 
different choices and self-perceptions, depending on a young person’s social location and family 
situation. Some may never experience a shortage of food, shelter, educational opportunities, and loving 
relationships, while others live in a constant state of insufficiency and insecurity when it comes to basic 
needs, school, family life and other supportive networks. Some will do whatever it takes to survive or to 
feel a sense of belonging. And many who engage in harming behavior internalize a sense of being 
“bad,” a narrative that too easily becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. A white seventeen-year-old at 
WCRJC whose broken family struggled with poverty and addiction told us that “[he] was born to be a 
criminal.” A fifteen-year-old Native girl told us her family didn’t answer the phone when she called 
them. When I asked her why, she replied in an isn’t-it-obvious? tone: “Because I’m a bad kid.” 95 In one 
of our book club/well-being discussions, three of the Black boys shared the following self-descriptions: 
“I’ve got Black skin. I’ll either be dead or in jail. I’m a criminal. I’m a felon.” The boy next to him 
responded: “I’m a felon too.” The third boy, motioning towards the others, said, “yeah, we’re all felons 
here.” When Bernstien asked youth offenders how they thought others perceived them, their responses 
included: “‘Dirtbag,’ ‘fuckup,’ ‘lazy,’ ‘worthless,’ ‘lower than the low.’”96 On our first visit to WCRJC 
for this project, we asked the youth to write about how they feel at this point in their life. One of the 
boys responded: “I feel like I’m on the bottom of the world right now.” 
 While some youth internalize a view of themselves as the problem, others are fully aware of the 
systemic injustices that have shaped their lives. Many youth at WCRJC talk openly about racism and/or 
about their economically impoverished backgrounds. “I know if my family could afford a real lawyer, I 
wouldn’t be locked up right now,” a sixteen-year-old White boy told us. A statement like this 
underscores the challenge of encouraging youth to take responsibility for their actions while recognizing 
how their social location greatly impacts status as a youth offender. One of the Black boys in the 
mindfulness/compassion group expressed “rage” at the racism in America, saying that any Black person 
who does not feel rage “is basically asleep or just clueless.” Another Black boy, when asked to write 
about hope, wrote: “I hope that someday racism will no longer be a thing.” Another Black boy didn’t 
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like that the protagonist in the first novel we read (Touching Spirit Bear) is white and from a wealthy 
family. Interestingly, when co-founder of the Juvenile Law Center Marsha Levick and her colleagues 
asked justice-involved youth what they thought “justice” means, “[t]hey could only talk about justice in 
terms of injustice.”97 For the youth in our study who saw clearly the social inequalities that contributed 
to their situation, discussing these injustices seemed simultaneously painful and healthy: painful because 
they felt powerless to change the systemic oppressions that hurt them and their families, healthy because 
they understood that their problems were rooted in something larger than themselves. 
 The intersecting injustices that influence which youth are most likely to get in trouble with the 
law coalesce in the School-to-Prison-Pipeline (STPP). According to anti-racist educator, Robin 
DiAngelo, this term “refers to the pattern of criminalizing rather than educating children,” especially 
poor children of color.98 These children are more likely to experience the punitive effects of the “zero-
tolerance” policies that schools started implementing in the 1990s (i.e., during the “tough on crime” era). 
Such policies have doubled the annual number of student suspensions, a punishment that ironically 
exacerbates the academic struggles of at-risk youth. Not only are “Black students…three and a half 
times more likely to be suspended as white students for the same infractions,” but “[o]ver 70% of 
students arrested in school or handed over to law enforcement are Black or Latino,” though there’s no 
evidence that Black and Brown students break the law more often than their white peers.99  
 Monique Morris uses the phrase “school-to-confinement pathways” (instead of STPP) because 
prison is not the only destination for youth who get in trouble at school (e.g., some youth end up in 
detention centers, group homes, or under house arrest). As Morris points out, Black girls are particularly 
vulnerable to school-based arrests because of racialized gender stereotypes of Black females as 
promiscuous, belligerent, and intellectually inferior.100 More broadly, the STPP/school-to-pathways of 
confinement finds support in educational policies that emphasize student compliance and conformity 
over critical thinking and creativity, and in social service agencies that prioritize punitive over 
therapeutic responses. Since schools rely on property taxes as a major source of revenue, youth living in 
impoverished communities often go to schools that lack the resources needed to support their learning. 
Education is further impeded for youth who end up in the juvenile justice system. The vast majority of 
them don’t complete high school and are more likely to be turned down for loans, housing opportunities, 
or professional licenses because they have a criminal record. Such barriers to quality education, reliable 
employment, and stable living situations make it all the more likely that youth who start in the School-
to-Prison-Pipeline will end up in the adult criminal justice system.101    
 

