
‘My biggest concern is the kids’
David Haugh: Derrick Rose’s heartfelt message needed to be heard

Chicago Sports

Placed in a Wisconsin residen-
tial treatment center for youths
withbehavioralandmentalhealth
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 homehe had, frightening
other residents.

Staff called police, and the

youth was charged with criminal
damage to property and disor-
derly conduct, then booked into
the La Crosse County Juvenile
Detention Facility, according to a
police report from thatNovember
2012 incident.

Across the country, including
Illinois, arrests like this have
become commonplace at taxpay-
er-funded facilities that house
juvenile statewardswithhistories

of abuse, as well as low-income
youths with behavioral and men-
tal health problems, an investiga-
tion by the Tribune and North-
western University’s Medill
Watchdog found.

The residential facilities some-
times summoned police to quell
disturbances and investigate re-
ports of extreme violence, from
gang brawls to rape, but law
enforcement officers were also
used as a behavior management
tool as overwhelmed staff strug-
gled to control youths in their
care. The Tribune-Medill team
found that police detained resi-

dents for throwing food, threat-
ening workers, spitting, trying to
run away or pushing back when
employees restrained them.

In many cases, already disad-
vantaged youths acquired crimi-
nal rap sheets or faced court
hearings for actions that were
predictable given their behavioral
andmental health problems.

Nonationaldataexist that track
or categorize arrests of youths at
residential treatment centers. But
records showsomefacilitiesmade
hundreds of calls to police each

By David Jackson and GaryMarx
Tribune reporters

with reporting byMedillWatchdog

Turn to Youth RTC, Page 13
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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

INSIDE: Violence and running away can be documented at residential centers across the U.S., the Tribune and Medill Watchdog found. Above,
15-year-old Desiree waits to be called for lunch at Wolverine Human Services in Vassar, Mich. Story on page 12
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Of 100 freshmen who
start at a Chicago public
high school, about 14 will
graduate from a four-year
college by their mid-20s, a
number that has improved
over time but is still trou-
bling and below the na-
tional average, according to
a report to be released
Tuesday.

College graduation rates
dip even lower for Latino
and African-American stu-
dents from Chicago Public
Schools, and vary greatly
dependingonwhichcollege
students attend, according
to a study by the Consor-
tium on Chicago School
Research at the University
of Chicago.

Thereport isanupdateof
the consortium’s landmark
2006 study that found only
8 percent of CPS students
were obtaining bachelor’s
degrees within 10 years of
starting high school.

The increase in college
completion is driven by an
improving CPS high school
graduation rate — U. of C.
researchers estimate it
reached 73 percent in 2014
— that more closely aligns
with the national average.
More students also are go-
ing straight to a four-year
college, but of that group
there have been only mod-
est gains in college gradua-
tion rates.

Overall, fewer than half
— 49 percent — of CPS
students who go straight to
college graduate within six
years.

“Now we would like to
get people focused on this
next step, which is getting
more students through col-
lege once they’re there,”
said consortium Director
ElaineAllensworth.

Perhaps the most signifi-
cant takeaway from the
report is that students’ suc-
cess varies widely among
the 10 four-year colleges
that enroll the greatest

Grads of
CPS make
strides to
degrees
Colleges may not be
ready to keep them
on track, study finds
By Jodi S. Cohen
and Juan Perez Jr.
Tribune reporters

Turn to CPS, Page 7

Hepaid $17million
Monday— in cash.

With a simple transfer
fromhis bank, a suburban
techmultimillionaire
bought the 89th-floor pent-
house at theTrump Inter-
nationalHotel &Tower,
breaking the record for the
priciest residential real
estate sale inChicago his-
tory.

Sanjay Shah, 46, found-
er andCEOofHoffman
Estates-basedVistex,

closed the dealMonday
afterwhat he described as
nearly two years of negotia-
tions over the 14,260-
square-foot unit, whichhas
five bedrooms and a 360-
degree viewofChicago.

The list pricewas
$32 million. The purchase
eclipsesChicago billionaire
KenGriffin’s 2012 pur-
chase of a condo on the
66th floor of the Park
Tower for $15million.

TheTrumpunit is a raw
spacewith drywall and
concrete floors,marked
with splatters ofwhite
paint. Shah said the circular
unit had “a suggested floor
plan” and that he intends to
knock outwalls.

“I’ve traveled all around

Can you Trump this?
$17M for penthouse

Melissa Harris
Chicago Confidential

Turn to Penthouse, Page 8

Indonesian prosecutors saidMonday they’ll likely
decide by year’s end if chargeswill be brought against
HeatherMack,19, andTommySchaefer, 21, of OakPark,
in the slaying ofMack’smother on the island of Bali.
The couplewere briefly reunited in a small cellwhile
waiting to be transferred to the custody of Indonesian
prosecutors earlier in the day.Chicagoland, Page 5

SONNY TUMBELAKA/GETTY-AFP

Bali slaying suspects reunited

Inquirymay detail agency’s use of so-called enhanced
interrogation techniques. Nation & World, Page 15

U.S. braces for report on CIA tactics

Skilling’s forecast: High 35Low25
Weather page on back ofA+E section
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 15-year-old Desiree waits to be called for lunch at Wolverine 
Human Services in Vassar, Mich.
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Abuses occur across the U.S.
Employees at centers sometimes downplay incidents of harm to 

young residents, public records show 
Tuesday, December 9, 2014

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

Tribune reporter Duaa Eldeib contributed.

