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Taken to safe place, 
kids abused again 

The Tribune uncovers rape reports at a residential facility 
promising treatment for children who suffered sex abuse 
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The 19-year-old lay awake at night, dreading the moment when his roommate 
would call to him from the bunk below. 

There, in the dark, the roommate would utter his name, then force him to per-
form sexual acts, the 19-year-old eventually told police. 

“Just do it because staff won’t know, and I will hurt you if you don’t do it,” the 
roommate, who was 18, would say, according to a police report. 

Mentally disabled with an IQ of 50, the 19-year-old state ward is kind and friend-
ly, his older brother says, a guy whose ideal afternoon centers on playing basketball. 

He endured six months of abuse, records show. In February, a staff member came 
across him being groped by the roommate. But it would be at least two more days 
before the boys were finally separated and state child protection authorities and 
police were called, government records show. 

Like so many youths sent to Indian Oaks Academy, the 19-year-old was a victim 
of sexual abuse when he arrived. The 112-bed residential treatment center in Man-
teno, Ill. — about 50 miles southwest of Chicago — describes itself as a nationally 
recognized program that specializes in providing a safe environment for treating 
youths who have endured sexual attacks or victimized others. 

But a Tribune investigation found that in a shocking number of cases, vulnerable 
and traumatized youths were sent to the facility for help only to be hurt again. 

In all, the Tribune identified 17 cases of alleged sexual assault or abuse of youths 
under Indian Oaks’ care during a 2 ½-year period starting in September 2011. The 
total number of alleged attacks is larger because some reports, including that of the 
mentally disabled 19-year-old, involve multiple incidents. 

What happens in Indian Oaks and other residential centers is cloaked in the pri-
vacy protections for youth, but the Tribune used court and police records, confiden-
tial child welfare files and interviews with former staff and residents to reveal the 
failures at the facility. 

Youths with histories of predatory sexual behavior were loosely supervised even 
as reports piled up that they preyed on weaker residents. 

In at least seven of the 17 cases, facility administrators waited a day or longer be-
fore notifying police of sexual abuse allegations, records show, even though experts 
say such cases should be reported and investigated immediately. The facility waited 
nine days in one of those cases — in August 2012, when a 13-year-old boy was alleg-
edly raped by a 17-year-old, police records show. 

And in an eighth case, the facility made no police report at all. 
In nearly half of the 17 cases, Indian Oaks staff told police that they had inter-

viewed the youths and considered the sexual incidents consensual. The alleged vic-
tim in one of those cases was only 14, while two others were 15 — well under Illinois’ 
legal age of consent, 17. The alleged perpetrators were 18 in two of the cases and 17 
in the third. 



“They keep it hush-hush,” Marsha Dailey, who worked at Indian Oaks for five 
years before leaving last year, told the Tribune. “(The kids) go to the doctor, get 
checked for STDs and then it’s brushed under the carpet.” 

Characterizing sex involving an underage youth as consensual can be especially 
damaging to children with histories of sexual trauma, said Kathleen Coulborn Fall-
er, a University of Michigan professor who studies child sexual abuse. “That really 
reinforces the child’s view that they’re culpable when they’re not,” she said. 

Other alleged victims at Indian Oaks had severe cognitive impairments, raising 
questions about whether they could consent. 

For the mentally disabled 19-year-old, the nighttime abuse in his room wasn’t the 
only torment he endured. He also reported being sexually abused on five occasions 
by a second resident who “threatened him and bullied him” not to tell, according to 
a police report. 

“I was shocked,” his brother told the Tribune. “He just told me something bad 
happened to him. He said it was sexual.” 

Charges were not filed in the 19-year-old’s case. The two alleged attackers stayed 
at Indian Oaks but were moved to different programs, records show. 

For kids placed in state protective custody because they were harmed in their 
birth or foster homes, sexual attacks and mishandled investigations at residential 
facilities represent one more shattered promise, said Char Rivette, executive direc-
tor of Chicago Children’s Advocacy Center. 

“The kids need to know that no matter what happened to them in the past, they’re 
safe there,” Rivette said. “Imagine the violation. You’ve already been through a dif-
ficult past. You go to residential and you’re told you will be safe, and you’re not safe.” 

Indian Oaks is run by Nexus, a Minnesota-based nonprofit that last year took 
in about $20 million in Illi-
nois state contracts to house 
and treat state wards and 
disadvantaged youths at the 
Manteno facility and a 96-bed 
residential and group home 
campus nearby, records from 
the state comptroller show. 

Indian Oaks Executive Di-
rector Mike Chavers, who 
has worked at the facility for 
20 years and took over as ex-
ecutive director in 2007, ac-
knowledged that staff in some 
cases failed to adequately su-
pervise dangerous residents 
and missed signs of abuse. 