THE IMPACT OF HISTORICAL TRAUMA ON YOUTH WHO END UP IN THE SYSTEM 
The limited opportunities that youth in the system have had to navigate are the direct and indirect result 
of injustices that are ideologically, institutionally, and historically entrenched.102 To understand the 
disproportionate number of incarcerated youth of color, for example, we need to recognize that our very 
nation was built on the backs of human beings who white people kidnapped from Africa, terrorized, and 
enslaved, forcing them to create the very wealth for their owners that would sustain white supremacy for 
centuries to come.103 Even after slavery was abolished, powerful whites in the South ensured their 
continued supremacy over black bodies by creating laws called “Black Codes” that criminalized 
unemployment and other “offenses,” sending large swaths of former slaves to prison, from where they 
were “leased” out to wealthy whites who profited from their unpaid labor.104 Throughout the twentieth 
century, racist decrees, codes, and methods—from Jim Crow laws, to redlining housing policies, to voter 
suppression, to racial or ethnic profiling by the police—continued to deprive people of color from the 
opportunities and resources needed for their families and communities to survive and flourish.105 The 
cumulative impact of such long-standing, brutalizing inequities reverberates through the justice system 
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today. Indeed, one of the youth in the mindfulness/compassion group told us that his mother’s great 
grandfather was a slave. 
  White power and wealth were also established through EuroAmerican settlers’ decimation of 
Indigenous peoples. After stealing their land, these settlers destroyed tribal cultures and ravaged Native 
people’s bodies and spirits with tactics ranging from distributing blankets with small pox to forcing 
children into boarding schools where they were forbidden to speak their Native languages and where 
they were deprived of the kind of nurturing and care that human beings need in order to thrive. These 
examples of systemic white supremacy illuminate the historical trauma that haunts generations of 
families of many Black and Brown youth. “Most white people don’t talk about their aunts being 
murdered, do they?”—an Indigenous girl in our group asked us.   
 Historical trauma refers to intergenerational suffering among members of a cultural group that is 
the consequence of an enduring history of systematic oppression. It can be thought of as “cumulative 
emotional and psychological wounding, over the lifespan and across generations, emanating from 
massive group trauma experiences.”106 Even though Indigenous youth today are not forced to attend 
boarding schools, and even though Black youth today are not coerced into chattel slavery, the 
traumatizing effects of these long-standing violent institutions—including a lack of feeling safe, mistrust 
of societal norms, economic disenfranchisement, and heightened feelings of threat—continue to echo in 
the families, communities, and experiences of vulnerable youth of color. Such echoing effects also 
manifest in struggles with depression, PTSD, substance abuse and addiction, grief, and/or some or all of 
the above.107 (More on the mental health challenges of justice-involved youth below).   
 The historical trauma of systemic sexism also restricts the lives of many girls who end up in the 
system. This is evident in the story of Cyntoia Brown, a bi-racial Black woman, who, when she was 16, 
shot and killed a man who was paying her for sex—because she feared for her life. Cyntoia paid for that 
fear by spending the next 15 years in prison. When interviewed about Cyntoia’s tragic situation, her 
maternal grandmother, who is White, explained that she herself was the victim of ongoing rapes and 
beatings, as was Cyntoia’s White mother. “I pulled myself together, put on makeup. That’s what abused 
families usually does to keep anybody from knowing it.” She said she carried the pain of this repeated 
trauma with her every day, convinced that she had passed it on to both her daughter and granddaughter, 
so that the pain of that trauma was, in her words, in their “genetics.”108 Actually, this analysis may not 
be that far off; evidence from the field of Epigenetics suggests that the impact of trauma can be passed 
down biologically from one generation to the next.109 
 Historical trauma and systemic racism feed off each other, creating the situation in America 
today where girls and young people of color have fewer opportunities and prospects for success in every 
sector of American life—e.g., in education, business, science, healthcare, the media, economic well-
being, and of course in the criminal justice system. Recognizing these opportunity gaps is crucial for 
understanding which youth are likely to become justice involved and for recognizing the prior suffering 
that contributed to their harmful behavior. For those who are already systemically disadvantaged, good 
options and choices may be so limited that getting into trouble with the law may be (initially at least) the 
least of their worries.  
 

MENTAL HEALTH CHALLENGES AND ADOLESCENT BRAIN DEVELOPMENT 
The toxic mix of systemic injustices and historical trauma that impacts the backstories of so many youth 
offenders motivates us to ask whether punishment is the most ethical and effective response to their 
wrong-doing. This question feels especially pressing when you consider that youth who are impacted by 
systemic injustice and historical trauma are more prone to mental health struggles, and that young 
people with these struggles are also more likely to get in trouble with the law. Forty-seven percent of 
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those in juvenile facilities experience emotional and behavioral disorders (EBDs).110 Many who enter 
the system already struggle with substance abuse and/or various other mental health challenges, and 
studies indicate that only a lucky few receive the resources they need to help them recover.111  
 Those who don’t enter the system with pre-existing conditions often see their mental health 
deteriorate alongside their loss of freedom. Vicki Reed’s novel, The Car Thief, depicts this process. The 
story centers on a young mostly white boy (he’s a quarter native), named Kelly Morgan, who, in an 
attempt to escape the various traumas of his childhood (parents’ deaths, physical abuse by grandfather, 
etc.), resorts to illegal behaviors that get him arrested. The narrative exposes not only the precarious 
ways the legal system over-criminalizes at-risk youth (Kelly is initially detained for petty crimes like 
sleeping in a public library and eating breakfast at a hotel buffet), but the way an incarcerated youth’s 
dual-loss of freedom and relationships turns a bright, energetic, nature-loving young boy into a sullen, 
hopeless, and angry “juvenile delinquent.” Being institutionalized generates feelings of rage and 
depression, which in turn lead to more problematic behavior—including self-harm—with increasingly 
serious consequences. This vicious spiral makes it all but impossible for a youth like Kelly to compost 
the unresolved traumas that fueled his capricious behavior in the first place.  
 By giving us a glimpse inside the mind of a youth caught in the system, Reed’s novel 
underscores the importance of understanding adolescent brain development when investigating the 
meaning of juvenile justice. What neuroscientists tell us is that teenage brains are a work in process. In 
a calm, supportive environment, most youth are quite capable of making safe and sound decisions; but in 
distressing situations, the more instinctual, fight-or-flight part of their brain (i.e., the limbic system) is 
easily triggered, inhibiting their ability to make wise choices.112 Because their pre-frontal cortex has not 
fully matured, adolescents in general, and those who become justice-involved in particular, “have less 
capacity for self-regulation in emotionally charged situations; their sensitivity to environmental 
influences is heightened, and they have not yet learned to make decisions with a future orientation.”113 A 
number of our sources suggest that the vast majority of teens who get in trouble with the law would 
eventually outgrow their transgressive tendencies if provided the support needed for healthy adolescent 
development.114   
 Indeed, some of the very things we know promote healthy brain development, like wholesome 
food and exercise, are in short supply in many juvenile facilities. Fortunately, the WCRJC has a gym, 
and some of the youth talked about working out on their own in their room. They were, however, 
unanimously unenthusiastic about the quality of what they called “jail food.” During a writing exercise, 
I encouraged one of the boys to describe what “jail food tastes like” (Maggie had been teaching the 
youth to use their five senses when writing). He put down his pencil, looked me in the eye, and 
exclaimed: “It’s jail food. Don’t taste like nothing. Like nothing is how it tastes.” Some of the basic 
things experts tell us about human brains in general—e.g., that every brain is wired differently, that 
stressed-out brains have a hard time learning, and that vision tends to be the strongest of human 
senses115 (for sighted people)—illuminates why traumatized youth confined within institutional settings 
might struggle to heal, much less flourish. Everything from standardized clothing, to monotonous 
schedules, to the color of paint on the wall might convey how little their individuality matters. In the 
words of one group of scholars, juvenile prisons in particular “communicate to young people constantly 
and in a variety of ways that they are dangerous, feared, worthless, and have no real future.”116    
 Like so many teens who become entangled with the justice system, the character Kelly from The 
Car Thief gets in trouble not because he’s a “bad kid,” but because of his desperate and impulsive 
behavior (e.g., running away, jumping a fence, stealing a car, etc.). Despite neuroscientific evidence 
corroborating what most parents of teens have already discovered—e.g., that adolescent minds tend to 
be more rebellious and risk-prone than prudent and judicious—the juvenile justice system tends to 



 

