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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Risk and Resilience: Girls‘ Experiences Navigating Space and Relationships  

in a Secure Residential Facility 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine how adolescent girls with 

diagnosed learning and emotional disabilities described themselves as they negotiated 

various environments and relationships within a secure residential facility.  The goal was 

to explore how conditions and interactions in these environments promoted both risk and 

resiliency. 

 Eight girls aged 13 to 18 years old were studied.  Four girls were African 

American and four were Caucasian. Interviews were conducted utilizing a self-portrait 

interviewing technique (Harter & Monsour, 1992; Wright, 2004, 2006).  This 

interviewing technique asked the girls to generate six descriptors of themselves in each of 

three identified microsystems (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979) consisting of the 

classroom, the cafeteria and the residential unit.  The girls ranked their descriptors as 

most, less, and least important and placed them on the self-portrait organizer.  The 

portrait was used to generate conversation about the characteristics of each environment 

to determine what made them feel positive or negative in that setting.  Additional data 

were collected through observations of the girls in the school and residential settings, 

record reviews, interviews with school staff and an examination of documented school 

policies.  ATLAS.ti was used to manage, code and compare data. 

 The results of the study suggested that resiliency- and risk-promoting factors were 

articulated as feelings of connectedness and powerlessness.  Connectedness was 

expressed through positive self-descriptors that aligned with caring relationships with 

peers and staff within the facility.  In contrast, powerlessness was articulated through 
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negative self-descriptors that aligned with poor relationships.  Experiences such as high-

quality classroom lessons and meaningful relationships with teachers and staff fostered 

resiliency and provided the girls with healthy interactions.  Examples of risk-promoting 

factors were boredom in the classroom, the restrictiveness of the setting, negative staff 

interactions, or witnessing fights.  These experiences exacerbated their mental health 

challenges.  The identification of resiliency-promoting factors is crucial to any reform 

effort within the research site and can also be used to plan programming at similar sites in 

other jurisdictions.  Additionally, it is important to identify risk-promoting factors in 

order to reduce the severity of the effects and to develop interventions to eliminate them. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Overview 

 Females are entering the juvenile justice system at alarming rates, and there has 

been public discussion revolving around the new violent female offender (Chesney-Lind 

& Paramore, 2001). In 2008, 30% of juvenile arrests were arrests of females under the 

age of 18, and between 1999 and 2008 arrests of juvenile females generally decreased 

less than male arrests in most offense categories (Puzzanchera, 2009, p. 8). In some 

categories, such as simple assault, disorderly conduct and larceny-theft, female arrests 

increased whereas male arrests decreased. The most dramatic shift at the national level in 

the juvenile detention population has been the increase of females charged with 

committing person offenses, which include simple and aggravated assault, robbery, rape, 

and homicide (Harms, 2003; Hockenberry, 2009). During the 1985–2005 period there 

was a 108% increase in the overall delinquency caseload for females, and there was a 

247% increase in the number of females charged with person offenses, as opposed to a 

104% increase for males (Hockenberry; Sickmund, 2009). In 2003, females accounted for 

15% of juveniles in residential placement, and the majority (45%) were in detention 

centers as compared with 37% of male juvenile offenders (Snyder & Sickmund, p. 14). In 

addition, the girls in residential placement in 2003 tended to be younger than the boys, 

with 46% of females being younger than 15 compared with 33% of the males. The 

numbers show that girls are detained at higher rates than boys, but the reasons behind this 

harsher treatment rests on the ideologies held by the juvenile justice system. Paternalism, 

or the notion that the state must protect girls from the dangers of sexual experimentation 
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and the evils of the world, is often implemented as a system of control, and is one that 

leads to some form of detention, rather than a day-treatment program (Belknap, 2001; 

Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004).  

 The intricacies of these increasing arrest rates cannot be disengaged from 

society‘s concept of gender, for there is a long history in the juvenile justice system 

purporting that girls must be saved from themselves and from immoral sexual conduct 

(e.g., Alexander, 1995; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Robinson, 2005). ―Convinced 

that unruly adolescent females posed a grave moral danger to themselves, their families, 

and society, the state sought to foil their efforts at self-definition‖ (Alexander, p. 150). In 

an attempt at impartiality, current practices in the juvenile criminal justice system enforce 

an inequitable status quo, based upon male standards, that further oppresses girls—

especially girls of color, those from low socioeconomic status, and those with histories of 

abuse (e.g., Belknap, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Shelden). Equality is practiced by enforcing 

the law from a male standard, and ―Since this orientation does not change the role of 

gender in prison life or corrections, female prisoners receive the worst of both worlds‖ 

(Covington & Bloom, 2003, ¶ 17). As the lives of these girls are better understood, 

juvenile justice practitioners and researchers can begin to assemble an improved 

construct not only of the offenses, but of the precipitators of such offenses. This in turn 

can begin the process of informing policy and improving the services for girls in need of 

programs designed to meet their needs and build on their strengths in order to thwart 

criminal activity and reduce recidivism.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 The literature on juvenile delinquency is over a century old, but little attention has 

been paid to girls‘ offending, and girls‘ victimization has historically been trivialized 

(Bloom & Covington, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004). One reason for this is that 

criminology has traditionally attracted male scholars who wanted to understand male 

criminals and male victimization. In addition, there tends to be societal agreement that 

crimes committed by girls do not pose much of a risk to public safety (Covington & 

Bloom, 2003). When female criminality was considered in the research literature, 

scholars often used criminological theories supported by studies of men and boys to 

explain women‘s and girls‘ offending (Chesney-Lind & Shelden; Covington & Bloom). 

As theories of female criminality were developed, the focus on causation was often 

biological or sexual, blatantly sexist, and without empirical support (Covington & 

Bloom; Chesney-Lind & Shelden). For example, between 1900 and 1930 the New York 

criminal court system dealing with girls adhered to ―exceedingly broad definitions of 

sexual delinquency and prostitution, and its commitment to sexual control were never 

challenged in a substantive way by court-affiliated psychiatric social workers and 

psychologists‖ (Alexander, 1995, p. 65). The major sociological and criminological 

theories of juvenile delinquency were therefore formulated with only the most simplistic 

appreciation of sex, if it was considered at all. Hence, the importance of gender and the 

impact that sexual orientation, race, and class have upon gender have only recently been 

used to inform criminological and sociological theories of delinquency (e.g., Burgess-

Proctor, 2006; MacDonald & Chesney-Lind, 2001; Matthews & Hubbard, 2008).  