But he said an ongoing $14 million remodel of the campus and more intensive 
staff training have gone a long way in transforming the facility and making it safer. 
In March, he said, most residents moved into new cottages with individual bed-
rooms and surveillance cameras in the common areas; youths are not sleeping three 
or four to a room anymore. 

“It’s no longer a program, it’s a home,” he said. “I don’t want these kids to be for-
gotten or thrown away.” 

Chavers provided few specifics about the cases identified by the Tribune, saying 
confidentiality restrictions “prohibit public access to all extenuating circumstanc-
es.” Still he said all reports of sexual encounters are thoroughly investigated by po-
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TAKEN TO SAFE PLACE,
KIDS ABUSED AGAIN
The Tribune uncovers rape reports at a residential facility
promising treatment for children who suffered sex abuse

SEEKING SANCTUARY: Some residents from Indian Oaks Academy in Manteno, Ill., ran to a nearby abandoned building and spent hours dancing,
doing drugs, having sex — knowing facility staff wouldn’t go after them. A teen attempted suicide there by eating shards of glass, records show.
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found that in a shocking number
of cases, vulnerable and trauma-
tized youths were sent to the
facility for help only to be hurt
again.

In all, the Tribune identified 17
cases of alleged sexual assault or
abuse of youths under Indian
Oaks’ care during a 21⁄2-year
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SEEKING SANCTUARY: Some residents from Indian Oaks Academy 
in Manteno, Ill., ran to a nearby abandoned building and spent hours 
dancing, doing drugs, having sex — knowing facility staff wouldn’t go 
after them. A teen attempted suicide there by eating shards of glass, 
records show.



lice, Department of Children and Family Services and Indian Oaks. 
“We do take these things seriously,” he said. 
He also cautioned: “We will have failures in the future too. But our commitment 

is to learn from these and do better for our kids.” 
The facility works with sexually abused youths who can behave in ways that put 

others at risk, Chavers said. “The fact is, these are adolescents who are sexual beings 
and creatures.” 

But, he said, “even if it’s normal development, it still shouldn’t happen here.” 
One failure that Chavers said sparked a series of difficult staff meetings and led 

to heightened awareness about monitoring came after the 19-year-old stepped for-
ward to describe the abuse he suffered. 

Chavers said longtime facility workers questioned themselves and each other: 
“ ‘How did we let this happen?’ They had a good, solid team ... and they missed it.” 

He added: “Heartbreaking is the only word that I can put with that.” 

An unsafe haven 
Youths sent to Indian Oaks are a special population. About 90 percent are state 

wards — male and female — who survived a traumatic childhood beset by abuse, 
neglect and often sexual victimization. 

Many of them share a past marked by years of disappointment in and harm by 
the adults who were supposed to care for them: a mother who could not escape the 
hold of drugs, a father sent to prison, a family friend who took advantage when oth-
ers had their backs turned. 

DCFS and other officials often place those wards — many of them from Chicago 
— in Indian Oaks in the hopes that the rural location will provide a respite from the 
lawlessness and temptations of city streets. 

Data show that the state relies on the facility as its primary placement for youths 
with sexual problems; Indian Oaks served more of these teens than any other resi-
dential center or group home from 2011 to 2013. The waiting list can span months, 
Chavers said. 

Judging from the facility performance measures used by DCFS, Indian Oaks is 
doing a good job. But the measures track how long juvenile state wards are at a facil-
ity and whether they successfully stay in a less restrictive group or foster home for 
90 days after being discharged — not whether they are safe while in residential care. 

At Indian Oaks, the Tribune investigation found violence inside the facility often 
forced vulnerable children to fend for themselves. 

Residents brandished fire extinguishers, metal chairs and even desktop comput-
ers as weapons, according to police reports and Unusual Incident Reports sent to 
DCFS. Brawls ended in trips to the hospital. One girl was pulled out of a room by her 
hair. Another girl stomped on a peer’s face and kicked her while she was being re-
strained by staff. Still another resident was bullied to the point of attempting suicide 
by choking herself with the cord from an MP3 player. 

Davonlesha Calloway, a former Indian Oaks resident, said the physical restraint 
holds used by staff to restore order would spark flashbacks of the terrifying sexual 
assaults she endured as a child — the abuse that put her in DCFS care. Chavers said 
facility staff use restraints as infrequently and respectfully as possible. 

“It made me want to isolate myself and sit in the dark,” said Calloway, who now 
lives in a foster home. “I felt like DCFS, they take us out of the bad situation and put 
us in a worser situation.” 