Six years after the U.S. Government Accountability Office found that youths were 
beaten and abused inside residential treatment centers across the country, the mis-
treatment and violence continue amid inconsistent oversight by government agen-
cies, an investigation by the Tribune and Northwestern University’s Medill Watch-
dog program has uncovered. 

Police and state monitoring records on more than 100 facilities across the coun-
try revealed about 5,000 runaways since 2011, as well as hundreds of reports of rape, 
sexual abuse and physical assault. Some of the youths who ran committed murders, 
carjackings and other crimes, or fell 
victim to sexual assault and traffick-
ing, government records show. 

Because of strict juvenile privacy 
laws, police and state monitoring 
agencies often fail to share informa-
tion on injuries to youths and to coor-
dinate their child protection efforts. 
Children whose peers beat or abused 
them were often failed again, public 
records show, when some facilities 
filed reports that minimized the vio-
lence or failed to cooperate with po-
lice who were looking into the inci-
dents. 

Ideally, children removed from unsafe homes are surrounded with therapeutic 
care. Families and government officials praise facilities for the instances when they 
have restored and even saved the lives of troubled children. But taxpayer-funded 
facilities that serve juvenile state wards and other disadvantaged youths are coming 
under mounting pressure as government agencies freeze or cut funding even as the 
youths being sent to facilities present increasingly severe behavioral and emotional 
problems, according to facility operators and other experts. 

“Even the best-run places are going to have these incidents of violence,” said 
Clark Peters, an assistant professor at the University of Missouri School of Social 
Work. The tested methods for de-escalating conflicts take training, experience and 
skill, Peters said. “If you’re paying low wages and hiring poorly trained individuals 
practically off the street, that’s not going to happen.” 

‘Counting on that dollar’ 
At the 274-bed campus of cabins run by Wolverine Human Services in Vassar, 

Mich., a 13-year-old boy reported being beaten and choked by older youths. During 
his first weeks at the facility in 2011, fellow residents also cleaned the toilets with 



his toothbrush, poured water on his bedding and smeared feces on his blanket, ac-
cording to a Michigan Department of Human Services report and court testimony 
from a former worker. 

“The kid couldn’t defend himself,” former facility worker Joseph Himmelein 
told Tribune-Medill in an interview, noting that the boy had to avoid violence be-
cause of a brain shunt that made punches to his head potentially life-threatening. 

“Staff is supposed to protect kids. They didn’t protect him,” said now-retired 
state investigator Robert Jones, who investigated that case. 

Jones said Wolverine was one of several Michigan organizations that take in 
youths whom they can’t handle but who bring in hundreds of dollars a day in gov-
ernment funds. “Therein lies the problem,” Jones said. “Everybody has to have the 
child in there for the per-diem rate. They end up figuring or counting more on that 
dollar than actually being able to help kids.” 

When Himmelein and fellow employee Richard Britton reported their concerns 
about the 13-year-old to supervisors, they allege, the facility dismissed his injuries 
as self-harm. After Wolverine laid them off in late 2011, Himmelein and Britton 
sued, alleging that they were let go as retaliation for telling state monitors about the 
13-year-old’s case and other alleged mistreatment. Wolverine denied wrongdoing 
and settled the lawsuit last year. 

Wolverine’s CEO, Judith Wollack, strongly denied that the facility discouraged 
workers from reporting incidents or that Himmelein and Britton were fired for 
contacting state officials. She said the two were among 100 laid off in a staff reduc-
tion. 

State funding for the nonprofit organization has dropped from $40 million to 
$26 million in the last five years. Frontline workers start at a little above $9 an hour, 
and in recent years the facility has seen a 40 percent annual turnover in those cru-
cial employees, Wollack said. 

“We are getting kids coming in with tremendous amount of emotional mental 
problems,” she said. “We do our very, very best to protect kids all the time.” 

Wollack also rejected the findings in the state report, saying the 13-year-old had 
learned to “cry wolf” about being attacked. “He was not being mistreated ... I do 
remember (he) had a big, big mouth. And (he) provoked and provoked and pro-
voked.” 

But she said that over time, staff worked with him and “he did such a complete 
turnaround! That, like he said, ‘I learned to shut my mouth.’ ” 

At the time when the 13-year-old was at the facility, Wollack said, Wolverine’s 
government contracts forced it to accept residents with dangerous backgrounds 
and behavior. But today it can turn away those youths. 

“We’re learning from every experience we have, and we always come out better 
for it,” she said. “I can’t tell you staff report everything all the time like they’re sup-
posed to. But as soon as we know things, it’s handled.” 