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

4 

 Gender is now viewed by some as the complex system of behaviors associated 

with the terms masculinity and femininity, which are socially constructed from relations 

of dominance and inequality between males and females (Belknap, 2001; Chesney-Lind 

& Shelden, 2004, p. 98; Goodkind, 2005). This is in large part due to feminist critical 

thought and feminist scholars who have been steadfast in their exploration of the 

intricacies of gender, race, and socioeconomic status in relation to the lives of girls and 

women (e.g., Chesney-Lind & Shelden; Bloom & Covington, 1998; Covington & Bloom, 

2001; Goodkind). Furthermore, the critique of the juvenile justice system as a means of 

girls‘ oppression has been essential, for ―these actions have historically served to 

reinforce the obedience of all young women to demands of patriarchal authority, no 

matter how abusive and arbitrary‖ (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, p. 99). In this light, the 

notion of ―gender-neutral‖ becomes inherently male oriented and, therefore, not 

responsive to the needs of girls and women. Scholars have utilized new paradigms and 

constructions of knowledge to push this theory into practice by insisting on specific 

gender-specific services to capture and acknowledge the social reality that female 

offenders ―may have different economic needs, may have been victimized, and may in 

other ways be in different situations than male defendants‖ (Covington & Bloom, 2001, ¶ 

19). Most programs for girls are based on, or merely replicate, programs for boys. Or, the 

programming focus is on treating the causes of the girls‘ distress, rather than addressing 

the underlying structural problems of inequality and poverty (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 

p. 284). Gender-specific services are designed to acknowledge that effective 

programming for girls is more involved than merely separating girls from boys and 

providing the same interventions; it is a construct that is deeply rooted in both how girls‘ 
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construct their reality and how society defines femininity. However, the existence of 

programs based upon the tenets of gender-specific services is limited, and most facilities 

tend to treat boys and girls in the same manner.  

 Research on the characteristics of girls in the juvenile justice system showed that 

in 2008, 56% of the arrests for runaways were girls with 32% of these girls being under 

the age of 15 (Puzzanchera, 2009, p. 3). Consistently, there were higher levels of home 

abuse, both physical and sexual, for delinquent girls when compared with delinquent 

boys (Loper, 2000). Acoca (1999) also noted that victimization often initiates a young 

girl‘s entrance into the juvenile delinquency system, with a high percentage of the girls 

entering the system as runaways who are fleeing an abusive home life. There is a dearth 

of studies focused on effective programming for girls, due in part to the fact that the 

majority of delinquency prevention programs are co-ed, and single-sex programs for boys 

far outnumber the programs for girls (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004). Another 

stumbling block is the juvenile justice system‘s lack of interest concerning the special 

needs of girls. A report from the U.S. General Accounting Office (1995) that surveyed 

juvenile justice officials and service providers noted that interviewees stated that ―status 

offenders did not need gender-specific treatment or services, except for gynecological 

services and prenatal care for females‖ (p. 19). . 

 The notion that girls are victims must also be examined. Girls, and especially girls 

of color, those of low socioeconomic status, and those with disabilities, do face many 

risks. Focusing on risks can inform policy and help to identify those with the greatest risk 

for school and society failure. Nevertheless, concentrating on strengths is a better way to 

build ―programs and services that empower girls and students with disabilities, that build 
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on their strengths and resilience, rather than to ‗fix‘ them or ‗fit‘ them into the male or 

nondisabled norm‖ (Rousso & Wehmeyer, p. 4). Therefore, understanding risks and 

acknowledging victimization is important, but developing programs based on strength 

and resilience in a gender-specific framework is a better way to help girls embroiled in 

the juvenile justice system move beyond victimization and risk toward healing and 

healthy lifestyles (e.g., Benard, 2004; Rousso & Wehmeyer). 

 The social constructs that lay the foundation on which our girls‘ programs are 

built must be examined; otherwise ―the result is a simplistic approach that does not ask 

why the system developed this way, what its goals are, or whose goals they are‖ 

(Goodkind, 2005, p. 63). There is a gap in the literature on girls in the juvenile justice 

system that describes how they negotiate relationships and environments and identify 

their resilient characteristics while in secure residential facilities. In closing this gap, this 

study discovers the girls‘ relational elements of self and investigates the environments 

they navigate in a secure residential facility in order to identify how these conditions 

foster and hinder the development of their strengths. This study contributes to the body of 

knowledge regarding girls in secured juvenile settings by providing an examination of 

how girls make meaning of experiences in their environment. The study also identifies 

how girls understand self and recognize resilient factors within themselves that are 

fostered or hindered by the environments they must negotiate. The findings can be 

utilized within the research site itself and by others who serve girls in trouble. 

 

Purpose and Research Questions 

 

I was unable to find a model in the literature that meshes the study of risk and 

resilience within an ecological-transactional model in order to examine the lives of girls 
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with diagnosed learning and emotional disabilities residing in a secure residential facility. 

This qualitative study aimed to discover the girls‘ relational elements of self and 

investigate the environments they navigate to better understand how these conditions 

foster and hinder the development of their strengths. In order to address the 

aforementioned gaps in the literature, this study was guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. How do the girls‘ descriptions of self vary for the different environments 

within the secure residential facility? 

2. How do relationships with other residents and staff vary in the different 

environments within the secure residential facility? 

3. How do girls negotiate the varying relationships within the environments 

at the secure residential facility? 

4. How do the different environments support and/or inhibit resiliency for 

these girls? 

Potential Significance 

 There is a scarcity of programming for girls at risk for delinquency and those 

within the juvenile justice system. Therefore, programmatic changes are necessary and 

research in this area is imperative if services for girls are going to be recognized, 

developed, and implemented. In order to effectively reduce recidivism and enhance the 

lives of girls in the juvenile justice system, programs must be developed that are modeled 

after evidence-based practices. This is challenging because intervention programs for 

both boys and girls are scarce. The situation for girls is even more problematic, for 

researchers and practitioners have only recently begun to examine the needs of girls and 



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

8 

evaluate effective interventions based on what we know about girls outside of a 

comparative framework with boys (e.g., Belknap, 2001; Bloom & Covington, 1998; 

Bloom & Covington, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Goodkind, 2005; Loper, 

2000). A better understanding of how girls with diagnosed disabilities negotiate 

relationships and environments in a secure residential facility can contribute to the 

literature on girls in the juvenile justice system by documenting their firsthand 

experiences in a qualitative framework. It can also provide research that contributes to 

improving practice, advancing policy, and furthering research in this critical field. 

Theoretical Framework 

Ecological-transactional developmental model. Bronfenbrenner‘s (1977, 1979) 

ecological model posits that an individual is part of an environment that consists of 

various nested levels of intimacy, similar in concept to Russian dolls. However, the 

nested levels in an ecological framework interact and change over time. For example, a 

particular setting, such as a classroom, is the microsystem within which an individual is 

situated at a particular time. This setting is encompassed by the mesosystem, which is the 

interaction of two or more microsystems, such as the classroom, an after-school peer 

group, and/or family. The exosystem is the subsequent nested level that impacts an 

individual, although s/he is not an active participant within this level. The exosystem 

consists of formal and informal constructs, such as mass media and governmental 

agencies (Bronfenbrenner). The macrosystem encompasses all the aforementioned 

systems and is the most abstract in construction. The macrosystem tends to be informal 

and implicit, i.e., it is cultural in nature and affects the ideologies of particular cultural 

groups. For example, the way in which gender is constructed and perceived in the United 
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States is an example of a macrosystem cultural pattern. The other systems are concrete, or 

explicit, manifestations of macrosystem beliefs. This theoretical framework will be 

utilized to examine the environments and relationships girls must traverse within a secure 

residential facility. Various microsystems within the facility, such as the classroom, the 

cafeteria, and the residential unit interact at the mesosystem level, and each microsystem 

is posited to have both potentiating (risk promoting) and compensatory (risk decreasing) 

factors (Cicchetti & Lynch, 1993; Cicchetti & Toth, 1998). The notion of transactions, or 

interactions and reciprocal relationships among systems, coupled with the exploration of 

potentiating and compensatory factors, is well-suited to the study of the risk and 

resiliency characteristics of girls who must navigate various environments and 

relationships in a secure residential facility for girls and boys with both learning and 

emotional disabilities. 

