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3.4. Other rehabilitation programs and structures  

3.4.1. Wilderness Therapy camps

The first Wilderness Therapy camps were launched in the late 1980’s. At first, they mostly dealt with troubled children from affluent families that could afford the steep tuition of around $ 15,000 for a two-month course.

But nowadays, several States are starting similar programs for sending young offenders to Wilderness Therapy camps as an alternative to other juvenile facilities.
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In general the camps rely on a regime of long and hard hikes, outdoor camping, severe diet and some kind of counseling to force kids to confront their problems. They are not boot camps as such, but the first few days, called “impact” are very difficult.
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Let’s take the example of the Aspen camp in Loa, Utah. It opened in 1989, has a staff of 100 and treats about 250 kids a year. 

Courses start on a Friday.  As soon as they arrive, the kids are outfitted, introduced to their counselors, then have a light meal and right after dark, they go for a long hike. They hike much of Friday night, Saturday and Sunday. When they are allowed to rest, they have to bed down under the stars. Food is scarce (Saturday night’s dinner is two bananas, and Sunday’s is a can of peaches). “Impact” ends on a Monday night, with a hot meal. The aim of this “impact” period is to purge kids of any drugs they may have in their body, and to help counselors control those kids, too tired to answer back. During the two-month course, kids are not allowed to take a single shower, and go through very hard minutely scheduled days.

Advocates of such camps say Wilderness Therapy camps work because, 

when it comes to parenting, Mother Nature has few peers. She’s inspiring; she makes slackers miserable; coping with her many dangers can boost a child’s self-confidence, and – paradoxically, despite these natural threats – she makes kids feel safe. 36

And yet it seems that kids are not always “safe” in those camps, as there have been  three deaths among campers since 1990, prompting most States to put controls on this growing industry. One kid died from a perforated ulcer, and it is said that he had been deprived of food and a sleeping bag even when temperature dropped as low as 25 °F.

Parents whose kids have been sent to those camps have to attend a 4-day weekend part seminar, part wilderness experience, just before the end of their child’s course.

The real effectiveness of those camps has still to be proved, as kids may quickly slip back into trouble as they often do not get intensive follow-up care.

3.4.2. Juvenile detention camps

Juvenile detention camps, also known as juvenile probation camps, are residential facilities for juvenile delinquents, usually owned by County probation departments. They are the very last stop before juvenile jail for repeat or serious offenders. They are called “probation” camps because juveniles sent there must basically spend their period of probation in a strictly supervised institution instead of the community. The reason why they do their probation time outside the community is either they are considered as threats to the community and therefore must be isolated, or the judge has decided that leaving them within the community is not good for them (bad influence of their families or friends).

There is no real national standard, but generalizations concerning the operation of juvenile camps can be made. In most juvenile camps, there are about a hundred or so residents of the same sex. The camps are usually divided into specific blocks in which you will find dormitories, lock-up rooms, canteens, but also normal classrooms. You will also find gymnasiums, basketball courts, football fields and other sports facilities. Residents have access to all basic facilities (excepted while in lock-up confinement). On average there are about 5 staff to 12 residents.

When arriving at camp, offenders have to trade whatever they have on for a kind of uniform they will wear during their time there, and their hair is cropped close to the scalp. They are all dressed the same way so that the kids cannot guess at first sight what gang the others are from. Wearing the same clothes make them belong to the same group, to a certain extent. Of course they are not allowed to talk back to the officers or to throw gang signs.

In general all residents have to meet with the camp psychiatrists, provided by the County, whom they see on a biweekly basis. Incoming kids are evaluated and also have short sessions with other boys on an “as-needed” schedule.

Kids go to classes on mornings and afternoons, five days a week. Teachers are real teachers from the State school system. Kids can also enter sports programs. They may have visitors on Saturdays, Sundays and holidays, but never leave the camp during their “probation” time.

Every boy/girl assigned to a juvenile camp is given, by the judge who hears his/her case, a number of points that he/she must earn before he can be released. A kid can need as many as nine thousand or as few as four thousand points, and he/she must earn them day by day following the rules and keeping a good attitude. A spin on attitude can lose you points as quickly as not doing a homework assignment or talking back to a staff member. Getting into a fight with one of the other kids, for example, is generally the biggest point grabber. 