Misleading reports 
Erica Heshelman, a former worker at the 135-bed Eau Claire Academy in Wis-

consin, warned reporters not to trust what they read in the incident reports the 
facility is required to send state monitors whenever a resident is hurt or put in jeop-
ardy. 

“I would say any of the IRs that you guys have are total crap,” Heshelman said of 
the hundreds of pages of reports filed by the center since 2011 and collected by the 
Tribune-Medill team. 

“It’s going to be really hard for you to get the truth, because a lot of the IRs are 
just handed back and rewritten,” Heshelman said. 



Current employee Jed Meinen said he was once admonished for a report he 
wrote on an incident that occurred when he was the only worker in the area. 

“I wrote in the incident report that I was single-staffed and was told that I wasn’t 
supposed to write that in there,” Meinen said. “They also told me to leave things out 
like how long it took somebody to come up and respond to an incident.” 

Former crisis staff supervisor Jamero Ames said the practice of modifying inci-
dent reports was one reason he quit working at Eau Claire. “We were encouraged 
to change the IR to make it sound like ... the incident didn’t happen the way it hap-
pened,” Ames said 

Kareena Tulloch, another former worker, said that when she restrained a young 
resident last year with a physical hold, she had worked at Eau Claire only a few 
weeks and had not yet received the mandatory training in using the risky techniques 
safely. In her incident report, Tulloch alleges, she was told to write that the youth 
had been physically redirected, a term that typically means guiding a resident away 
from a problematic location with a touch, as opposed to gripping them in a hold. 

“They had me lie in the report. They had me, like, reword things,” Tulloch said. 
A copy of the incident report examined by the Tribune-Medill team says Tulloch 

physically redirected the resident. The form has a section that should be filled out 
when a restraint is used, but it is blank. 

To outsiders the difference may seem small. But facilities are strongly encour-
aged to reduce the use of physical restraints, which in recent years have been linked 
to injuries and even deaths in centers in Ohio, New York and other states. 

Eau Claire’s corporate owner, the for-profit Clinicare Corporation, said in a state-
ment that “it is not at all our policy to downplay or omit important information, 
and any employee being directed to do so should have reported it to our Human 
Resources Department.” In the initial orientation, staff are trained to notify human 
resources “if they feel uncomfortable being asked to do something on the job or if 
they are experiencing other problems with doing their job,” the company said. 

“If a staff member was instructed to ‘lie,’ that is a clear violation of our policies,” 
the statement said. 
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DOING CHORES: Male residents make their beds in one of the cottages on the Wolverine Human Services campus in 
Vassar, Mich. 
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the facility, Wollack said, Wolverine’s gov-
ernment contracts forced it to accept
residents with dangerous backgrounds and
behavior. But today it can turn away those
youths.

“We’re learning from every experience
wehave, andwe always come out better for
it,” she said. “I can’t tell you staff report
everything all the time like they’re sup-
posed to. But as soon aswe know things, it’s
handled.”

Misleading reports
EricaHeshelman, a formerworker at the

135-bed Eau Claire Academy inWisconsin,
warned reporters not to trust what they
read in the incident reports the facility is
required to send statemonitorswhenever a
resident is hurt or put in jeopardy.

“I would say any of the IRs that you guys
have are total crap,” Heshelman said of the
hundreds of pages of reports filed by the
center since 2011 and collected by the
Tribune-Medill team.

“It’s going to be really hard for you to get
the truth, because a lot of the IRs are just
handed back and rewritten,” Heshelman
said.

Current employee Jed Meinen said he
was once admonished for a report hewrote
on an incident that occurred when he was
the onlyworker in the area.

“I wrote in the incident report that I was
single-staffed and was told that I wasn’t
supposed to write that in there,” Meinen
said. “They also told me to leave things out
like how long it took somebody to come up
and respond to an incident.”

Former crisis staff supervisor Jamero
Ames said the practice of modifying
incident reports was one reason he quit
working at Eau Claire. “We were encour-
aged to change the IR tomake it sound like
... the incident didn’t happen the way it
happened,” Ames said

Kareena Tulloch, another former
worker, said that when she restrained a
young resident last year with a physical
hold, she had worked at Eau Claire only a
few weeks and had not yet received the
mandatory training in using the risky
techniques safely. In her incident report,
Tulloch alleges, she was told to write that
the youth had been physically redirected, a
termthat typicallymeansguidinga resident
away from a problematic location with a
touch, as opposed to gripping them in a
hold.

“They hadme lie in the report. They had
me, like, reword things,” Tulloch said.

A copy of the incident report examined
by the Tribune-Medill team says Tulloch
physically redirected the resident. The
form has a section that should be filled out
when a restraint is used, but it is blank.

To outsiders the difference may seem
small. But facilities are strongly encouraged
to reduce the use of physical restraints,
which in recent years have been linked to
injuries and even deaths in centers in Ohio,
NewYork and other states.