 20 

operate with what one scholar critically refers to as the “evil doer” theory of criminal behavior. This 
theory assumes that youth engage in illicit behavior because they are deliberately and freely choosing to 
do something wrong—i.e., that their choices are fully conscious and intentional. But social 
psychological and cognitive neuroscience research “challenge[s] the notion that most human behavior is 
guided directly by conscious deliberation or intentionality,”117 suggesting instead that a youth’s behavior 
is influenced by various aspects of their social environment, cultural conditioning, and personal 
histories. Since these influences are not fully conscious, they call into question the idea of “free will” 
and the assumption that poor decisions are “freely chosen.”118 When I described this research to one of 
the girls in our group who was blaming herself for making “bad choices,” she became curious. So I 
asked her: “What if the ‘bad’ choices you made were based on your best effort to survive, using 
everything you knew and had learned up to that point in your life?” She immediately grasped the 
implications of the research and responded with a rare hint of a smile.   
 In The Car Thief and in nonfiction alike, redemption begins when an adult takes a genuine 
interest in Kelly’s well-being and their connection becomes a source of healing. And yet, as scholars, 
activists, and many juvenile justice professionals point out, such relationships are precisely what the 
current system fails to adequately provide. For healthy development, justice-involved youth need stable, 
trustworthy, mentoring relationships with compassionate adults; and they need educational opportunities 
to develop critical thinking, emotional intelligence, and vocational aspirations. But rather than providing 
a context for growth and healing, the controlling, punitive culture of some facilities can “exacerbate the 
trauma that most confined youth have already experienced and reinforce poor choices and impulsive 
behavior.”119 Many teenagers who land in the system come from family situations and/or traumatic 
circumstances that make them acutely sensitive to precisely the kinds of environmental triggers that are 
notoriously common in institutional settings, including “long periods of isolation; harsh, sterile 
surroundings; bright lights; a constant din; and a near-constant threat of violence.”120 Some experts 
caution that confinement in a youth facility—which many youth experience as punishing—“may itself 
be retraumatizing, eliciting feelings of loss of control, and triggering memories and reactions of prior 
trauma.”121 
 

THE ROLE OF INDIVIDUAL COMPLEX TRAUMA & MORAL INJURY 
I’ve already touched on the collective damage inflicted by historical trauma and its overlap with 
systemic oppression, but at least 90%122 of justice-involved youth, including those who are white, suffer 
the direct impact of such trauma on a very personal level. Many youth who engage in criminal behavior 
have survived repeated threats to their own lives and/or to the lives of people close to them. In the words 
of one of the Black boys in our group: “I remember getting shot at. I remember picking up my first gun.” 
While not all of the youth we worked with wrote about violence, most either mentioned or talked about 
loved ones who had died: a grandparent, sibling, auntie, cousin, friend, and/or parent. Several spoke of 
parents who had spent years in prison or addicted to drugs. On top of such losses, many justice-involved 
youth have experienced betrayals of trust from caregivers, and/or emotional, physical and/or sexual 
abuse. In fact, the majority of justice-involved youth have histories of complex trauma, meaning that 
they have endured multiple, compounding, and often long-standing forms of violation that will disrupt 
their healthy physical, mental, and emotional development for years to come.123 Any just approach to 
juvenile justice must take these histories seriously and provide youth with opportunities to heal.  
 A compassionate approach to justice understands that young people may respond to their 
traumatic experiences by adopting “a survival code of behavior”:  
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The experience of complex trauma violates the social contract that lies at the heart of societal 
laws and structures: the unspoken contract that says that good deeds and behavior are rewarded, 
that perpetrating harm should and will be punished, and that maintaining order is mutually 
beneficial. For youth who have experienced repeated violence, violation, exploitation, rejection, 
and abandonment in their homes, schools, and communities, safety and justice seem impossible 
to obtain. As a result, the rubric of survival (“What do I have to do to survive?”) is likely to 
trump legality (“Is this behavior appropriate within the laws of my community and 
society?”).124 

  
Unfortunately, having a high “survival IQ” does not typically translate into wise decision making. 
Instead, youth who adopt a “survival of the fittest” method for coping with (or avoiding) complex 
trauma struggle with reflecting before acting. They also have a hard time paying attention, dealing 
constructively with difficult emotions (including rage, loss, anxiety, and hopelessness), setting and 
achieving positive goals, managing adversity and setbacks, building and maintaining mutually trusting 
and nurturing relationships, respecting rules and authority, and recognizing their own worth.125  
 While girls in the juvenile system report more traumatic histories than boys, it’s hard to know if 
that’s because our culture tends to grant girls more permission to talk about painful experiences. What is 
clear is that male youth have the burden of navigating toxic masculinity, which is a way of naming a 
rigid set of cultural expectations about what it means to be a man.126 These expectations, which center 
on the suppression of feelings and behaviors associated with “femininity” and (by proxy) vulnerability 
and weakness, encourage and reward males for controlling behaviors and muzzling emotions (with the 
exception of anger and aggression). The imperative to be a man ensures that trauma will never be 
spoken, that painful emotions will be censored and remain unexamined. The impact of toxic masculinity 
on the males participating in our group was hard to miss, especially at the beginning of our time 
together. Though I encouraged them to take off their metaphorical masks, the pressure to be (or appear) 
“coolin” was palpable. By the end of July, however, all of the boys had shared painful parts of stories of 
struggle with us. They talked and wrote about experiences of loss, regret, and hope in ways that made it 
abundantly clear that they had not lost touch with the more tender parts of themselves. Maggie, Heather 
and I hoped that the opportunities to discuss and write about their life experiences might create a venue 
for them to give voice to the difficult situations and feelings they had survived, since, to paraphrase 
trauma expert Bessel van der Kolk, what can’t be spoken can’t be healed.127  
 Unmetabolized, the kind of complex trauma that many justice-involved youth have experienced  
short-circuits healthy development for young people of all genders, creating challenges at school and 
difficulties with friendships and family, and making them more prone to substance abuse and other kinds 
of risky or reckless behavior (truancy, running away, sexual promiscuity, etc.). According to the 
Complex Trauma Treatment Network, what may look on the surface like a young person’s defiant, 
apathetic, or hostile attitude, and what might appear to be their flagrant disregard for safety and/or laws, 
may actually mask an effort to deny trauma or to pre-empt additional distress and violation.128 A 2012 
report from the Attorney General’s National Task Force on Children Exposed to Violence came to a 
similar conclusion:  
 
 Many youth in the justice system appear angry, defiant, or indifferent, but actually they  
 are fearful, depressed, and lonely. They hurt emotionally and feel powerless, abandoned,   
 and subject to double standards by adults in their lives and in ‘the system.’ These children  
 are often viewed by the system as beyond hope and uncontrollable, labeled as    
 ‘oppositional,’ ‘willfully irresponsible,’ or ‘unreachable.’ What appears to be intentional   
 defiance and aggression, however, is often a defense against the despair and    
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 hopelessness that violence has caused in these children’s lives. When the justice system   
 responds with punishment, these children may be pushed further into the juvenile and   
 criminal justice systems and permanently lost to their families and society.129 
 