Eager to flee, residents hurled bricks and pieces of broken furniture through the 
facility’s windows. They passed notes to each other and slipped out through the un-
locked and loosely guarded doors. Earlier this year, a 17-year-old girl went AWOL, 
running barefoot on a freezing February night. Her frostbite was so severe that she 



was temporarily in a wheelchair. 
There were other consequences. 
In a September 2011 incident, three boys and a mentally disabled 17-year-old girl 

ran from the facility and vanished into nearby cornfields. Their plan was to hide 
until morning and then keep running. But before morning dawned, one of the boys 
allegedly climbed on top of the girl, pulled off her clothes and raped her, the 17-year-
old told police.

“I told him not to,” she said to police. A second boy held her down during the 
episode, according to police records. 

When the girl returned to Indian Oaks “dirty and disoriented,” she was crying 
and “had corn in her hair,” a former employee told the Tribune. Police found red 
marks on her neck. But at trial, the boys were found not guilty. They returned to 
Indian Oaks — as did the girl. 

Angelique Borden, who spent nearly five years at the facility beginning in 2007, 
said the male residents often pressured the girls to go AWOL. “They were trying to 
get the girls to go on run with them to have sex,” said Borden, now 22, who was a 
victim of childhood sexual abuse. 

Many youths ran to an abandoned building across the street — a massive, asbes-
tos-infested structure with rotting ceilings and floors that stands as one of the few 
reminders that Indian Oaks occupies the grounds of a former state psychiatric asy-
lum. Youths, some of them sex offenders, would have sex with fellow residents on 
the cold floor or in the darkened basement, records and interviews show. 

Last November, a 15-year-old girl told an Indian Oaks employee she had gone 
with an 18-year-old fellow resident to the abandoned building and had sex with him 
there. 

The employee called police, telling them: “Kids are always going into it,” accord-
ing to a brief police report on the call. The employee said she would give the girl a 
pregnancy test and added that the sex was consensual. No officer came to the facil-
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LIFE AFTER INDIAN OAKS: Former resident Angelique Borden, right, buys groceries with a friend. Borden lives in her 
own apartment, works as a hotel maid and also does part-time factory work. She said the facility’s male residents often 
urged girls to go AWOL. 



ity to investigate. 
Calloway was another teen who went to the abandoned building to have sex with 

an older resident; she says he was 18. She was 14 and worried he could be put in jail 
if any adults found out. 

According to a subsequent police report, Indian Oaks staff reported this as a 
“consensual sexual incident that occurred between two DCFS wards.” 

Some of the runaways make the 5-mile trek to truck stops along Interstate 57 in 
hopes of trading sex for a ride to Chicago, where many have family. 

“The kids will do anything to get out of the area,” said Lt. Chad Gessner of the 
Kankakee County Sheriff’s Office, who also serves on an Indian Oaks community 
advisory committee. “When they’re on their own, they’re going to do whatever they 
need. If it’s offering up sex to get a ride, they don’t care.” 

Youths run away from Indian Oaks so often that police said they are accustomed 
to shining their spotlights into the cornfields and above the fences of unsuspecting 
neighbors. 

“When you have sex offenders on the run, that’s not good for anybody,” Gessner 
said. “That’s a danger to society.” 

Single-family homes with landscaped yards line the nearby streets. Neighbor 
Wayne Riner spoke of how his wife fears for her safety every time she sees an Indian 
Oaks runaway dart by. 

“It bothers her,” he said, adding that he would never have moved to the area had 
he known how distressing it would be to see the youths running past their home. 

Weaknesses in the system 
The case of 18-year-old Shawn Basner is emblematic of just how easily Indian 

Oaks youths can lure and attack peers in isolated areas like a vacant bathroom or 
closet. 

When Basner arrived at Indian Oaks, he was a registered sex offender who 
had already faced a 2012 sexual abuse charge from his time at Lutherbrook Child 
and Adolescent Center, a residential facility in DuPage County, according to court 
records. In that case, Basner allegedly sodomized a younger resident in a facility 
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AWAITING TRIAL: Former Indian Oaks resident Joseph LaFan was charged with sexually assaulting a younger boy at the 
center last year. LaFan allegedly raped him while wielding a box cutter and a brick, according to court and police records.



weight room, then lied to police by telling them he was the victim, court records 
show. 

Less than a year later at Indian Oaks, Basner was accused of cornering a 17-year-
old in a bathroom, pressing a needlelike object against his back and threatening to 
stab him, according to a police report. He allegedly ordered the youth to disrobe, 
then raped him. 

“Again, it was a breakdown in supervision,” Chavers said. 
Basner was not charged in that July 2013 case, records show. 
Then in March of this year, Basner sexually abused a younger resident, this time 

in a cleaning closet. Although both residents described the acts as consensual, Bas-
ner told police he knew the victim was a minor and said “it was wrong,” according 
to police records. 

Basner was charged with criminal sexual abuse, which prompted DuPage au-
thorities to ask for resentencing. In October, he pleaded guilty to the charge at In-
dian Oaks and began serving a two-year prison sentence in the DuPage County case. 