Eau Claire’s corporate owner, the for-

profit Clinicare Corporation, said in a
statement that “it is not at all our policy to
downplay or omit important information,
and any employee being directed to do so
should have reported it to our Human
Resources Department.” In the initial ori-
entation, staff are trained to notify human
resources “if they feel uncomfortable being
asked to do something on the job or if they
are experiencing other problems with
doing their job,” the company said.

“If a staff member was instructed to ‘lie,’
that is a clear violation of our policies,” the
statement said.

Cold, covered inmud
In Ohio, state officials this summer put

the 84-bed Foundations for Living facility
on probation and cut off admissions of new
residents for three months. Earlier in the
year, police had intervened in a near-riot by
residents, and state inspectors found viola-
tions including a case where a poorly
trainedstaffmember injuredayouthduring
a restraint while facility reports down-
played the incident, records show.

“It’s themost stressful job I’ve ever had,”
said former worker Ashley Dewiel, who
said that in her five years at the facility she
suffered bites, punches and stabbings. “I’m
29,andwhenIwakeupinthemorningI feel
like I’m 50.”

Mansfield police Chief Ken Coontz said
his agency conductedmore than80prelim-
inary investigations at Foundations last
year. “They definitely have a turbulent past
... those issues have arisen many, many
times,” Coontz said.

It was the young residents who suffered
most, theTribune-Medill team found.

In September 2012, officials from a
nearby county sent Foundations a 12-year-
old boy who allegedly had been starved by
his guardians. Five months later, a child
welfare worker visited the facility and
foundtheboystandingoutside in30-degree
weather wearing a T-shirt, jeans, socks and
flip-flops, according to a Seneca County
Department of Job and Family Services
report.

Covered in mud and hurting from the
cold, he told the caseworker that his
remaining clothes had been stuffed into a
garbage bag and that other residents threw
rotten cheese and eggs into the bag. He
reported being hit, punched and kicked by
older youths.

One of the boy’s relatives told the
caseworker that she had been informed by
staff that they do not intervene because
children need to learn coping skills, ac-
cording to the county report. The relative
said staff told her: “If someone gets beat up,
that’s the victim’s fault,” the report said.

Officials later removed the boy from
Foundations.

The corporate owner for Foundations,
Universal Health Services, said in a state-
ment that it is not uncommon to correct
deficiencies after state inspections but
added that Foundations is “in good stand-
ing”with government regulators.

Universal disputed the accounts of for-
mer residents and workers, adding that it
cannot comment in detail because of
privacy laws. “We looked into the alleged
incidents that you asked about ... and, in
each case, the facts are very different than
what you are reporting,” the company said.
“Any alleged mistreatment by our staff
would be treated as a serious occurrence
with full disciplinary action including
termination.”

Running away
The Tribune-Medill investigation found

a total of 5,500 police reports of runaways
or missing children from 130 facilities in 11
states. Some of the runway incidents lasted
only hours, but many youths were absent
forweeksornever found.Andseveral led to
high-profile news events in local communi-
ties.

In June of last year, a 13-year-old girl ran
away from The Settlement Home for
Children in Austin, Texas, andwas sexually
assaulted by severalmen,who recorded the
attack on cellphone cameras, according to
court records. Two men were convicted of
sexual assault and sentenced to two-year
prison terms. Police have issued warrants
for three othermenwanted in the attack.

Two weeks later, the girl ran again —
despite being placed on “increased su-
pervision precautions” — and reported
being sexually assaulted at a house party
where she was given alcohol until she
passed out. A man was later convicted of
child rape and sentenced to eight years in
prison, court records show, and the girlwas
moved to another facility.

Also last year, two runaways, ages 15 and
16, from Lives Under Construction Boys
Ranch in Lampe, Mo., allegedly beat and
stabbed to death an elderly Michigan
couplewhowere in theirwinter homenear
the Ozarks facility. A neighbor reported
seeing two boys loading the slain couple’s
car with stolen goods. They face charges
including first-degreemurder.

In other cases, AWOL youths are sexu-
ally victimized or assaulted while others
abuse drugs, steal cars, break into homes
and sell sex in the surrounding communi-
ties as they struggle to surviveon the streets
with nomoney and few skills, the Tribune-
Medill investigation found.

There are complex andpowerful reasons
youths run from residential facilities, said
Rubina Mustafa, a staff attorney at the
Detroit Center for Family Advocacy, a
project of the University of Michigan Law
School.

Manyaredesperately trying to reconnect
with their families, even if theywereabused
there, or to return to their communities,
even if those were unsafe. Others flee the
violence of the facilities. And many foster
children — who were placed in state
protective custody because of abuse and
neglect at home — simply reject the
regimented, institutionalized life thrust
upon them.

“You’re sentenced to be part of this
program,”Mustafa said. “It’s like, ‘What did
I do?Why amIhere?’ They did not feel like
they were at a home, like they were with a
family. They felt like they were being
incarcerated.”