 To understand a teenager’s harmful behavior as an expression of their will to survive—rather 
than as rooted in some inherent “delinquency”—is to relocate their “badness” from individual character 
to broad social, cultural, and historical patterns. This shift complicates both our understanding of youth 
in the system and of morality. A crucial take-away from our research is that justice-involved youth are 
not “bad kids,” much less “evil doers.” Rather, they are victims of a matrix of historical and complex 
trauma, systemic injustices, and mental health struggles, who, lacking adequate ways to deal with their 
suffering, tragically passed their unresolved pain on to others. What many would perceive as their 
“immoral” behavior, in our eyes, masks the deeper moral injuries inflicted on them through their 
exposure to unethical circumstances and systems designed and perpetuated by people with privilege.  
 “Moral injury” is a helpful way of naming the harm that happens to a person when they 
experience, witness, or do something they know in their heart is wrong.130 A youth can be morally 
injured, for example, by experiencing physical abuse, by watching someone else experience abuse, or by 
abusing someone. Such experiences are certainly traumatic in that they pose a threat to someone’s 
safety, wellbeing, and even survival; but they are also morally damaging since, as we have seen, they 
can destroy a youth’s self-understanding as a “good person.” Whereas PTSD tends to generate painful 
feelings of anxiety, horror, and helplessness, moral injury tends to instill a sense of shame, guilt, and 
anger.131 While there’s a definite overlap between traumatic experiences and those in which one’s 
conscience is damaged, the category of moral injury illuminates some aspects of traumatic experiences 
that PTSD diagnoses tend to miss.132 For example, moral injury helps explain why war veterans have 
higher rates of suicidality, substance abuse, and domestic violence. Similarly, the levels of suicidality 
among youth in juvenile facilities is alarmingly high—with 11,000 of them engaging in suicidal 
behavior every year.133 Someone whose moral conscience has been seriously compromised may struggle 
to find a reason to continue living and/or may resort to self-harm or violating others in an effort to avoid 
the excruciating pain of owning what they have done, seen, or experienced. Considering the impact of 
moral injury helps us understand the psychology of those who perpetrate harm by elaborating the wise 
adage that hurt people hurt people. When your own conscience has been violated—whether by 
something you saw or did, or something someone did to you—it’s easy to lose faith in your own worth 
and capacity for good behavior. And when that happens, it’s easy for your own moral compass to 
malfunction.134  
   A punishing approach to juvenile justice fails to acknowledge the multiple layers of suffering 
that those who enter the system have already experienced. Until that suffering is intentionally addressed, 
and until youth offenders have opportunities to transform that suffering, there can be neither justice nor 
healing. Both justice and healing depend on taking seriously the unjustly painful places from which 
justice-involved youth come and their diverse needs, gifts, energies, hopes, and creative potential. In her 
TEDx Talk, Black educator Donna Dukes keenly observes that  
 
 Life is only precious to those who believe success is possible, and critically at-risk youth 
 don’t…because in order to believe success is possible, you have to have dreams. In order to have 
 dreams, you have to have hope. In order to have hope, you have to feel safe. In order to feel safe, 
 you have to feel loved, valued. And they don’t.135  
 



 

 23 

Duke’s wisdom echoes what we learned from the youth who participated in our project. One young 
Black man summed it up quite well when, in response to our question asking the youth what they most 
need, he said: “We need somebody who care about us. We need somebody who care.” 
  

MOST COMMONLY RECOMMENDED ALTERNATIVE: 
COMMUNITY-BASED PROGRAMS 

Because the most likely context in which a young person will feel valued and loved is not an institution 
but their own home and/or community, the most commonly recommended alternative to the current 
carceral system is a community-based approach. During the past two decades, there’s been a strong push 
by scholars, activists, and even professionals working in the field to “de-incarcerate” youth who get in 
trouble with the law. The suggestion—which is already being implemented across the U.S.—is to 
replace the traditional locked/correctional facilities with system of community resources that justice-
involved youth can access while staying in their homes and communities. In the novel we read, 
Touching Spirit Bear, the idea propelling this alternative is summed up in a community member’s 
comments at a restorative justice circle. Referring to Cole, the teenage boy found guilty of beating a peer 
so badly that the victim became disabled, this community member observes: “He needs a family, not a 
jail.”136   
 The case for community-based alternatives to institutional facilities is compelling. They are 
typically more cost-effective and less disruptive to a young person’s education and to their family and 
community relationships. Evidence suggests that community-based programs improve at-risk youths’ 
well-being, lower aggressive and criminal behavior, and increase their chances for finding employment, 
which in turn decreases the likelihood of recidivism.137 These programs work by matching an individual 
youth’s specific needs with appropriate and supportive services in the community. The youths’ families 
are also connected to community resources designed to help them develop the skills they need to help 
their children turn things around. The National Research Council of the National Academies identifies 
the following programmatic components as essential to well-designed community-based programs: 
 
1. Limiting and structuring contact with antisocial peers and encouraging contact with prosocial peers. 
2. Keeping youth proximate to their communities, which is less disruptive of their developmental 

progress. 
3. Involving parents and ensuring family engagement. 
4. Providing a social context that has ample opportunity and structures for healthy development and 

that provides youth with the tools to deal with negative influences that might be present in the 
settings they will encounter in the future. 

5. Offering opportunities for academic success and activities that contribute to developing decision-
making and critical thinking skills.138  