Each kid has a weekly meeting with a probation officer assigned to his/her case (as happens when probation time is done within the community), with whom they talk about what they did, what they learnt, their daily life in the camp, their relationships with other inmates. Within the camp, different kinds of programs are provided to the kids, like education programs, psychiatric programs, but also chemical dependency treatments. All programs are supposed to be adapted to each case.

3.4.3. The Intensive Aftercare Program (AIP) model 

The project goal is to reduce juvenile recidivism by providing carefully targeted services and counseling to young offenders throughout correctional supervision, prerelease, community reentry, and community supervision. The model stresses collaboration among the juvenile justice system, probation departments and community-based service providers. 

Originally, four States participated in the project: Colorado, Nevada, Virginia and New Jersey. Most of the boys enrolled in this project had appeared before a judge more than three times previously, had dropped out of school, had substance abuse problems and came from dysfunctional families. Youth chosen for the IAP live in specified cottages in correctional facilities. 

Carefully chosen staff assigned to these cottages work closely with each youth’s case management team, which includes parole officials and aftercare providers. Each facility develops a transition plan that meets the needs of the youngster and the jurisdiction. The plan focuses on factors that revolve around family, peers, community and school, and identifies what types of services should be provided to address these areas of the youngster’s life. One objective of the program is to ensure that specialized treatment begun while the juvenile is in confinement continues when he returns to the home community. The services received by juveniles in the IAP include mental health services, drug and alcohol counseling, health-related services, and life skills training. 

Now, experts still have to prove the effectiveness of this program. The IAP has started too recently to allow experts to draw any conclusions. The differences between routine juvenile aftercare and intensive aftercare, as well as their influence on recidivism have still to be evaluated.

3.4.4. Project CRAFT

Developed and initiated by the Home Builders Institute (HBI), the educational arm of the National Association of Home Builders, project CRAFT is a national training program for at-risk youth and adjudicated youth. HBI offers CRAFT to State juvenile justice systems, non-profit organizations and other youth-serving agencies. Its aim is to address youth crime and unemployment and help to reduce recidivism. The program provides these youth with social, personal and vocational skills and employment opportunities to help them achieve economic success and avoid involvement in criminal activities.

The Community Restitution and Apprenticeship Focused Training program, or project CRAFT, was started in 1994 by HBI in three demonstration sites (Bismarck, North Dakota; Nashville, Tennessee; and Sabillasville, Maryland). The program has been replicated in Florida and in Texas.

Project CRAFT offers apprenticeship training and job placement in the home building industry and related occupations for adjudicated youth referred to the program by their State department of juvenile justice. Project CRAFT can be used as a prevention or intervention program or as an alternative to incarceration. Project CRAFT can be implemented in residential juvenile correctional facilities, or it can operate as a community-based program for youth in aftercare. The program works in partnership with private juvenile and correction facilities, juvenile judges, education agencies, community-based organizations and other human service agencies. In some instances, juvenile judges and probation officers refer youth directly to project CRAFT.

HBI’s Project CRAFT model includes ten components: outreach and recruitment; assessment and screening; individualized development plans; case management services; industry-validated training; building industry-related academics; community service; substance abuse treatment; life skills training; community transition and long-term follow-up. 

Students, aged 17 or older, receive apprenticeship certificate training, an industry-validated curriculum, which includes 840 hours of hands-on training and classroom instruction on the use of tools, safety, safety, work habits, and trade-related mathematics. Training focuses on skill achievement; students must master several skills related to the building industry before they are eligible for graduation and job placement. A student’s performance is evaluated weekly by project CRAFT instructors. After graduating from the program, participants are placed in industry-related jobs and receive long-term follow-up services. 

The project was independently evaluated over a 4-year period by Resource Development Group, Inc. of Bowie, Maryland. According to an executive summary published by RDG, project CRAFT has a high rate of job placement for its graduates; by the end of September 1998, 94 of the 140 graduates in the three original demonstration sites had been placed in jobs in the home building industry. The cumulative recidivism rate for students participating in project CRAFT at the three demonstration sites was 26%, which is significantly lower than the national rate of 70%. The recidivism rate at Nashville, TN, was 15% the first year and 5.9% the second year. Project CRAFT has been successful in providing long-term follow-up for juvenile offenders after release and community placement. This helps ensure the adjustment and stability of these offenders after they return to their communities.
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Note: The above photos were taken at the Salesmanship Club Youth Camp, which is a residential wilderness treatment program for boys and girls, in Hawkins, Texas. These photos and many others are available on-line at: <www.salesmanship.com>.