Tribune reporterDuaaEldeib contributed.

dyjackson@tribpub.com
gmarx@tribpub.com

Six years after the U.S. Government
Accountability Office found that youths
were beaten and abused inside residential
treatment centers across the country, the
mistreatment and violence continue amid
inconsistentoversightbygovernmentagen-
cies, an investigation by the Tribune and
Northwestern University’s Medill Watch-
dog programhas uncovered.

Police and state monitoring records on
more than 100 facilities across the country
revealed about 5,000 runaways since 2011,
as well as hundreds of reports of rape,
sexual abuse and physical assault. Some of
the youths who ran committed murders,
carjackings and other crimes, or fell victim
to sexual assault and trafficking, govern-
ment records show.

Because of strict juvenile privacy laws,
police and state monitoring agencies often
fail to share information on injuries to
youths and to coordinate their childprotec-
tion efforts. Children whose peers beat or
abused themwere often failed again, public
records show, when some facilities filed
reports that minimized the violence or
failed to cooperate with police who were
looking into the incidents.

Ideally, children removed from unsafe
homes are surrounded with therapeutic
care. Families and government officials
praise facilities for the instanceswhen they
have restored and even saved the lives of
troubled children. But taxpayer-funded
facilities that serve juvenile statewards and
other disadvantaged youths are coming
under mounting pressure as government
agencies freeze or cut funding even as the
youths being sent to facilities present
increasingly severe behavioral and emo-
tional problems, according to facility opera-
tors and other experts.

“Even the best-run places are going to
have these incidents of violence,” saidClark
Peters, an assistant professor at the Univer-
sity ofMissouri School of SocialWork. The
tested methods for de-escalating conflicts
take training, experience and skill, Peters
said. “If you’re paying lowwages andhiring
poorly trainedindividualspracticallyoff the
street, that’s not going to happen.”

‘Counting on that dollar’
At the 274-bed campus of cabins run by

Wolverine Human Services in Vassar,
Mich., a 13-year-old boy reported being
beaten and choked by older youths. During
his first weeks at the facility in 2011, fellow
residents also cleaned the toilets with his
toothbrush, poured water on his bedding
andsmeared fecesonhisblanket, according
to a Michigan Department of Human
Services report and court testimony from a
formerworker.

“The kid couldn’t defend himself,” for-
mer facilityworker JosephHimmelein told
Tribune-Medill in an interview, noting that
the boy had to avoid violence because of a
brain shunt that made punches to his head
potentially life-threatening.

“Staff is supposed to protect kids. They
didn’t protect him,” said now-retired state
investigatorRobert Jones,who investigated
that case.

Jones said Wolverine was one of several
Michigan organizations that take in youths
whom they can’t handle but who bring in
hundreds of dollars a day in government
funds. “Therein lies the problem,” Jones
said. “Everybody has to have the child in
there for the per-diem rate. They end up
figuring or counting more on that dollar
than actually being able to help kids.”

When Himmelein and fellow employee
Richard Britton reported their concerns
about the 13-year-old to supervisors, they
allege, the facility dismissed his injuries as
self-harm. After Wolverine laid them off in
late 2011, Himmelein and Britton sued,
alleging that they were let go as retaliation
for telling statemonitors about the 13-year-
old’s case and other alleged mistreatment.
Wolverine denied wrongdoing and settled
the lawsuit last year.

Wolverine’s CEO, Judith Wollack,
stronglydeniedthat thefacilitydiscouraged
workers from reporting incidents or that
Himmelein and Britton were fired for
contacting state officials. She said the two
were among 100 laid off in a staff reduction.

State funding for the nonprofit organiza-
tion has dropped from $40 million to
$26 million in the last five years. Frontline
workers start at a little above $9 an hour,
and in recent years the facility has seen a40
percent annual turnover in those crucial
employees,Wollack said.

“We are getting kids coming in with
tremendous amount of emotional mental
problems,” she said. “We do our very, very
best to protect kids all the time.”

Wollack also rejected the findings in the
state report, saying the 13-year-old had
learned to “cry wolf” about being attacked.
“He was not being mistreated ... I do
remember (he) had a big, big mouth. And
(he)provokedandprovokedandprovoked.”

But she said that over time, staff worked
with him and “he did such a complete
turnaround! That, like he said, ‘I learned to
shutmymouth.’ ”

At the time when the 13-year-old was at
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DOING CHORES: Male residents make their beds in one of the cottages on the Wolverine Human Services campus in Vassar, Mich.
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ABUSES OCCUR ACROSS THE U.S.
Employees at centers
sometimes downplay
incidents of harm
to young residents,
public records show

ART CLASS: Youths make decorations out of construction paper at Wolverine Human
Services. “We do our very, very best to protect kids all the time,” said CEO Judith Wollack.
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HOWTHISWASREPORTED
For these stories, 50 interns fromNorth-
westernUniversity’sMedillWatchdog
programworkedwithTribune reporter
David Jackson andMedill Senior Lecturer
FredricN. Tulsky to gather government,
police and statemonitoring reports of
harm to youths at about100 residential
treatment facilities across theU.S. The
teamalso interviewed former residents
and staff, government officials, facility
administrators and childwelfare experts.
MedillWatchdog has published additional
material on itswebsite,medillwatchdog
.org.
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Cold, covered in mud 
In Ohio, state officials this summer put the 84-bed Foundations for Living facil-

ity on probation and cut off admissions of new residents for three months. Earlier 
in the year, police had intervened in a near-riot by residents, and state inspectors 
found violations including a case where a poorly trained staff member injured a 
youth during a restraint while facility reports downplayed the incident, records 
show. 