 
 Those favoring community-based programs call for policy changes to limit which youth can be 
placed in out-of-home facilities.139 Proponents of this model say that the few number of justice-involved 
youth who are not good candidates for community-based programs should be placed in facilities that are 
free of punitive tactics and carceral conditions. They say that regardless of security level, all youth 
facilities should be “treatment intensive” and “developmentally appropriate.” Such facilities should 
encourage supportive relationships between residents and extensively trained and caring staff, and they 
should prioritize keeping youth close to their families and communities—i.e., the people who are most 
likely to care about them in the long run.140 The idea of putting youth who need out-of-home placements 
in facilities located near their families makes sense to us based on how many of the youth we worked 
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with told us they longed to have family members visit them more often (some of their families lived 
several hours away). But based on what they told us, at least some of the youth participating in our 
project did not have home situations that were stable and supportive enough for them to actually live 
with their families. One of the Indigenous girls told us she was relieved not to be back with her family 
and community, and that being at WCRJC was “a gift” because she was “learning so much” and was 
“grateful for the chance to turn [her] life around.” One of the White girls opted to stay longer at WCRJC 
in order to avoid having to go “home” to live with her mother, who she did not feel confident could 
support and care for her. 
 The state of Missouri is considered a role model of success when it comes to a community-based 
approach to juvenile justice. Over thirty years ago now, Missouri closed its youth prisons and replaced 
them with a well-staffed network of smaller “treatment centers” around the state. This system overhaul 
allowed justice-involved youth to receive the therapeutic care they need while living closer to their 
families. While Missouri facilities vary in their level of security, they share a robust focus on trauma-
informed treatment that includes “extensive and ongoing individualized attention,” along with “strong, 
supportive peer and adult relationships.”141 The strength and quality of these relationships motivate 
cooperative behavior among the youth, reducing the need to rely on more punitive methods. 
Additionally, the Missouri Model encourages a homelike, nonpunitive atmosphere within facilities (e.g., 
family-style meals, personal clothing options, sleeping quarters that are more like bedrooms than cells). 
Its treatment programing aims to develop pro-social skills, support educational progress and vocational 
training, and encourage parent-family engagement in ways that connect facilities to communities. 
“Positive youth development also implies that young people have leadership development experiences 
and opportunities to serve and give back to the community.”142 The recidivism rates in Missouri are 
impressive—with only 6.6% of youth re-entering the system and or going to adult prison within three 
years,143 compared to the 70-80% recidivism rate nation-wide. 
 That Missouri’s community-based model is more compassion-based than standard approaches to 
juvenile justice is evident in its reduced reliance on solitary confinement. Euphemistically referred to as 
“time out,” “room confinement,” “special housing,” and so on, solitary confinement is one of the most 
commonly used punitive strategies in juvenile facilities today—despite the fact that international law 
classifies this technique as torture. In fact, there’s ample evidence suggesting that isolating troubled 
youth exacerbates the very mental health challenges with which they already struggle. Even laboratory 
rats are legally protected from being placed in solitary confinement because social isolation was found 
to cause mental illness and change them on a cellular level.144 When Human Rights Watch and the 
American Civil Liberty Union collaborated to study the issue, they encountered incarcerated youth for 
whom isolation induced suicidality and thoughts of self-harm, hallucinations, depression, acute anxiety, 
nightmares and other sleep disturbances, trauma memories, and/or uncontrollable anger. The ironic 
result of solitary confinement is that it tends to deteriorate precisely the interpersonal skills youth need 
to develop in order to pursue healthy relationships.145 Juvenile facilities that use solitary confinement to 
correct or punish their residents’ behavior often argue that this method increases institutional safety and 
security. But some of the safest and most effective juvenile facilities in the U.S. are in Missouri, where 
youth who are struggling with behavior issues have the opportunity to talk with trusted adults within the 
system, who help them to get to the bottom of their misbehavior. The director of a New York facility 
that adopted the Missouri Model and doesn’t use solitary confinement explains: “If I can’t talk to them, 
I’m in the wrong business.” In his view, if strong, supportive, compassionate relationships with youth 
are in place, locking them in their rooms becomes unnecessary.146   
  
 



 

 25 

WITHOUT COMPASSION, YOUTH JUSTICE CAN NEVER BE JUST 
Whether at home, in the community, or in a juvenile facility, caring, compassionate, mutually 
accountable relationships are essential if we want to do more than punish teens who break the law—if 
we want them to take responsibility, grow, heal, and achieve their potential. For this to happen, we must 
understand that young people who engage in harmful behavior do so because they are suffering. A 
compassionate response bears witness to that suffering by recognizing the systemic injustices, historical 
and/or personal traumas, mental health challenges, and moral injuries that lead young people engage in 
harmful actions. We argue that any approach to justice that ignores how these factors shape youth 
offenders’ behaviors is not really just. Alternatively, a compassionate approach supports young people 
in their journey of accountability and healing by providing them resources to explore the origins of their 
behavior, to give voice to their pain and their aspirations, and to develop the self-knowledge and respect 
they need to flourish. What follows is a summary of reasons why we advocate moving beyond a punitive 
approach to juvenile justice, drawing directly on what we’ve learned from youth in the 
mindfulness/compassion group to illustrate those reasons. 
 
1) An approach that feels punishing to youth may miss the chance to nurture their better angels, 
including their innate ability to care deeply about others, which is an essential ingredient for 
accountability and healing. The youth participating in our project allowed us to glimpse their “better 
angels” in our conversations with them and by sharing their writing projects with us.147 One of the Black 
boys, whose chosen alias is “Drake,” revealed his deep capacity to care about others in his detailed 
portrayals of his 5 siblings, each of whom meant something uniquely special to him. Here’s a 
description of Drake’s youngest brother, who he depicted as “the second coming of me”: 
 
 He’s sweet. He’s charming, and when he wants something, the way he asks, you’ll want to give 
 it to him…He’s my little brother so he already has game at 7. He gets messy and plays rough like 
 any other boy at his age. I just want to be around him and teach him because I grew up without 
 my big brother in my life and I don’t want my brothers to feel like they have to look to anybody 
 but me when they are confused or struggle. But he’s goofy, playful, fun, he just reminds me of 
 what I was like as a kid. His laugh is something else and his smile melts hearts. I miss him so 
 much. I talk to him and saw him on ft [Facetime] but I just want to hug him and squeeze him and 
 never let go. He loves legos, cars, ninjas, dinosaurs, video games, outdoors, bikes, scooters, 
 basketball, football, karate, just all of it. And I want to give him just like the rest of my family 
 the world.  
  
In addition to his obvious love for his siblings and mother, Drake spoke and wrote about his profound 
connection with one of his aunties who died. He wrote the following letter/poem to this auntie, which he 
later developed into a heartfelt rap with additional lyrics (too long to quote in their entirety): 
 
 I love you and miss you, I hope you doin better, 
 If you thinking about me I’m trying to get my life together. 
 It hurts me every day known that we separate, 
 But distance don’t matter cuz love is forever. 
 Since you’ve been gone I’ve met a lot of new faces, 
 But I’d give all of it up just to trade places. 
 To get one more day w/you I’d do 100 years, 
 And do a hundred more for everyday you were still here. 
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 If you’re thinking about my mom she’s doing good 
 With every one but you I still feel misunderstood. 
 I got unresolved feelings that won’t never change, 
 I know you disappointed with the ways I tried to cope with pain. 
 They on the outside lookin in my tinted windowpane, 
 I lost the one I loved the most now I can’t feel the same. 
  
 Collectively, the youth articulated love for a wide range of family members—an “energetic” 
little brother, a “gorgeous” niece, an “ambitious, smart” older sister, a “kind and loving” grandmother. 
One of the more quiet and distracted Black boys, who chose the alias “Polo,” expressed love for his 
family through his desire to be forgiven: 
 
 for all the shit I did. Because I did some [messed] up shit in life, I want my mom to forgive me 
 for all the trouble I been in. I want my Dad to forgive me because I didn’t become a basketball 
 star and I was running the streets and being hard head[ed]. I want my whole family and 
 everybody that’s close to me to forgive me. But I can’t keep saying forgive me. I gotta show it 
 and be about it.   
 