Risk and resiliency. Risk factors are those things in a girl‘s life, such as sexual 

abuse or poverty, that are used as predictors of undesired outcomes (Mullis, Cornille, 

Mullis, & Huber, 2004). This notion equates to Wolin and Wolin‘s (1993) damage 

model, whereby children in toxic families are viewed as vulnerable and helpless (p. 13). 

In essence, an individual may cope with familial risk factors, but these ultimately lead to 

a survivor who ―is no better off than his or her troubled parents‖ (Wolin & Wolin, p. 13). 

Under this risk, or damage model, interventions are fashioned to understand the risks and 

repair them. Wolin and Wolin note that this model had limitations, for it did not help 

survivors identify how to maintain healthy relationships, and this model often led 

survivors into a Victim‘s Trap. The Victim‘s Trap bounds individuals to their helpless 

and victimized past, such as blaming parents for acts that could never be changed. In this 
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trap, an individual becomes caught in a cycle of continual fault-finding, and this view 

―diverted survivors away from the hard work of change‖ (Wolin & Wolin, p. 14). Wolin 

and Wolin promoted a challenge model, by which resiliencies were identified and built 

upon to promote psychological well-being. It is the interplay of damages (risks) and 

challenges (resiliencies) that must be evaluated to help individuals overcome hardships 

during their development. Wolin and Wolin posit that damages, such as an alcoholic 

parent, also present an individual with challenges to rebound from harm. Damage does 

not disappear completely, but when challenged to utilize elements of self that are 

different from one‘s troubled family, an individual can limit damage and promote growth 

and well-being (Wolin & Wolin, p. 16). Utilizing a framework that recognizes both risks 

and resiliencies within a secure residential facility will allow for a rich examination of the 

environments girls with disabilities must navigate on a daily basis in a secure residential 

facility. This will lend itself to an exploration of whether or not damage is being 

sustained or challenged by the girls‘ interactions at the facility. 

The construction of the self: A developmental model of self-representation. 

Adolescence is a time when individuals become increasingly cognizant of the opinions of 

others in varying contexts (Harter, 1999; Harter & Monsour, 1992). This developmental 

shift is most often explained in developmental literature by an individual‘s cognitive 

advances, which lead to the ability to abstract, and by increased socialization pressures 

(Fischer, 1980; Harter; Harter & Monsour). Therefore, self-representation data in the 

form of self-portraits have revealed complex selves across different environments and 

among different relationships (e.g., Harter; Harter & Monsour; Wright, 2004, 2006). By 

utilizing the adolescent self-portrait, the girls in this study will be able to identify how 
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they define themselves in varying contexts and in various relationships within the secure 

residential facility. The identification of conflicting selves can lead to a rich conversation 

regarding contexts that facilitate resiliency or promote risk. 

Summary of Methodology 

 This research will be a qualitative study that will allow me to investigate in-depth 

how girls negotiate relationships and environments in a secure residential facility, and it 

will enable me to identify resiliency factors that are often overlooked in the literature on 

girls in trouble. I interviewed participants based upon administrator input and 

identification. Data were collected via semistructured interviews utilizing Harter and 

Monsour‘s (1992) self-portrait interviewing technique (see also Wright 2004, 2006). 

Observations of the girls were also undertaken. In addition, record reviews, interviews 

with school staff, and an examination of documented school policies took place to 

increase validity. Interview data were transcribed and read in order to code the data into 

parts. Cross-case analysis was utilized to analyze the data and the results were reported 

with rich, thick descriptions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Internal validity was enhanced 

by the use of peer examination to elicit comments from my colleagues as findings 

emerged (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). Clarification of researcher bias and theoretical 

orientation also enhanced internal validity (Merriam, p. 205). The interpretation focused 

on describing the girls‘ negotiations of relationships and environments in a resiliency 

framework, and it recognized the plurality of voices in this homogenous, yet 

heterogeneous, group. In this way, stories were ―appropriated to ‗give voice‘ to otherwise 

silenced groups and individuals‖ (Coffy & Atkinson, 1996, p. 78). 
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Delimitations 

 A delimitation of this study is the bounded research site and the number of 

participants. In order to make this study manageable, I chose one research site and used 

semistructured interviews to interview the girls. I also conducted record reviews and 

interviews with teachers and staff at the research site. In addition, a delimitation of this 

study is related to gender, for the study focused on the characteristics of girls with 

learning and emotional disabilities who are civilly committed to a secure residential 

facility. 

Limitations 

Transferability and boundaries. The goal of this research was to ―understand 

the particular in depth, not to find out what is generally true of the many‖ (Merriam, 

1998, p. 208). However, transferability was a goal of this study. This form of external 

validity allows the reader to make the decision as to the extent s/he can apply the findings 

to his or her particular situation (Merriam, p. 211). My findings have been limited to and 

bound by the research site, but the goal is to have others working in similar situations 

acquire meaningful applications from the findings to improve services and understand the 

experiences of girls in their facilities.  

Gender. This study was limited to the study of girls, even though there are boys 

at the research site. Because of this, the study of boys‘ self-descriptions, navigation of 

space, and resiliency traits were not explored. This is an intended boundary in order to 

enhance the study of girls by examining their experiences outside of a comparative 

framework with boys. The notion of gender, rather than sex, is utilized to acknowledge 

that there is more than a biological difference between boys and girls. The term gender is 
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intended to encompass ―the socially constructed roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes 

that a given society considers appropriate for men and women‖ (World Health 

Organization, 2009). Additionally, this term must be conceptualized to embrace the 

diversity of gender as it is shaped by sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, and class. 

Researcher’s presence. My presence as an outsider interviewing girls who may 

have had harmful and/or judgmental relationships with adults may have caused distrust 

between the interviewees and me. In order to dissipate the power differences, I made a 

conscious effort to be nonformal during the interview and observation processes. It was 

my goal for the participants to understand that I am nonjudgmental and friendly in order 

to build rapport and trust (Merriam, 1998). 

Definition of Key Terms 

 The definitions of the following key terms were taken from the Office of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention website when indicated; as well, ―This glossary 

incorporates selected terms used in FBI arrest statistics, the Juvenile Court Statistics 

report series, and the Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement‖ (Statistical Briefing 

Book, n.d.). 

Adjudication: Adjudication is the court process that determines (judges) if the juvenile 

committed the act for which he or she is charged. The term ―adjudicated‖ is analogous to 

―convicted‖ and indicates that the court concluded the juvenile committed the act 

(Statistical Briefing Book). 

