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Minor misbehavior  
gets youths arrested

 
Struggling to maintain control, some treatment centers call in 

police when young residents spit, throw food or push staff 
Tuesday, December 9, 2014

By David Jackson and Gary Marx, Tribune reporters  
with reporting by Medill Watchdog  

Tribune reporter Duaa Eldeib contributed.

Placed in a Wisconsin residential treatment center for youths with behavioral 
and mental health problems, the teenager ran away for a night to visit his girlfriend. 

He returned the next morning to find the facility doors locked. In a moment of 
anger, the boy broke a window and climbed back into the only home he had, fright-
ening other residents. 

Staff called police, and the youth was charged with criminal damage to property 
and disorderly conduct, then booked into the La Crosse County Juvenile Detention 
Facility, according to a police report from that November 2012 incident. 

Across the country, including Illinois, arrests like this have become common-
place at taxpayer-funded facilities that house juvenile state wards with histories of 
abuse, as well as low-income youths with behavioral and mental health problems, 
an investigation by the Tribune and Northwestern University’s Medill Watchdog 
found. 

The residential facilities sometimes summoned police to quell disturbances and 
investigate reports of extreme violence, from gang brawls to rape, but law enforce-
ment officers were also used as a behavior management tool as overwhelmed staff 
struggled to control youths in their care. The Tribune-Medill team found that po-
lice detained residents for throwing food, threatening workers, spitting, trying to 
run away or pushing back when employees restrained them. 

In many cases, already disadvantaged youths acquired criminal rap sheets or 
faced court hearings for actions that were predictable given their behavioral and 
mental health problems. 

No national data exist that track or categorize arrests of youths at residential 
treatment centers. But records show some facilities made hundreds of calls to po-
lice each year. 

Among Illinois’ roughly 50 residential centers, the median rate of police deten-
tions has spiked tenfold in recent years, according to state Department of Children 
and Family Services data provided to the Tribune under open records laws. To cal-
culate those rates, the department measured the number of times youths were de-
tained by police against the number of youths in a facility’s care each day from 2010 
through 2013. 

Experts say that repeatedly calling in police to restore calm is a sign that a facility 
has inadequate staff, poor training and ineffective programming — or that it is sim-
ply accepting kids it cannot handle. 

“It shouldn’t happen if you have the right kind of kids for your program, and the 
right program for their acting-out behavior,” said Robert Bloom, a former facility 
director who serves on the Illinois Community and Residential Services Authority, 
a state agency dedicated to improving services for youths with mental illnesses. 



Mark Covall, CEO of the National Association of Psychiatric Health Systems, a 
trade group that represents facilities nationally, said of police interventions: “You 
should be putting in place procedures and approaches that minimize that.” 

At the Family and Children’s Center in La Crosse, Wis., where the runaway was 
arrested for breaking back in, 16 residents were detained for disorderly conduct 
from 2011 through 2013. One youth’s alleged crime was trying to push past a staff 
member to go to his room. Another ran outside and made noise in the parking lot. 
And a third threw a chair, breaking a light, and then pulled down a bookcase. Police 
took that boy away even though staff acknowledged he was acting on delusions dur-
ing a mental health crisis. 

Former facility President Mike Boehm acknowledged the apparent unfairness 
but said a growing police presence was inevitable given severe state budget cuts that 
have made it increasingly difficult to hire and retain quality staff. 

“If you go back five years, you would see very few police calls to our residential 
facility — a small, small fraction of what you see today,” said Boehm, who resigned 
last month after 18 years at the center. 

The La Crosse facility can pay direct-care workers a starting hourly wage of only 
about $9.50, he said, and about half of those employees leave within a year because 
the job is exhausting and dangerous. Exacerbating the problem, government re-
cords and interviews show, is the growing number of severely troubled youths that 

state and local authorities across the country send to 
these facilities. 

“We are in a downward spiral of quality and out-
comes and our ability to survive,” Boehm said of resi-
dential youth centers in Wisconsin. “I don’t think it’s 
good that kids who come into residential care don’t 
have a police history or criminal record and when 
they leave they do. I think that’s bad.” 