Several of the youth wrote about not wanting to let their families down. A Black boy who chose the alias 
“Bicky Boy Beno” talked and wrote about wanting to be a good father to his two young children and 
wanting them to grow up in a “different environment” than the one he had known as a child:  
 
 To my son, Be better than me. Take care of yo moms cause I ain’t takin care of her. Be there for 
 yo sister. I know I’m away right now and not really old enough to know what’s going on. But 
 when daddy come home I’m giv[ing] you and you sister better lives than I ever had. I want you 
 to know I’m always with you even when I’m not cause you a part of me…I want you to forever 
 be strong, baby boy.   
 
The youths’ capacity to care deeply about others was also apparent in their desire to set a good example 
for their younger siblings—a recurring theme especially in the Black boys’ writings. One of them who 
adopted the alias “Gdawg” explained: “I’m doing my best to do good and change my ways so that I can 
be there for my family and be a good role model for my younger siblings. I don’t want to set bad 
examples for them. My family is supportive.” The youths’ capacity for empathy is further illustrated in 
Drake’s description of an interaction with his younger brother:  
 
 My little brother got into a fight and school and instead of coming down on him I talked to him 
 about what happened and why he felt like he needed to do that. My mother used to get in trouble 
 when she was my age so she speaks to me from a place of understanding and teaching. 
 
Like all of us, youth offenders learn to treat others based on the examples of how they have been treated. 
All the more reason to imagine and design compassionate ways to help youth offenders learn from their 
mistakes and heal! The system needs more therapeutic and treatment-focused programs like the one at 
WCRJC—programs that are designed to help youth come to grips with what they’ve done and develop 
their capacity to care about the welfare of others. If we don’t find ways to nurture justice-involved 
youths’ better angels, how will they ever discover and grow the goodness they already possess? How 
will they counter the narrative (in themselves and in the world) that they are just “bad” kids? 
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2) Punishing youth for wrongdoing diverts attention away from the underlying reasons for 
harmful behavior—reasons that need to be identified and processed to promote accountability and 
healing. We are not therapists. But our interactions with the youth led us to believe that most of them 
want others to understand the backstory to their offenses. For example, when Maggie asked the group to 
respond to the following writing prompt—“If someone were to interview you, what question would you 
want them to ask and how would you respond?”—an Indigenous girl with the alias “Big Papa” wrote:  
 
 I would want them to know about my childhood and about my life experiences. About being in 
 JDC most of my teenage years and why I run away. I would talk about my charges and why I did 
 what I did when I did it. I would talk about my siblings and about my physical abuse. I would 
 talk about my brothers dying and how it has affected me. I would talk about my D.I.D. 
 [Dissociative Identity Disorder] and how that’s affected me too…how my medications have 
 affected me…how my mom left me…I’d talk about being raised by drug addicts who abused 
 children…about my Gram getting cancer…about my drug use. I would talk about treatment and 
 my ‘friends’ who have betrayed me.  
 
This is a young woman who wants the world to understand where she’s coming from and to see her as 
something more than a criminal. Her words create a self-portrait of a survivor who wants us to ask not 
what she did, but why she did it. This is a girl who needs to feel seen, cared for, and supported—not 
punished.     
 She’s not the only one. All of the youth talked or wrote about circumstances that contributed to 
their poor choices, including circumstances that were entirely out of their control—e.g., incarcerated 
fathers, histories of sexual abuse, an “ideal” childhood destroyed by a disastrous car accident, 
devastating poverty, drug-addicted parents, the passing of the people who loved them most. Drake was 
not the only Black boy who wrote about the excruciatingly painful death of his favorite auntie (who he 
said was the only person who truly understood him); Polo expressed a similarly catastrophic loss:  
 
 when my auntie passed away, I was doing anything to take the pain away. So I can stop thinking 
 about everything she did for me. Because it made me mad more and more. So what I did to make 
 me feel better: smoking weed and getting money. 
 
Like Polo, several other demonstrated an understanding that their problematic behavior was rooted in 
painful experiences of loss and/or deprivation. Responding to the word “struggle”—one of the writing 
prompts Heather and Maggie gave the group—Bicky Boy Beno wrote: “I ain’t have no bed. I was 
sleeping on the floor. My moms was out [of] the way. Granny did what she could, but bills needed to be 
paid. So I had to live fast to keep food in my stomach.” Most people with privilege have no idea of the 
challenges that justice-involved youth have endured. If we did, we would feel more compassion than 
judgment.  
 The pain of undigested grief permeates the lives of these youth. Gdawg responded to the prompt, 
“Something I’ve Lost,” with the following list: 
 
 I lost a grandma 
 I lost 2 cousin 
 I lost my freedom 
 I lost respect for people 
 I lost my case 
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 I lost my dog… 
 
Unresolved grief saturates Big Papa’s reflection on the meaning of love, which she was initially 
reluctant to share with the group—until Drake offered to read it out loud for her: 
 
 Love 
 Love gives people the advantage to hurt you. Love hurts. It tears you apart piece by piece and it 
 never ends. It makes you go to the edge of the universe for someone who steps on and abuses 
 you constantly. It’s feeling weak and not able to function emotionally by yourself. It’s having to 
 lean on someone else who doesn’t know how to care for you or anybody. It’s fake and 
 controlling. You can go to the edge of the universe for someone and they still won’t deserve you. 
 Love cheats and lies. It throws you on the ground and beats you until you’re drained and then it 
 moves on to someone and repeats in a never ending cycle of misery and hurt. I hate love. Every 
 last thing. 
 
Does this sound like a girl who needs to be punished? Perhaps we can never truly know the profound 
heartache that prompts some youth to engage in destructive behavior, but until we bear witness to this 
anguish, we cannot adequately help young offenders take responsibility and heal. A compassionate 
understanding of justice-involved youth requires us to see how they may be simultaneously “guilty” and 
“innocent.”148 
 
3. Punishing approaches to justice are ill-equipped to nurture young people’s creative potential 
and capacity for growth. Of the three activities we did with the youth, the writing workshop gave us 
the clearest glimpse of their capacity to use the rubble of their lives to imagine something different. 
While the youth responded to our writing exercises with varying levels of enthusiasm, all of them, 
including a few who were less enthusiastic (especially at the beginning of our project), made an effort. 
Some used the writing workshop to develop their skills (with the help of Maggie’s feedback) and give 
voice to various memories and dreams. When Maggie encouraged them to use their five senses to write 
about their favorite part of the day, a White girl with the alias Scarlet created a lucid scene of sunset in 
the summertime:  
  
 The stars are getting ready to shine and twinkle in the eyes of stargazers later that night. There’s 
 the procrastinator who waited till last minute to mow the grass, and a family. Brought 
 together by the sizzling sirloins on the grill. Kids are laughing and running home to get home 
 before the street lights glow…I look at and just pay attention to the here and now, pay 
 attention to every single detail, the color painted in the sky, the blades of green grass floating in 
 the wind…all of the little things that are so easy to ignore in a world that’s always moving so 
 fast, it’s a huge slap in the face to enjoy the little things. 
 