Delinquent Act:  An act committed by a juvenile for which an adult could be prosecuted 

in a criminal court, but when committed by a juvenile is within the jurisdiction of the 

juvenile court. Delinquent acts include crimes against persons, crimes against property, 
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drug offenses, and crimes against public order, when juveniles commit such acts 

(Statistical Briefing Book). 

Detention: A transitional placement to await further court action and/or case planning 

(Statistical Briefing Book). 

Disability: A child with mental retardation, hearing impairments (including deafness), 

speech or language impairments, visual impairments (including blindness), serious 

emotional disturbance (referred to in this title as `emotional disturbance'), orthopedic 

impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or specific 

learning disabilities, and who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related 

service (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004).  

Discharge: Termination of ward-ship as ordered by the court, or release of detained 

youth. 

Discipline: Corrective actions that are directed toward positive behavior development and 

that do not include any form of corporal or punitive punishment. 

Emotional Disturbance (ED): A condition exhibiting one or more of the following 

characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree that adversely affects a 

child's educational performance (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004): 

 An inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors. 

 An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with 

peers and teachers. 

 Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances. 

 A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression. 

 A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. 
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Gender-specific Programming: Educational and institutional framework focused on 

positive relationship-building skills that acknowledge that girls experience gender 

differently from boys.  

Individual Education Program (IEP): An individualized educational plan for a youth 

who is identified in the school system as in need of special education. The plan is 

developed to look at all aspects of the youth‘s developmental needs. 

Juvenile: A youth at or below the upper age of juvenile court jurisdiction in a particular 

state. 

Person Offense: A charge that includes assault, robbery, rape, and homicide. 

Recidivism: A tendency to relapse into previous destructive and/or criminal behavior. 

Resiliency: The quality that allows an individual to recover from negative 

experiences or overcome risk factors. Resiliency factors, such as feeling loved and 

abstinence from substance abuse, tend to negate risk factors and promote positive 

outcomes. 

Risk: Environmental factors that make it difficult for individuals to achieve positive 

outcomes. Risk factors, such as low socioeconomic status and substance abuse, tend to 

promote an engagement with problem behavior. 

Status Offense: A nondelinquent/noncriminal offense; an offense that is illegal for 

underage persons, but not for adults.  

 Curfew violation—Violation of an ordinance forbidding persons below a certain 

age from being in public places during set hours.  

 Incorrigible, ungovernable—Being beyond the control of parents, guardians, or 

custodians.  



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

16 

 Running away—Leaving the custody and home of parents or guardians without 

permission and failing to return within a reasonable length of time.  

 Truancy—Violation of a compulsory school attendance law.  

 Underage drinking—Possession, use, or consumption of alcohol by a minor 

(Statistical Briefing Book). 
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Chapter II  

Review of Literature 

Introduction 

 The literature on girls who are at risk for delinquency is decades old, but it is 

historically gender biased and focused on saving girls who do not adhere to gender norms 

like goodness and chastity (e.g., Alexander, 1995; Belknap, 2001; Chesney-Lind & 

Shelden, 2004). In addition, these studies often compared boys and girls and they did not 

explore the strengths, or resilient characteristics, that girls demonstrate. These earlier 

studies also often ignored the high rates of sexual, physical, and emotional abuse that 

many girls who partake in delinquent behaviors have endured (e.g., American Bar 

Association, 2001; Belknap; Chesney-Lind & Selden). The purpose of this literature 

review was to explore the literature on girls in trouble with special attention paid to 

finding literature that studied girls in their own right, i.e., outside of a comparative 

framework with boys. This review was coupled with a review of the literature related to 

ecological theory (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979).  

Literature Review 

Characteristics of girls in the juvenile justice system. Loper (2000) stated that 

―female juvenile offenders have higher rates of depression, eating disorder, and 

suicidality than boy offenders, as well as higher levels of previous psychiatric 

hospitalization‖ (¶ 11). Furthermore, both boys and girls in the juvenile delinquency 

system tend to have a poor academic history. Loper noted that in one study on 

incarcerated women, almost half had been expelled from school as juveniles and a 

disproportionate number had learning disabilities (¶ 13). Bloom and Covington (2001) 
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identified the shared characteristics of at-risk juvenile females, and the traits are as 

follows (¶ 9):  

 Age 13 to 18 

 History of victimization—especially physical, sexual, and emotional abuse 

 Academic failure, truancy, and dropout 

 Mental health issues, including history of substance abuse 

 Repeated status offenses, especially running away 

 Unstable family life, including family involvement in the criminal justice 

system, lack of connectedness, and social isolation 

 History of unhealthy dependent relationships, especially with older males 

 Overrepresentation among communities of color 

These characteristics will be discussed below, but it must be noted that they are highly 

interconnected and that the forthcoming attempt at categorization is not rigid; overlap 

among categories is expected and supported.  

 Victimization. The presence of reported physical and/or sexual abuse in the lives 

of girls who are in the juvenile justice system is overwhelming (e.g., Belknap, 2001; 

Bloom & Covington, 1998; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Covington & Bloom, 2001; 

Covington & Bloom, 2003; Leve & Chamberlain, 2004; Mullis et al., 2004; Rodney & 

Mupier, 2004; Timmons-Mitchell, Brown, Shulz, Webster, Underwood, & Semple, 

1997). Rodney and Mupier conducted a study of 304 adolescents (28% female) who had 

gone through juvenile probation offices in three rural Texas counties for serious and 

nonserious offences. The participants were 10–17 years old and the ethnic breakdown 

was 41% African American, 47% white, and 12% Latino/a. The researchers used an 11-
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page questionnaire to gather data. Rodney and Mupier found that 85% of the girls, as 

opposed to 43.3% of the boys, were assessed to be from homes where there was 

ineffective parental control over the child. Twenty-six percent of the girls, as opposed to 

3.3% of the boys, had allegedly been sexually abused. These statistics are commensurate 

with a study by McGarvey and Waite (1999) showing that 28% of girls, as opposed to 

14% of boys, had experienced physical abuse at home, and 34% of girls, as opposed to 

5% of boys, had experienced sexual abuse at home.  

 It should be noted that neither of the aforementioned studies considered the 

possibility that gender identity could have affected the survey results. For instance, boys 

and girls may have different perceptions of what constitutes home physical abuse and 

home sexual abuse—the inherent assumption in the studies was that boys and girls 

viewed events identically. This should be taken into account in any study that attempts to 

compare and identify causal factors in boys‘ and girls‘ offending, but it is repeatedly 

ignored in the literature. This claim is not meant to underestimate the victimization rate 

of girls, for studies not using a comparative framework have found similar results (e.g., 

Belknap, 2001; Bloom & Covington, 1998; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Covington 

& Bloom, 2001; Covington & Bloom, 2003). However, the dangers of utilizing a 

comparative framework to examine delinquency needs to be investigated critically. It is 

this researcher‘s suggestion that comparative studies using survey data set forth in this 

paper be utilized to inform on girl‘s various prevalence rates, rather than, as a primary 

goal, to explain differences between boys and girls. Gender differences go well beyond 

one‘s biological sex category—assuming there are two categories known as male and 

female—and providing girls and boys with the same survey ignores the intricacies of 
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gender identity. Further research utilizing survey data that takes into account these 

differences should be conducted if girls‘ and boys‘ delinquent behavior and pathways to 

crime are going to be compared. 