The pattern of arrests at residential treatment cen-
ters came to light in an unprecedented Tribune-Me-
dill Watchdog investigation that gathered well over 
66,000 pages of police and state monitoring reports 
on more than 100 facilities. 

The records reveal brutality and turbulence inside 
many of the estimated 500 U.S. centers where some 50,000 mostly disadvantaged 
youths are placed for treatment, many of them children whose care is funded by 
government agencies. 

Detailed law enforcement records were available for a subset of 37 facilities in 
nine states. There, young residents were detained by police at least 550 times during 
the three-year period from 2011 through 2013, reporters found. 

In Berea, Ohio, a 17-year-old suicidal resident who broke a window with a chair 
and threatened to cut herself with a 10-inch piece of the shattered glass was charged 
with disorderly conduct and criminal damage before being taken to a local hospital 
for a psychiatric evaluation, police records show. 

Facility owner OhioGuidestone said staff call police only when they can’t calm 
a violent situation. “Charges are rarely filed against our youth unless they are ex-
cessively violent, fail to respond to our attempts to de-escalate them, or repeatedly 
engage in dangerous behavior,” the company said. 

In Georgia, several residents who were defiant and ran away from a Twin Cedars 
Youth & Family Services facility were charged with the status offense of being “un-
governable,” police records show. The facility declined to comment for this story. 

At Bar None Residential Treatment Services in Anoka, Minn., one resident was 
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charged with assault for throwing two carrots at a peer, hitting him on the cheek, 
according to police records. Another youth, who threatened staff and dislocated a 
worker’s thumb when swinging part of a whiteboard, was charged with terroristic 
threats, assault and criminal damage to property. 

Terry Thompson, director of residential services for Volunteers of America-
Minnesota, which runs Bar None, said that “regardless of what a resident is strug-
gling with, we expect them to obey the law. If they are abusive to a staff member, 
our staff always has the right to press charges.” 

In an Indianapolis case, the mother of a boy arrested after a fistfight at a Luther-
an Child and Family Services center complained to administrators that her son had 
been arrested for assault when “he was suppose(d) to have been sent to a safe place 
to work on substance abuse,” according to a 2012 facility report to court officials. 
That facility declined to comment. 

In the Tribune-Medill analysis, one of the centers with the most police inter-
ventions was Foundations for Living in Mansfield, Ohio. From 2011 through 2013, 
there were well over 100 reports of youths detained by police there, including cases 
where residents spit on staff while being restrained, stole cigarettes from a worker’s 
car and pulled the casing off a smoke alarm. 

In about 30 cases when police detained Foundations youths for allegedly attack-
ing staff, police records said there were no injuries. In more than two dozen other 
cases, staff had minor injuries like scrapes and bruises. 

Foundations’ corporate owner, Universal Health Services Inc., said in a written 
statement that the facility strives to avoid police and court interventions but some 
youths are on probation and must be charged “even if we disagree. ... Our practice is 
not to press charges for minor incidents if we believe treatment is the better alter-
native for the patient.” 

In Illinois, a DCFS policy directive says police should never be called into a youth 
residential treatment center “as a form of discipline,” when a child is resisting re-
straint or seclusion, or “to control the environment.” 

But at the Youth Farm residential center in Peoria, which provides care to chil-
dren with emotional and behavioral problems, an 18-year-old female resident was 
handcuffed and booked at the county jail for aggravated battery after she shoved a 
teacher with open hands while running from a classroom. 

The teacher had no injuries, according to the police report. 
When a 21-year-old Youth Farm resident said he was going to shoot a peer, police 

handcuffed him and arrested him for aggravated assault and disorderly conduct, 
although the only potential weapon they found was a video game system. 

Youth Farm officials said in a statement that they could not comment on either 
case because of juvenile privacy protections but added: “It is our policy to work with 
youth to learn to cope with stressful situations in healthy and safe ways ... which we 
cannot do if the youth are incarcerated.” 