Another White girl, who did not want us to use her alias but who gave us permission to quote her work, 
shared (and performed) a song she wrote. Entitled “The Juvie Rap,” the song creatively depicts and 
resists the monotony of her day-to-day life living in detention: 
 
 Woke up in the morning and I got 
 Some rice crispies it taste like ass 
 But I eat it in a jiffy 
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 Next it’s time to take my meds 
 I ask for tums cuz it taste like Pez 
 
 Now it’s time for my shower 
 I get 7 minutes but I need an hour 
 
 I fill out my check-in then it’s time for school 
 I don’t wanna go but it’s in the rules 
 
 Science English Math and all of that 
 I don’t even care I’m just  
 Waiting for my lunch man 
 
 Finally lunch comes around, my meat 
 Is pink, ain’t it sposed to be brown? 
 Time goes by and it’s time for gym 
 I try to make a basket but it only hit the rim 
 
 Then it’s time for lock down 
 Take a fat nap and dream about 
 Being on soundcloud  
 
 Time goes by now it’s time for supper 
 There’s hair in my green beans 
 Can I get a refund? 
 
 I play some spades and of course I lose 
 Everybody knows this ain’t new news 
 
 Staff told me I lost my extended. They said it’s cuz I  
 Talk too much, should I be offended? 
 
 Nine o’clock comes around and I gotta go to bed. 
 I wake up in the morning do it all over again 
 
It’s hard to convey the innovative sense of rhythm this girl used when she performed this song for us—
with the help of one of the other girls, who provided the beat by tapping the palms of her hand on a desk, 
her imaginary drum.  
 Several of the boys wrote rap music as well, which they proudly performed for us. Whoever 
wrote the song would assume the role of lead rapper, while one or two others (who had memorized all of 
the lyrics) either provided background rhythm and vocals, or rapped alongside the main performer. In 
fact, several of the Black boys had notebooks filled with raps they had written. Clever songs with 
poignant, rhyming lyrics. Passionate songs that seemed to help them digest their painful histories and 
emotions. Ingenious songs that Heather, Maggie, and I wish the rest of the world could hear. 
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 Some of the female youth wrote harrowing poems reflecting on their experiences of childhood 
trauma, isolation, and invisibility. A bi-racial girl who chose the alias “Mae” shared the following poem 
with us: 
 
 Mama wasn’t home 
 so I had to grow up fast 
 3 siblings to take care of 
 had to do it all alone 
 7 years old 
 that ain’t right 
 heard moma screaming 
 so I sat and prayed at night 
 didn’t have no food 
 so we had to wait till school 
 kids started staring 
 but they didn’t know the truth 
 say the wrong thing 
 get beat till you screamed 
 mama acted like she was blind 
 when she could clearly see 
 thought getting taken away 
 meant I was free 
 cause you shouldn’t have to fight for 
 everything you need 
 one thing that really mattered 
 was taken from me 
 but it’s okay cause one day 
 you’ll acknowledge me 
  
Mae’s desire to be seen, loved, and cared for is further evident in another poem she wrote—this one 
about her father: 
 
 You didn’t acknowledge me 
 you never told me you were proud of me 
 you’re supposed to be my dad but you tryna [trying to] be my friend 
 couldn’t even pick up the phone and call me 
 you expect me to just sit there and pretend 
 that you really loved my mom and actually cared 
 but the truth is you were never there 
 people say I’m like you but I disagree  
 cause I would never do half the stuff you did to my family 
 
Not only will the artistic potential among justice-involved youth remain untapped if we fail to provide 
them opportunities to develop their talents, but so will the possibilities for healing through creative 
expression. Without such transformative opportunities, how can we expect the youth to recognize and 
compost their suffering—to use it as fertilizer for new growth? 
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 Youth offenders’ capacity to grow will become stagnant if we don’t water the seeds of their 
potential for change by providing them opportunities for self-reflection. The writing workshop proved to 
be an especially effective method for cultivating and practicing introspection. “I’m at war with myself,” 
Bicky Boy Beno wrote in his journal. “But I finally get the meaning of fighting demons. Up all night 
thinking, just dreaming.” The internal complexity of each youth who participated in our project was 
abundantly clear in their writing. Asked to reflect on the need for forgiveness, a Black boy who called 
himself “Trey” reflected:  
 
 I don’t want nobody to forgive me for the mistakes I made. Did too much to even want 
 forgiveness. I wouldn’t want the offer. I can’t forgive because that’s not me…I don’t want 
 nobody to forgive me so I’m not forgiving. 
 
Despite the tough guy persona these words create, Trey let us glimpse a more empathetic side of himself 
a few pages later when he wrote: “When my brother broke his foot, I damn near felt it in my foot.”  
 The inner complexity of the youth we met is further evident in the words and behavior of one of 
the Black boys who called himself “Papa.” In response to the prompt, “How I’m Changing,” Papa 
wrote: “I’m starting to be polite. I’m starting to use manners. I can control my anger a little now. I’m 
starting to listen better. I’m taking chances in a positive way.” These words would mean little had we 
not seen evidence of these changes: Papa’s participation in the mindfulness/compassion group was 
decidedly more cooperative by the end of July (compared with the beginning of June), and he even 
displayed moments of leadership. During our last formal visit to WCRJC, for example, he reprimanded 
another Black boy for boasting about his toughness rather than responding to a writing prompt. Papa 
told the boy to “stop being so hood!” and get busy writing. However, despite showing signs of growth, 
Papa later became triggered by the same boy he had been encouraging to stay on task, and he ended up 
leaving the group before we concluded our time together.   
 While disappointing, this incident served to remind us that change is both incremental and 
fragile. It also reminded us that the aim of our research was not to function as saviors. Nor was it, to 
paraphrase Maggie, to wrap up our project with a nice neat bow. The lives of the youth we worked with 
are far too complicated, the damage they have survived far too extensive, for fast and easy, neat and tidy 
solutions. Through our project, we bore witness not just to the complexity of the youths’ lives but to 
their creativity and capacity for growth. In the face of such potential, a compassionate approach to youth 
justice prioritizes staying present over achieving perfection.   
 