“It’s the most stressful job I’ve ever had,” said former worker Ashley Dewiel, 
who said that in her five years at the facility she suffered bites, punches and stab-
bings. “I’m 29, and when I wake up in the morning I feel like I’m 50.” 

Mansfield police Chief Ken Coontz said his agency conducted more than 80 pre-
liminary investigations at Foundations last year. “They definitely have a turbulent 
past ... those issues have arisen many, many times,” Coontz said. 

It was the young residents who suffered most, the Tribune-Medill team found. 
In September 2012, officials from a nearby county sent Foundations a 12-year-

old boy who allegedly had been starved by his guardians. Five months later, a child 
welfare worker visited the facility and found the boy standing outside in 30-degree 
weather wearing a T-shirt, jeans, socks and flip-flops, according to a Seneca County 
Department of Job and Family Services report. 

Covered in mud and hurting from the cold, he told the caseworker that his re-
maining clothes had been stuffed into a garbage bag and that other residents threw 
rotten cheese and eggs into the bag. He reported being hit, punched and kicked by 
older youths. 

One of the boy’s relatives told the caseworker that she had been informed by 
staff that they do not intervene because children need to learn coping skills, accord-
ing to the county report. The relative said staff told her: “If someone gets beat up, 
that’s the victim’s fault,” the report said. 

Officials later removed the boy from Foundations. 
The corporate owner for Foundations, Universal Health Services, said in a state-

ment that it is not uncommon to correct deficiencies after state inspections but 
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ART CLASS: Youths make decorations out of construction paper at Wolverine Human Services. “We do our very, very 
best to protect kids all the time,” said CEO Judith Wollack. 
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the facility, Wollack said, Wolverine’s gov-
ernment contracts forced it to accept
residents with dangerous backgrounds and
behavior. But today it can turn away those
youths.

“We’re learning from every experience
wehave, andwe always come out better for
it,” she said. “I can’t tell you staff report
everything all the time like they’re sup-
posed to. But as soon aswe know things, it’s
handled.”

Misleading reports
EricaHeshelman, a formerworker at the

135-bed Eau Claire Academy inWisconsin,
warned reporters not to trust what they
read in the incident reports the facility is
required to send statemonitorswhenever a
resident is hurt or put in jeopardy.

“I would say any of the IRs that you guys
have are total crap,” Heshelman said of the
hundreds of pages of reports filed by the
center since 2011 and collected by the
Tribune-Medill team.

“It’s going to be really hard for you to get
the truth, because a lot of the IRs are just
handed back and rewritten,” Heshelman
said.

Current employee Jed Meinen said he
was once admonished for a report hewrote
on an incident that occurred when he was
the onlyworker in the area.

“I wrote in the incident report that I was
single-staffed and was told that I wasn’t
supposed to write that in there,” Meinen
said. “They also told me to leave things out
like how long it took somebody to come up
and respond to an incident.”

Former crisis staff supervisor Jamero
Ames said the practice of modifying
incident reports was one reason he quit
working at Eau Claire. “We were encour-
aged to change the IR tomake it sound like
... the incident didn’t happen the way it
happened,” Ames said

Kareena Tulloch, another former
worker, said that when she restrained a
young resident last year with a physical
hold, she had worked at Eau Claire only a
few weeks and had not yet received the
mandatory training in using the risky
techniques safely. In her incident report,
Tulloch alleges, she was told to write that
the youth had been physically redirected, a
termthat typicallymeansguidinga resident
away from a problematic location with a
touch, as opposed to gripping them in a
hold.

“They hadme lie in the report. They had
me, like, reword things,” Tulloch said.

A copy of the incident report examined
by the Tribune-Medill team says Tulloch
physically redirected the resident. The
form has a section that should be filled out
when a restraint is used, but it is blank.

To outsiders the difference may seem
small. But facilities are strongly encouraged
to reduce the use of physical restraints,
which in recent years have been linked to
injuries and even deaths in centers in Ohio,
NewYork and other states.

Eau Claire’s corporate owner, the for-

profit Clinicare Corporation, said in a
statement that “it is not at all our policy to
downplay or omit important information,
and any employee being directed to do so
should have reported it to our Human
Resources Department.” In the initial ori-
entation, staff are trained to notify human
resources “if they feel uncomfortable being
asked to do something on the job or if they
are experiencing other problems with
doing their job,” the company said.

“If a staff member was instructed to ‘lie,’
that is a clear violation of our policies,” the
statement said.