 Academic failure, truancy, and dropout. Girls with disabilities who are at risk for 

delinquency tend to have problems in school and have high truancy and dropout rates 

(e.g., Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Kakar, Friedemann, & Peck, 2002; Loper, 2000; 

Rodney & Mupier, 2004). Rodney and Mupier reported that 50% of girls, as opposed to 

20.6% of boys in their study, were found to have a truancy problem. Thirty percent of 

girls, compared with 9.2% of boys, had dropped out of school. However, 81% of boys, as 

opposed to 54.4% of girls, were found to be disruptive in the classroom and 28% of boys, 

as opposed to 5% of girls, reported that they had been in a physical fight. Kakar et al. 

utilized a triangulated-methods approach and collected data via focus groups from 30 

females in a detention center. They also examined 100 official intake records. Their study 

did not attempt to compare boys and girls, and they concluded that ―chaotic family 

environment and academic failure also were pervasive in most of these girls‘ lives‖ (p. 

69).  

 Mental health issues and substance abuse. Kakar et al. (2002) found that girls in 

detention had histories of alcohol and substance abuse (p. 70). Rodney and Mupier‘s 

(2004) study concluded that 44.7% of the girls in their study, as opposed to 23.8% of 

boys, reported having a drug problem, with 35.6% of the girls reporting an alcohol 

problem as opposed to 14% of the boys. Belenko et al. (2004) analyzed data from the 

1997 Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring (ADAM) program of the National Institute of 

Justice and found that 75% of arrested youth have a history of involvement with drugs or 
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alcohol (p. 4). Self-report data from ADAM interviews indicated that 73% of girls had 

tried marijuana, and girls were more likely than boys to report having tried cocaine, 

crack, amphetamines, or inhalants. Belenko et al. caution the comparison of percentages 

between boys and girls because ―gender differences in underreporting or overreporting 

may account for some of these differences‖ (p. 7). What is important to note is that the 

earlier age of initiation into drug and alcohol abuse is linked with more severe subsequent 

delinquency and addiction problems, and juvenile females have a high rate of substance 

abuse (Belenko et al.; see also Belknap, 2001; Bloom & Covington, 1998; Chesney-Lind 

& Shelden, 2004; Covington & Bloom, 2001; Covington & Bloom, 2003; Mullis et al., 

2004; Rodney & Mupier, 2004).  

 Timmons-Mitchell et al. (1997) conducted a multimethod assessment to survey 

the prevalence of mental disorder in a juvenile justice population. The researchers used a 

battery of standardized tests that included clinician-rated and youth self-report measures 

employing objective diagnostic criteria to assess 173 delinquents (121 males and 52 

females). This reliable study concluded that ―a conservative estimate of the prevalence of 

mental disorder in the current sample is 27% for males, and 84% for females‖ (Timmons-

Mitchell et al., p. 1999). A study by Kataoka et al. (2001) supports the previous study, for 

the researchers found that ―female juvenile offenders in this study were three times more 

likely to have clinical symptoms of depression or anxiety‖ than girls in the general 

population (p. 553).  

 Schiff and McKernan McKay (2003) conducted a secondary study of baseline 

data gathered from a family-based HIV prevention program in Chicago. They analyzed a 

subsample of 125 African-American children in fourth and fifth grade, and their 
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caregivers in the inner city. There was no report of diagnosed behavior problems, such as 

emotional disturbance, but 59.3% of the girls had scores above the clinical level on the 

total externalizing behavior scale, 23.4% of the girls had scores at the clinical level on the 

aggression subscale, and 58.2% of the girls had scores at the clinical level on the 

delinquency subscale (Schiff & McKernan McKay, p. 522). The researchers then 

examined the association between poverty, parents‘ monitoring behavior, youths‘ 

exposure to violence, and youth externalizing behaviors. They found that girls who were 

exposed to violence had significantly higher serious externalizing behaviors than boys 

did, both on the total externalizing behavioral problems scale and for the aggression and 

delinquency subscales. The abovementioned studies make it apparent that girls have 

unique mental health needs that must be addressed in a manner that acknowledges their 

different needs. 

 Overrepresentation of minorities. Numerous studies in juvenile justice note that 

both girls and boys in communities of color are overrepresented in the juvenile justice 

system (e.g., Belknap, 2001; Bloom & Covington, 1998; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; 

Covington & Bloom, 2001; Covington & Bloom, 2003; Leve & Chamberlain, 2004; 

Mullis et al., 2004; Rodney & Mupier, 2004). Reports indicate that both white and 

nonwhite females are apprehended for running away and in a category called ―missing 

person‖ (46.3% for white females and 46.5% for nonwhite females) (Chesney-Lind & 

Shelden, 2004, p. 26). In other areas, such as recidivism and offense categories, many 

studies have found only minor differences between white and nonwhite juvenile females. 

The most recent data on gender and racial differences are derived from a national self-

report survey, and they indicate that white and Latina girls are about equally likely to 
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have consumed alcohol, much more so than African-American girls. The pattern is about 

the same for marijuana use. These data suggest that the delinquent acts are not 

necessarily so different, but the processing of girls of color in the juvenile system is 

starkly disparate, and that this is the cause of the minority overrepresentation. 

Girls with disabilities. Rousso and Wehmeyer (2001) noted that girls with 

disabilities are in a position of double jeopardy for poverty, unemployment, and poor 

future outcomes upon leaving school because of their gender and disability status (p. 2). 

The notion of gender bias also affects girls in the realm of general and special education, 

and places women and girls with disabilities in a socially constructed disadvantaged 

position—in essence, the lowest rung on the ladder in our society. This marginalized 

position is further deepened by a lack of scholarly research focused on girls with 

disabilities within secure residential treatment facilities.  

 Those studies that do exist have focused on girls in self-contained settings for 

students with emotional and behavioral disorders (e.g., Barese, 2002; Jones, 2001). 

Omar‘s (1999) dissertation on adolescent girls in detention provided voice, but was 

focused on critical literacy and self-identity and used storytelling sessions as a primary 

means of data collection. The purpose was to ―1) help resident-participants build an 

understanding of their own positions in society, and 2) help foster public awareness of the 

conditions that shape the lives of a socially disadvantaged group—incarcerated 

adolescents‖ (Omar, p. 125). A qualitative study by Smith and Smith (2005) described 

the experiences of girls in custody in gender-specific placements, but the study did not 

focus on school experiences within the facility or learning difficulties.  
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 Girls with emotional disturbance.  Cullinan, Osborne, and Epstein (2004) 

conducted a study based upon teacher ratings on the Scale for Assessing Emotional 

Disturbance using a national sample of 689 girls. They found that girls with emotional 

disturbance exhibited more maladaptive functioning in all five behavioral characteristics 

put forth in the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) than girls without emotional 

disturbance. More specifically, they found that girls with emotional disturbance 

demonstrated an inability to learn, relationship problems, unhappiness or depression, 

inappropriate behavior, such as aggression, disruption and defiance, and physical 

symptoms or fears often related to attending school. Additionally, nearly one third of the 

female students with emotional disturbance in their study experienced two or more 

characteristics of emotional disturbance to an extreme extent. Outcomes for students with 

comorbid mental disorders tend to be poorer than those with only one disorder; hence, the 

researchers argue that ―it should become an especially high priority to identify and 

effectively intervene with such students‖ ( p. 286). Therefore, it is vital that practitioners 

identify and assess girls who may be struggling in school due to learning difficulties that 

are not explained by intellectual, sensory or health factors, or who are struggling with 

inappropriate behaviors. 