4. A punishing approach fails to support the hopes and dreams of justice-involved youth dare to 
muster—despite all odds. During our afternoons with the mindfulness/compassion group, we bore 
witness to the youths’ various hopes and dreams. Several of them expressed an aspiration to go to 
college or to obtain some kind of vocational training. An Indigenous girl who called herself Phatz wants 
to be a lawyer or a botanist. Scarlet, who loves to read and write, dreams of becoming a nurse, which 
would allow her to realize her larger life purpose, which she defines as “helping people.” Trey wants to 
go to welding school. Drake says he might try becoming a barber. Bicky Boy Beno aspires to become a 
famous rapper (and Heather, Maggie, and I agree that he has all the talent he needs to do so!).  
 Some of the youth expressed their dreams not simply in terms of educational or vocational 
aspirations, but also as a desire to live comfortably in an environment free of violence. Drake described 
his “dream” by imagining the scene of his entire family gathering in a big house (though “not a 
mansion”), with a pool, basketball court, and plenty of food:  
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 My mom, M[…], Aunty J[…], and my cousin A[…] are all cooking. Greens, cornbread, chicken 
 (grilled or fried), sweet potatoes, mashed potatoes, steak for papa, ribs, baked beans, and pies are 
 all being cooked. We’re somewhere sunny, where there is no violence and I don’t have to worry 
 about my mistakes catching up to me… 
 
Papa expressed a broad range of dreams, from being “the richest man in the world,” to “get[ting] my dad 
out of the hood,” to “be[ing] with my brother playing basketball and riding around the city.” Trey wrote 
about his “dream [of] being free. I dream about being outside…I would love getting out. I would love 
leaving the hood with all my boys.”  
 In different ways, nearly all of the youth were emphatic about their desire to do something with 
their lives that would benefit others—e.g. to provide for their families or their children, to help kids like 
themselves, to challenge racism, to become a positive role model for their younger siblings. More than 
anything, what stands in the way of these youth pursuing and achieving their aspirations is a lack of 
financial resources. A compassionate juvenile justice system would invest in therapeutic resources for 
youth offenders and in education and vocational training, so that when they exit the system they are 
prepared to pursue their dreams beyond “the hood” and to make choices that will enable them to live 
free and flourish. 
  
5. A punishing approach cannot recognize and grow the seeds of wisdom and goodness that 
justice-involved youth already possess. Reading some of the advice the youth offered themselves and 
each other, it’s hard not to wonder whether we are catching glimpses of their neocortexes a few years 
from now, when their brains will have had a chance to mature. What if, between now and then, we gave 
these kids the support and opportunities they need to grow the seeds of wisdom and goodness that are 
already inside them—seeds that haven’t been adequately nurtured and cared for? What if we watered 
their seeds of empathy and self-respect instead of their seeds of revenge and self-judgment? 
 Here’s a piece of wisdom Mae shared about self-respect:  
 
 Self respect isn’t something someone else can give to you. It also isn’t something you can just 
 find on the street and pick up. It’s something that takes time and courage. Some people think 
 self-respect is based on how you act, and that’s right, but that’s only half of it. Self respect is 
 when you look in the mirror and you truly think you’re a beautiful person. You don’t base your 
 self-esteem on what another person says to you. You base it on what you truly think. To me self 
 respect is when you can hear someone call you any name and you just let it blow past you 
 without reacting to it in an outrageous way. I’m not saying it won’t hurt your feelings but part of 
 self respect is to let it hurt your feelings but not letting it take away all your respect for yourself. 
 
Phatz offered the following empathetic advice: “Be kind, you never know what other people are going 
through,” adding that kindness is contagious: “Being kind to someone can make that person be kind to 
someone else.” Some of the other wisdom seeds we collected through the youths’ writing projects 
include: 
 

• “You should never say ‘I love you’ without meaning it” 
• “Strength comes from weakness…from using all of your experiences, hardships, and losses and 

letting them empower you, and encourage you to live better, and stronger…nobody can take 
away your strength” 

• “If you need to calm down, you can count your inhales and exhales” 
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• “Don’t let people get under your skin” 
• “If you happen to get abuse[d] you get as far as you can away from them” 
• “Be strong for any circumstances” 
• “Be yourself” 
• “Push yourself to a higher standard in life” 
• “Don’t let your pain consume you”   
• “Whatever you’re going through will pass and you’ll be stronger from it” 
• “Keep yo head up stay strong and don’t give up on anything, you gone be successful don’t let 

anyone tell you different bro” 
 
We can only help justice-involved youth grow the seeds of wisdom they already possess if we truly see 
the goodness inside them. This is a goodness that cannot be extinguished. As Bryan Stevenson so 
eloquently said, “Each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve ever done.”149 If we believe this, then 
we will seek to understand the suffering surrounding the lives of justice-involved youth. We will strive 
to be present to that suffering and to create opportunities for them to transform their pain and develop 
new habits. And we work to expose and challenge the real sources of their so-called “delinquency.”   
  

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 
Ultimately, a compassionate approach to juvenile justice embodies the kind of “revolution in values” 
that Martin Luther King called for when he came out against the Vietnam War.150 This revolution begins 
with deep listening to what justice-involved youth have to tell us. We’ve got to give them chances to 
reflect on and voice the difficulties they’ve faced in their own lives and to metabolize the pain of those 
experiences so they can interrupt the vicious cycle and stop passing their hurt onto others in an effort to 
find relief from it. We have to reduce our reliance on strategies that feel punishing to youth and instead 
build relationships that nurture their better angels, activate their true “superpowers,” foster their 
creativity and growth, support their hopes and dreams, and water the seeds of their innate wisdom and 
goodness. And we have to start thinking more critically about the origins of young people’s hurtful 
behaviors—the systemic injustices, historical and personal traumas, mental health challenges, and moral 
injuries—until we understand that no child comes out of the womb inclined to harm others.  
 All of us has a role to play in creating a more just juvenile justice system because all of us can 
start applying the ultimate teaching on compassion to youth caught up in this system. That teaching, 
some version of which is found in every spiritual tradition, is to treat others as we want to be treated, 
which means treating justice involve youth the same way we would want our own children, friends, 
brothers, and sisters to be treated.151 Compassion means wanting for them what we want for the people 
we love—opportunities to learn from mistakes, to be able to transform suffering, to develop integrity, 
grow in wisdom, be of service, feel alive and truly flourish—and, compassion means getting to work on 
building a world in which this dream is possible, for everyone. 
 

 
 1 When quoting the youth at WCRJC, I’ve opted to correct punctuation and spelling, while leaving the 
grammar or wording of what they said or wrote intact. So, for example, I’ve changed “i” to “I” and “youre” to 
“you’re,” and I’ve added periods to ends of sentences. But I’ve not changed “yo” to “your”; nor have I changed 
the grammar of a sentence like “we need someone who care” to “we need someone who cares,” because to do so 
eclipses the voices and dialect of the youth as we heard them. I’m grateful to Heather and Maggie for their 
suggestions about this issue. 
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