Cold, covered inmud
In Ohio, state officials this summer put

the 84-bed Foundations for Living facility
on probation and cut off admissions of new
residents for three months. Earlier in the
year, police had intervened in a near-riot by
residents, and state inspectors found viola-
tions including a case where a poorly
trainedstaffmember injuredayouthduring
a restraint while facility reports down-
played the incident, records show.

“It’s themost stressful job I’ve ever had,”
said former worker Ashley Dewiel, who
said that in her five years at the facility she
suffered bites, punches and stabbings. “I’m
29,andwhenIwakeupinthemorningI feel
like I’m 50.”

Mansfield police Chief Ken Coontz said
his agency conductedmore than80prelim-
inary investigations at Foundations last
year. “They definitely have a turbulent past
... those issues have arisen many, many
times,” Coontz said.

It was the young residents who suffered
most, theTribune-Medill team found.

In September 2012, officials from a
nearby county sent Foundations a 12-year-
old boy who allegedly had been starved by
his guardians. Five months later, a child
welfare worker visited the facility and
foundtheboystandingoutside in30-degree
weather wearing a T-shirt, jeans, socks and
flip-flops, according to a Seneca County
Department of Job and Family Services
report.

Covered in mud and hurting from the
cold, he told the caseworker that his
remaining clothes had been stuffed into a
garbage bag and that other residents threw
rotten cheese and eggs into the bag. He
reported being hit, punched and kicked by
older youths.

One of the boy’s relatives told the
caseworker that she had been informed by
staff that they do not intervene because
children need to learn coping skills, ac-
cording to the county report. The relative
said staff told her: “If someone gets beat up,
that’s the victim’s fault,” the report said.

Officials later removed the boy from
Foundations.

The corporate owner for Foundations,
Universal Health Services, said in a state-
ment that it is not uncommon to correct
deficiencies after state inspections but
added that Foundations is “in good stand-
ing”with government regulators.

Universal disputed the accounts of for-
mer residents and workers, adding that it
cannot comment in detail because of
privacy laws. “We looked into the alleged
incidents that you asked about ... and, in
each case, the facts are very different than
what you are reporting,” the company said.
“Any alleged mistreatment by our staff
would be treated as a serious occurrence
with full disciplinary action including
termination.”

Running away
The Tribune-Medill investigation found

a total of 5,500 police reports of runaways
or missing children from 130 facilities in 11
states. Some of the runway incidents lasted
only hours, but many youths were absent
forweeksornever found.Andseveral led to
high-profile news events in local communi-
ties.

In June of last year, a 13-year-old girl ran
away from The Settlement Home for
Children in Austin, Texas, andwas sexually
assaulted by severalmen,who recorded the
attack on cellphone cameras, according to
court records. Two men were convicted of
sexual assault and sentenced to two-year
prison terms. Police have issued warrants
for three othermenwanted in the attack.

Two weeks later, the girl ran again —
despite being placed on “increased su-
pervision precautions” — and reported
being sexually assaulted at a house party
where she was given alcohol until she
passed out. A man was later convicted of
child rape and sentenced to eight years in
prison, court records show, and the girlwas
moved to another facility.

Also last year, two runaways, ages 15 and
16, from Lives Under Construction Boys
Ranch in Lampe, Mo., allegedly beat and
stabbed to death an elderly Michigan
couplewhowere in theirwinter homenear
the Ozarks facility. A neighbor reported
seeing two boys loading the slain couple’s
car with stolen goods. They face charges
including first-degreemurder.

In other cases, AWOL youths are sexu-
ally victimized or assaulted while others
abuse drugs, steal cars, break into homes
and sell sex in the surrounding communi-
ties as they struggle to surviveon the streets
with nomoney and few skills, the Tribune-
Medill investigation found.

There are complex andpowerful reasons
youths run from residential facilities, said
Rubina Mustafa, a staff attorney at the
Detroit Center for Family Advocacy, a
project of the University of Michigan Law
School.

Manyaredesperately trying to reconnect
with their families, even if theywereabused
there, or to return to their communities,
even if those were unsafe. Others flee the
violence of the facilities. And many foster
children — who were placed in state
protective custody because of abuse and
neglect at home — simply reject the
regimented, institutionalized life thrust
upon them.

“You’re sentenced to be part of this
program,”Mustafa said. “It’s like, ‘What did
I do?Why amIhere?’ They did not feel like
they were at a home, like they were with a
family. They felt like they were being
incarcerated.”

Tribune reporterDuaaEldeib contributed.

dyjackson@tribpub.com
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Six years after the U.S. Government
Accountability Office found that youths
were beaten and abused inside residential
treatment centers across the country, the
mistreatment and violence continue amid
inconsistentoversightbygovernmentagen-
cies, an investigation by the Tribune and
Northwestern University’s Medill Watch-
dog programhas uncovered.