Disruptive behaviors, including overt and social forms of aggression, can affect 

an individual‘s societal adjustment and be the harbinger of negative influences 

throughout one‘s lifetime (e.g., Crick, 1996; Hipwell et al., 2002; Kann & Hanna, 2000; 

Hongling, Cairns, & Cairns, 1999; Schiff & McKernan McKay, 2003; Underwood, 

2003). Hipwell et al. noted that research is needed to determine how to investigate, 

define, and measure disruptive disorders in order to ―establish whether an early age of 
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onset of problem behavior is an important factor in terms of the severity and persistence 

of CD [conduct disorder] symptoms leading to delinquent involvement‖ (p. 101). 

However, they noted that girls, as compared with boys, are often not referred for mental 

health services. These researchers proposed that this may be because individuals expect 

the girls‘ behaviors to lessen with age, as they seemed to do in their large-scale study 

(Hipwell et al.). Cullinan et al. (2004) also found that girls with emotional disturbance in 

elementary school were more likely to show comorbidity than their middle or high school 

peers. Concomitant with the lessening of overt behaviors, Hipwell et al. noted that older 

girls were more likely than boys to show oppositional/defiant behaviors and relational 

aggression. Studies have shown that this relational, or social, aggression is more 

prevalent among girls than physical aggression (e.g., Crick, 1996; Prinstein, Boergers, & 

Vernberg, 2001; Underwood, 2003) and it ―involves harming others through purposeful 

manipulation or damage to their peer relationship‖ (Crick, p. 2317). 

Coutinho and Oswald (2005) used data collected by the U.S. Office for Civil 

Rights between 2000 and 2001 for the Elementary and Secondary School Survey to 

examine gender disproportionality for learning disabilities, emotional disturbance, and 

mental retardation. They found the most marked gender disproportionality for students 

with emotional disturbance, as boys were 3.5 times more likely to be identified for 

special education under the disability category of emotional disturbance. They 

hypothesized that state policies and procedures work differently for boys and girls 

suspected of having emotional disturbance, which leads to girls being underrepresented.  

Oswald, Best, Coutinho and Nagle (2003) conducted a similar study using data collected 

by the U.S. Office for Civil Rights between 1980 and 1997. They also found that the 
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greatest gender disproportionality was among students with emotional disturbance. They 

noted that this phenomenon may be impacted by school personnel not recognizing girls‘ 

problems as those typically falling under the category of emotional disturbance, and 

special education assessments may not capture the emotional and behavioral difficulties 

that girls present (Oswald et al, pp. 231-232; see also Callahan, 1994).   The study by 

Caseau, Luckasson, and Kroth (1994) suggested that girls do receive mental health 

services, but they are more likely than boys to be denied special education services within 

their public schools. They found that boys with emotional disturbance served in public 

schools and boys identified as emotionally disturbed by their public school but served in 

private psychiatric hospitals far outnumbered girls in these settings (e.g., Oswald et al., 

2003). However, girls were the majority in the group of individuals not identified with 

emotional disturbance at their public school, but who were being treated in private 

psychiatric hospitals. This suggests that the behavior rating scales used by schools and 

teachers may be gender biased and shortchange girls with emotional disturbance, for they 

fail to capture the intricacies of female mental health disorders and focus more readily on 

external, or physical, forms of aggression and behavior. Caseau et al. posed two 

hypotheses that warrant further investigation. First, special education services for girls 

with emotional disturbance have not been designed or conceptualized in a way that 

―anticipates the values, voices, and needs of girls‖ (p. 58). Second, individuals who are 

close to these girls may be resistant to allowing the girls into the programs designed for 

students with emotional disturbance because they overwhelmingly consist of boys with 

externalizing behavior problems. This gender bias is alarming, for girls are not receiving 

the comprehensive services they require, and this often leads to student dropout 
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(Yampolskaya, Brown, & Greenbaum, 2002). Yampolskaya et al. studied risk factors for 

early pregnancy in girls with emotional disturbance in a 7-year longitudinal study and 

found that after running a series of pairwise survival analyses, the only significant 

predictor of early pregnancy that remained in the final model was school dropout status. 

In essence, the multivariate analyses indicated that only dropping out of school 

specifically predicted teenage pregnancy. Therefore, designing programs for girls with 

emotional disturbance that stress academic performance and school graduation, rather 

than the downfalls of pregnancy, are imperative. In addition, schools must be designed to 

build on the resilient characteristics of girls in order to reduce attrition. 

 Hongling et al. (1999) explored the relationship between peer social affiliations 

and individual characteristics among inner-city minority youth. The goal was to be able 

to use their information to reexamine how to include at-risk youth and students with 

emotional disturbance into the mainstream more effectively. Two aims of their study 

were to know if highly aggressive girls and boys tended to associate with highly 

aggressive peers and whether or not these aggressive children were central in social 

networks or rejected by them. In a study of 506 students in grades 4 through 7 in an urban 

area, the researchers collected data from both students and teachers using the 

Interpersonal Competence Scale and the Interpersonal Competence Scale–Teacher to 

assess social and cognitive adaptations. The researchers also used a computer program to 

elicit a Social Cognitive Map, which identified social network structures and an 

individual‘s centrality to those social networks. They found that highly aggressive girls 

had the lowest identifiable network affiliations, and that girls only began to affiliate with 

behaviorally similar peers in middle school. The relation between aggression and the 
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proportion of identifiable network affiliations was not significant for boys, and aggressive 

boys were often central figures in their groups. This was also supported by Crick‘s (1996) 

study of 245 boys and girls. Crick used peer and teacher rating scales, which revealed 

that relational aggression was stable over time and was significantly associated with 

social maladjustment, such as peer rejection, for both boys and girls (p. 2325). More 

importantly, Crick found that the peer-assessed relational aggression among girls was 

related to peer rejection, and relationally aggressive girls became more rejected by their 

peers as the year progressed. Therefore, it is suggested that girls need programming 

focused on collaboration and building positive peer relationships in order to foster 

resiliency (e.g., Bloom & Covington, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Guiding 

Principles, 1998). 

 Characteristics of educational programming in secure residential facilities. 