Across Illinois, wards were detained by police or charged with a crime 2,495 
times from 2011 through 2013 while under the care of state residential centers, ac-
cording to data provided by DCFS. About a quarter of Illinois’ facilities had no po-
lice detentions, but a handful had rates far above the statewide median. 

In 2009, the facility with by far the highest rate of detentions was the Catho-
lic Children’s Home in the historic Mississippi River town of Alton. Juvenile state 
wards were detained by police that year at more than 20 times the median rate for 
the state, the data show. 

Under its contract with DCFS at the time, the Catholic home had no choice but 
to accept wards with severe behavior disorders and criminal backgrounds. But that 
“no decline” policy came under scrutiny after three residents went AWOL in No-



vember 2009 and choked and beat a local woman, then stuffed her into the trunk of 
her car. 

“It was flashing in my head: I am going to die right now,” recalled that victim, 
video producer Christina Geisen, then 35. 

Geisen managed to pull herself out of her car trunk only to have the attackers 
pound her down to the cobblestone street. “I started screaming as loud as I could. ... 
I remember seeing bricks, my feet, then everything going dark.” 

Neighbors heard Geisen’s screams and called 911. Police quickly rounded up 
the fleeing assailants. Not long after that, a female jogger was accosted and groped 
by another runaway from the Catholic home. The facility soon stopped accepting 
wards with severe behavior disorders and felony records. 

In recent years, the Catholic home’s rate of police detentions dropped signifi-
cantly. But problems persisted, according to a Tribune-Medill review of 55 deten-
tions of residents and day students at the facility’s therapeutic school from 2011 
through mid-2013. In well over half of those cases, Madison County prosecutors 
declined to bring charges or local authorities refused to jail the youth, calling into 
question whether police intervention was needed. 

In one 2011 case, an employee had separated two youths arguing over a card 
game when one boy reached over the worker’s shoulder and struck the other with 
an open hand. There were no injuries. Police were called when one of the boys over-
turned chairs and wouldn’t calm down, but prosecutors did not file charges. 

The same year, two students at the facility’s therapeutic day school were threat-
ening to fight when a teacher stepped between them. According to a police report, 
one student held his fist a few inches from the teacher’s chin and said: “Get out 
of my way or I’ll hit you.” She wrapped him in a bear hug and escorted him to the 
counselor’s office. The boy was taken into custody for aggravated assault but re-
leased after the detention center declined to accept him, police records show. 

Steve Roach, executive director for Catholic Charities in the Roman Catholic Di-
ocese of Springfield, which runs the home, said he could not comment on specific 
cases because of privacy restrictions but said the spike in arrests took place during 
“a very specific time period” of three to four years before the facility ended its no-
decline contract with DCFS. 

“We were receiving children that should not have come there. ... We had notified 
DCFS repeatedly about the extreme behaviors of kids that we believe shouldn’t be 
placed there, but we were having difficulty getting them re-placed at other facili-
ties,” Roach said. 

Staff try to reduce police involvement by therapeutically addressing the emo-
tional traumas that fuel youths’ outbursts, he said, adding that the facility has helped 
thousands in its 130-year history. “You can be successful with some kids, and some 
kids who are not appropriately placed at the children’s home, it doesn’t work with 
them,” Roach said. 

“Clearly if children break the law, we believe they should be held accountable for 
that,” he said, but added: “We try not to use the police department as an extension 
of our program.” 

HOW THIS WAS REPORTED 
For these stories, 50 interns from Northwestern University’s Medill Watchdog pro-
gram worked with Tribune reporter David Jackson and Medill Senior Lecturer Fredric 
N. Tulsky to gather government, police and state monitoring reports of harm to youths 
at about 100 residential treatment facilities across the U.S. The team also interviewed 
former residents and staff, government officials, facility administrators and child wel-
fare experts. Medill Watchdog has published additional material on its website, medill-
watchdog.org.