Police and state monitoring records on
more than 100 facilities across the country
revealed about 5,000 runaways since 2011,
as well as hundreds of reports of rape,
sexual abuse and physical assault. Some of
the youths who ran committed murders,
carjackings and other crimes, or fell victim
to sexual assault and trafficking, govern-
ment records show.

Because of strict juvenile privacy laws,
police and state monitoring agencies often
fail to share information on injuries to
youths and to coordinate their childprotec-
tion efforts. Children whose peers beat or
abused themwere often failed again, public
records show, when some facilities filed
reports that minimized the violence or
failed to cooperate with police who were
looking into the incidents.

Ideally, children removed from unsafe
homes are surrounded with therapeutic
care. Families and government officials
praise facilities for the instanceswhen they
have restored and even saved the lives of
troubled children. But taxpayer-funded
facilities that serve juvenile statewards and
other disadvantaged youths are coming
under mounting pressure as government
agencies freeze or cut funding even as the
youths being sent to facilities present
increasingly severe behavioral and emo-
tional problems, according to facility opera-
tors and other experts.

“Even the best-run places are going to
have these incidents of violence,” saidClark
Peters, an assistant professor at the Univer-
sity ofMissouri School of SocialWork. The
tested methods for de-escalating conflicts
take training, experience and skill, Peters
said. “If you’re paying lowwages andhiring
poorly trainedindividualspracticallyoff the
street, that’s not going to happen.”

‘Counting on that dollar’
At the 274-bed campus of cabins run by

Wolverine Human Services in Vassar,
Mich., a 13-year-old boy reported being
beaten and choked by older youths. During
his first weeks at the facility in 2011, fellow
residents also cleaned the toilets with his
toothbrush, poured water on his bedding
andsmeared fecesonhisblanket, according
to a Michigan Department of Human
Services report and court testimony from a
formerworker.

“The kid couldn’t defend himself,” for-
mer facilityworker JosephHimmelein told
Tribune-Medill in an interview, noting that
the boy had to avoid violence because of a
brain shunt that made punches to his head
potentially life-threatening.

“Staff is supposed to protect kids. They
didn’t protect him,” said now-retired state
investigatorRobert Jones,who investigated
that case.

Jones said Wolverine was one of several
Michigan organizations that take in youths
whom they can’t handle but who bring in
hundreds of dollars a day in government
funds. “Therein lies the problem,” Jones
said. “Everybody has to have the child in
there for the per-diem rate. They end up
figuring or counting more on that dollar
than actually being able to help kids.”

When Himmelein and fellow employee
Richard Britton reported their concerns
about the 13-year-old to supervisors, they
allege, the facility dismissed his injuries as
self-harm. After Wolverine laid them off in
late 2011, Himmelein and Britton sued,
alleging that they were let go as retaliation
for telling statemonitors about the 13-year-
old’s case and other alleged mistreatment.
Wolverine denied wrongdoing and settled
the lawsuit last year.

Wolverine’s CEO, Judith Wollack,
stronglydeniedthat thefacilitydiscouraged
workers from reporting incidents or that
Himmelein and Britton were fired for
contacting state officials. She said the two
were among 100 laid off in a staff reduction.

State funding for the nonprofit organiza-
tion has dropped from $40 million to
$26 million in the last five years. Frontline
workers start at a little above $9 an hour,
and in recent years the facility has seen a40
percent annual turnover in those crucial
employees,Wollack said.

“We are getting kids coming in with
tremendous amount of emotional mental
problems,” she said. “We do our very, very
best to protect kids all the time.”

Wollack also rejected the findings in the
state report, saying the 13-year-old had
learned to “cry wolf” about being attacked.
“He was not being mistreated ... I do
remember (he) had a big, big mouth. And
(he)provokedandprovokedandprovoked.”

But she said that over time, staff worked
with him and “he did such a complete
turnaround! That, like he said, ‘I learned to
shutmymouth.’ ”

At the time when the 13-year-old was at
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DOING CHORES: Male residents make their beds in one of the cottages on the Wolverine Human Services campus in Vassar, Mich.
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ABUSES OCCUR ACROSS THE U.S.
Employees at centers
sometimes downplay
incidents of harm
to young residents,
public records show

ART CLASS: Youths make decorations out of construction paper at Wolverine Human
Services. “We do our very, very best to protect kids all the time,” said CEO Judith Wollack.
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HOWTHISWASREPORTED
For these stories, 50 interns fromNorth-
westernUniversity’sMedillWatchdog
programworkedwithTribune reporter
David Jackson andMedill Senior Lecturer
FredricN. Tulsky to gather government,
police and statemonitoring reports of
harm to youths at about100 residential
treatment facilities across theU.S. The
teamalso interviewed former residents
and staff, government officials, facility
administrators and childwelfare experts.
MedillWatchdog has published additional
material on itswebsite,medillwatchdog
.org.
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sion precautions” — and reported being sexually assaulted at a house party where 
she was given alcohol until she passed out. A man was later convicted of child rape 
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nities as they struggle to survive on the streets with no money and few skills, the 
Tribune-Medill investigation found. 
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