Secure residential facilities tend to provide services for individuals staying for more than 

105 days (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006), as opposed to detention centers, which usually 

incarcerate a youth for a short stay while the individual is awaiting adjudication or 

placement in a long-term facility (Krezmien, Mulcahy, & Leone, 2008). Because of the 

longer stays associated with residential facilities, the educational services are likelier to 

be robust, and the curriculum tends to adhere to the content and standards of the local 

public school system (Nelson, Leone, & Rutherford, 2004). Additionally, these 

placements offer ongoing special education and related services, such as mental health, 

speech and language, and occupational therapy services, for individuals with IEPs 

(Krezmien et al.). This is crucial, for youth in these settings are ―entitled to specific 

substantive and procedural rights associated with special education assessment and 
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service delivery under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act‖ (Leone, Meisel, & 

Drakeford, 2002, p. 46). 

 There is a paucity of research examining the structure and effectiveness of 

educational programs in secure residential facilities (Nelson et al., 2004). However, a 

study by LeBlanc and Ratnofsky (1991) found that 90% of youth in juvenile correctional 

facilities were taking academic coursework, and 50% were enrolled in vocational classes. 

Three-quarters of the participants were from urban areas, 55% were African American, 

and they were ―typically male‖ (LeBlanc & Ratnofsky, p. viii). In this study, 585 

participants completed a baseline questionnaire about their family, education, 

employment, and correctional backgrounds, and two follow-up phone interviews were 

completed with the youth who could be located and who agreed to the longitudinal nature 

of the study. Unfortunately, the findings of this study indicated that 85% of the 

population did not complete their schooling while institutionalized. Additionally, the 

youth who were enrolled in school prior to being committed were more likely to plan to 

return to school, but 50% of the individuals expected to return to school upon leaving the 

facility did not do so. Hence, ―the educational experiences they have while 

institutionalized may well represent their last exposure to an organized instructional 

program‖ (LeBlanc & Ratnofsky, p. 7-4).  

 It is crucial that educational settings in secure residential facilities have strong 

programs with research-based instructional strategies in place. Unfortunately, secure 

facilities are often beleaguered by such barriers as a lack of space, little support for 

quality instructional programming, inadequate funding, poor communication between the 

facility and the public school system, a lack of transition services and aftercare, and a 
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focus on control rather than education (Nelson et al., 2004). ―Quality education programs 

also require collaboration among school, security, and treatment programs within juvenile 

correctional facilities‖ (Nelson et al., p. 290). This lack of communication and 

collaboration among treatment, security, and education staff can lead to a 

misunderstanding of youths‘ actions and behaviors (Leone, Meisel, & Drakeford, 2002; 

Nelson et al., 2004). Therefore, in order to gain a better understanding of how risk and 

resiliency are promoted and hindered, it is important to examine the varying 

environments and relationships the girls in this study must navigate as they traverse the 

microsystems in the secure residential facility. 

Theoretical Framework 

Ecology of human development. An ecological framework is useful for 

examining the various environments girls must navigate in a secure residential facility 

(Bronfenbrenner 1977, 1979; Muuss, 1996). Bronfenbrenner (1977) constructed an 

approach to research in human development that acknowledged the system, or ecology, 

of an individual and allowed for a research approach that studied the individual within the 

changing environments sh/e navigated. Bronfenbrenner viewed the ecological system as a 

nested environment, with each level contained within the subsequent levels (see Figure 

1). Each nested level, or system, interacts and influences an individual in varying degrees 

over time. The microsystem is the immediate environment in which the individual is 

situated. For girls in a secure residential placement, the microsystem is bound by the 

building and the relationships they encounter within those walls. The mesosystem is 

defined as the interrelations among the major settings, or microsystems, at a particular 

point in time and development. Individual transitions from one setting to the next are 
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known as ecological transitions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bronfenbrenner notes that these 

transitions are eased when expectations in one setting ―are compatible and if the roles, 

activities, and dyads in which the developing person engages encourage the development 

of mutual trust, a positive orientation, goal consensus between settings, and an evolving 

balance of power in favor of the developing person‖ (p. 212). In a secure residential 

facility, I surmise that the ecological transitions among microsystems would be 

supportive of positive female development if the varying environments are compatible 

and hold similar goals, expectations, and strategies to promote positive development. For 

this study, the mesosystem will include the interrelations among the settings within the 

facility. This will include such settings as the classroom, the cafeteria, and the residential 

unit. This is an especially important level, for it encompasses the varying environments 

and relationships the girls must navigate in the secure residential facility. The exosystem 

consists of one or more settings, but the developing individual is not an active participant 

in this setting (Bronfenbrenner); examples are informal social networks, the 

neighborhood, parents‘ friends, and mass media. The exosystem influences the settings 

within which an individual resides even though s/he is not actively engaged with these 

individuals or structures. Bronfenbrenner describes the macrosystem level as a cultural or 

subcultural blueprint for how settings and institutions operate. The lower-level systems 

are therefore concrete manifestations of this higher-level overarching belief system. An 

example of the macrosystem for delinquent girls is the socially constructed gender ideals 

and norms with which they are expected to conform.   
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 Cicchetti and Lynch (1993) devised an ecological-transactional developmental 

model to examine how turmoil in caretaking environments impacts an individual‘s 

development and adaptation. The model uses the ecological framework and attempts to 

explain how the various levels within the framework exert reciprocal influences that 

impact developmental pathways (see also Cicchetti & Toth, 1998). The theoretical 

Macrosystem 

Exosystem 

Mesosystem 

Microsystem 

Figure 1.  Visual representation of Bronfenbrenner‘s Ecological Model (1977; 

1979). In an ecological model an individual is understood in context of the varying 

levels of the system. Several examples of system influences affecting the girls are 

included. All of the spheres intermingle, provide supports and present risk factors.  
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implications of this model will be discussed further in Chapter 3. This model is especially 

suited for the study of girls within a secure residential facility because many have 

endured disturbed caretaking environments, and their current setting is their present 

caretaking environment. It has also been argued that an ecological framework should be 

utilized to best understand the female offender (e.g., Connard & Novick, 1996; Mullis et 

al., 2004). This study will utilize an ecological framework to capture the intricacies of the 

relationships at varying levels of the system in order to best understand girls with 

diagnosed disabilities in a secure residential facility. 

Risk and Resilience 

Risk, resiliency, and delinquency. Leve and Chamberlain (2004) examined 

whether childhood factors could predict age of first arrest in girls referred for placement 

and treatment for serious delinquency problems. They found that IQ, family transitions, 

and biological parent criminality independently contributed to the age of first arrest in 

girls. In addition, they found that age of first arrest was significantly related to risky 

sexual behavior and criminal involvement. McKnight and Loper (2002) also studied risk 

factors and found that early experiences of forced sex and single-parent status are 

significant predictors of delinquency in girls. They took the study further and included 

resiliency factors as independent variables in order to examine whether the inclusion of 

these factors improved the prediction of delinquency. McKnight and Loper concluded 

that including the resiliency factors of abstinence from alcohol, perceiving that teachers 

are fair, endorsing a feeling of being loved and wanted, parental report that the youth is 

trustworthy, and religious belief were significant resiliency factors that could alter a girl‘s 

path toward delinquency. ―These findings indicate that females who are academically 
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motivated, have positive perceptions of themselves and relationship with their parent(s), 

and value religion were less likely to endorse items on the delinquency scale‖ (p. 194). 