“The kids show us the weaknesses in our system,” Chavers said. “It’s up to us to 
decide how we are going to learn from it.” 

A ward of the state who had suffered childhood sexual and physical abuse, Bas-
ner told the Tribune that he felt Indian Oaks provided little effective therapy or 
supervision. 

“It’s really easy to do what you want to do there. ... There’ll be different times that 
there’ll be only a couple staff and they’ll be extremely busy, and that’s when two 
clients can sneak into a bathroom or go on run,” he said. From 
inside Stateville prison, Basner said he is now working with a 
chaplain to end the cycle of abuse that turned him from victim 
to perpetrator. 

“I am trying to throw the past behind me. I don’t want to 
live out the past,” he said. 

The Tribune found only one other Indian Oaks resident 
charged in a sexual assault case since 2011. Last year Joseph 
LaFan, then 18, allegedly took a box cutter from a closet, 
forced a younger boy to go outside, then allegedly raped him 
while wielding the box cutter and a brick, covering his vic-
tim’s mouth to prevent him from calling for help, according to 
court and police records. 

LaFan pleaded not guilty to felony sexual assault and abuse 
charges. At a September hearing, he stood silently in his or-
ange jumpsuit and black-rimmed glasses, his hands shackled, as the judge set an-
other date for his case. 

Kimberley Donald, the Kankakee County public defender who represents LaFan, 
said no rape took place and added that she was surprised LaFan was prosecuted for 
alleged sexual conduct that so often goes without consequences at Indian Oaks. 

“I just don’t know why Joseph was singled out,” said Donald, a former prosecu-
tor. “It’s odd because I know sexual activity occurs among residents. I don’t know 
why Joseph was charged as opposed to other people.” 

Experts and advocates for exploited children say the protocol is simple when a 
child reports being abused at a facility like Indian Oaks: Immediately take the al-
leged victim to a neutral, nonthreatening area to be questioned by a trained forensic 
investigator. 

That would eliminate any possibility that facility staff could try to protect them-
selves or their employers by coaching the youth to downplay what occurred. And 
it avoids having multiple people question the victim, which could muddy his or her 



account or re-traumatize the youth. 
The Tribune found no signs in records or interviews that such a policy is in place 

at Indian Oaks. 
Chavers said the facility calls police and DCFS, but it is up to those agencies — not 

Indian Oaks — to contact a trained, independent investigator. While he said such an 
investigator “appears to be consistently involved where there is evidence of a sexual 
assault,” he could not list a specific number of cases. 

DCFS acting Director Bobbie Gregg said she presumed that independent inves-
tigators were frequently used. 

“I was not aware that this was an issue. ... That’s something we should look at,” 
Gregg said. While she saw the problem as one of limited resources, Gregg said: “Our 
primary responsibility to each one of our children is to keep them safe, and so deci-
sions should be made on the child’s safety.” 

Hearing from reporters about the repeated incidents of sexual abuse at Indian 
Oaks, Gregg added: “Obviously, it’s distressing that that happened.” 

‘Will they believe me?’ 
Among the most disturbing of the 17 cases examined by the Tribune were two 

reports of sexual misconduct by male employees. 
In 2012, resident Nancy Rivera, then 17, waited 16 days before alleging that a facil-

ity employee had raped her on a couch in a common room. 
“In my head I’m like, ‘Should I tell? Will they believe me? He’s been here a long 

time,’ ” Rivera, now 20, told the Tribune. 
Police did not find DNA evidence, and no charges were filed. The employee was 

placed on administrative leave during Indian Oaks’ internal investigation, Chavers 
said, but the staffer denied the allegations and eventually returned to work. 

For Rivera, that outcome was crushing. “I’ve been abused and raped as a little 
girl,” she said, “I went to Indian Oaks to deal with my trauma and behavior and my 
anger towards life — and then this happened.” 

Chavers stands by the facility’s handling of the case, saying there was not enough 
evidence to find the allegation credible. “We didn’t have reason to terminate,” Chav-
ers said. 

In a second case, a 17-year-old female resident reported to an Indian Oaks super-
visor in 2013 that an employee had approached her about “hooking up” to have sex 
when she was discharged, according to a subsequent police report. 

Indian Oaks completed an internal investigation and determined that her com-
plaint was unfounded, according to the police report. The employee, who was more 
than a decade older, was told to stay away from the girl. 

A month later, records show, the girl again sought help from the Indian Oaks su-
pervisor, saying she wanted pregnancy and STD testing because the employee had 
sex with her twice. 

This time, the facility contacted police. An Indian Oaks supervisor told them the 
girl said the sexual incidents were consensual, records show. The employee was not 
charged. 

Chavers said Indian Oaks officials placed the employee on administrative leave 
while they completed an internal investigation, then fired him. 