The notion that resiliency factors are crucial in forming a comprehensive understanding 

of pathways to delinquency must also be considered once a girl has found her way into 

the system as a delinquent. This is important because it notes that the perception of 

teachers as fair is a significant factor that can thwart delinquency. This notion should be 

extended and examined in relation to teachers and residential personnel in secure 

residential facilities. By examining the resiliency factors of girls with disabilities in the 

juvenile justice arena, one can begin to understand the environmental factors within the 

treatment facility that promote resiliency and hopefully reduce recidivism. This provides 

an informative framework for both research and recommendations to help girls in secure 

residential settings. 

 Krovetz (1999) notes that ―resiliency theory is based on defining the protective 

factors within the family, school, and community that exist for the resilient child or 

adolescent, which are missing from the family, school and community of the child or 

adolescent who later receives intervention‖ (p. 121). Vasquez (2000) purports that 

resiliency in a correctional setting is a necessary paradigm, for it lends itself to a strength-

based program that ―allows people to talk about their life histories and not wallow in their 

sorrows. This approach advises that it is time to move on with life, taking inventory of 

strengths and challenges and making some changes‖ (p. 108). Hence, the term resiliency 

should be expanded to include those individuals who have been relegated to a secure 

residential facility, for these girls do possess strengths and can be helped to turn their 

lives around. Extending resiliency to include the aforementioned individuals makes it 
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possible to view adjudicated youth in a positive manner, rather than relegating them to a 

position of negativity with characteristics that should be avoided if one is to be 

considered successful.    

Potentiating and Compensatory Factors 

Cicchetti and Lynch (1993) also conceptualized the notion that potentiating and 

compensatory risk factors related to maltreatment exist at each ecological level. This 

component of their model is well-aligned with the examination of risk and resiliency 

factors. Although originally designed to study childhood maltreatment and its 

relationship with community violence, this model can be expanded to study girls in the 

juvenile justice system, providing a useful tool to examine how the girls negotiate 

relationships and environments and to identify their resilient characteristics while in a 

secure residential facilities. Additionally, this model will help to identify the potentiating 

and compensatory risk factors that promote or hinder resiliency. Potentiating factors at 

the various levels within the ecological framework promote risk, and can lead to poor 

outcomes and increase the pathways to delinquency (Cicchetti & Toth, 1998). 

Compensatory factors decrease the potential for poor outcomes and can promote 

resiliency at the various levels (Cicchetti & Toth). It is the dynamic transactions at all 

levels, associated with each individual‘s biological and psychological organization, that 

can be utilized to explain successful adaptations in the midst of maltreatment and 

hardship. The balance of potentiating and compensatory factors is weighed by 

potentiating factors that are more enduring and those that are more transient. Similarly, 

compensatory factors can be long-term or transient (Cicchetti & Toth). Enduring 

potentiating and compensatory factors tend to have more influence, whereas transient 
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potentiating and compensatory factors tend to have a temporary, or buffering influence. 

Developmental maladaptation is more likely to occur when both types of potentiating 

factors outweigh the compensatory factors. In other words, when risk factors are more 

prevalent than protective, or resiliency, factors, the potential for poor outcomes increases. 

For example, if the girls voice that the research site has more compensatory factors, such 

as positive adult relationships and feelings of safety, then resiliencies should be fostered.  

The Macrosystem 

 Both boys and girls labeled with emotional disturbance or conduct disorders have 

the poorest adult outcomes of any other disability group, including highest dropout rates, 

job instability, poverty, and high risk for incarceration (Walter & Peterson, 2002, p. 600). 

Previous literature on aggression and girls, especially the literature focusing on prosocial 

outcomes, notes a gray area that women in America must traverse—living up to the 

cultural ideals of a ―good‖ (i.e., kind, nice, pretty) woman, or speaking ―her ‗truth‘ at the 

risk of being outcast or shunned‖ (Walter & Peterson, p. 599; e.g., Merten, 1997; Phillips, 

2003). The internalization of these ideals is in conflict with the realities of abuse, poverty, 

and racism that the majority of girls embroiled in the juvenile justice system must face. 

These gendered hierarchical scripts, such as being supportive but not too assertive, caring 

but not too independent, and pretty but not too smart, put adolescent women in a tenuous 

position (Walter & Peterson). Girls from backgrounds varied by race, class, or sexual 

orientation will be affected by these norms in disparate ways. Furthermore, adolescent 

girls with neurological and cognitive vulnerabilities are at an even greater risk for conflict 

with these gendered scripts. The aforementioned blueprint for female behavior has led to 

systems that reinforce these notions at the exosystem level. 
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The Exosystem 

 ―Power in combination with hegemonic social structures results in the 

marginalization and oppression of those without power. Oppression takes many forms 

and cannot be ferreted out without attention to its many manifestations‖ (Merriam, 2002, 

p. 328). Current exosystem level practices in juvenile criminal justice, such as the notion 

that equality means incarcerating girls and boys at the same rate, serve to enforce the 

status quo and oppress girls, especially girls of color, those from low socioeconomic 

status, and those with histories of abuse. Equality in this sense enforces the law from a 

male standard. 

 Currently, African-American girls make up approximately half of all those in 

secure detention, and Latinas represent 13% (ABA, 2001). ―Although whites constitute 

65% of the population of at-risk girls, they account for only 34% of girls in secure 

detention. Seven of every 10 cases involving white girls are dismissed, compared with 3 

of every 10 cases for African American girls‖ (ABA, pp. 20-21). A study by Bartollas 

(1993) sampled female adolescents in both public and private institutional facilities. He 

found that 61% of girls in state-run facilities were African American, whereas 100% of 

girls in private facilities were white, even though their offense patterns were similar. The 

influence of the macrosystem has set a norm that greatly impacts the exosystem, which 

directly impacts girls at the margins of society.  
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The Mesosystem 

 The mesosystem is a system of microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979) and 

in this case consisted primarily of the interactions and relationships that occurred across 

the classroom, cafeteria, and residential unit environments. No studies were located that 

examined these environments in a secure residential facility through an ecological model. 

However, some studies (e.g., Krezmien et al., 2008; Mincey, Maldonado, Lacey, & 

Thompson, 2008) examined educational interventions for youth in secure facilities. These 

studies included components that alluded to the collaboration, or lack thereof, among 

varying personnel, such as educators and mental health clinicians, in both the school 

setting and the residential setting. Krezmien et al. concluded that ―[p]lanning and 

delivering behavioral and mental health treatment should be a coordinated activity that 

involves special educators, general educators, and clinicians and other related service 

providers to ensure that youth receive comprehensive, mental health and education 

services tailored to their individual needs‖ (p. 461). Mincey et al. (2008) noted that 

successful programs had a holistic systems approach to treatment, which implies that 

there was cohesive and consistent communication among microsystems. It can be 

discerned that programs without a holistic approach are not as successful, and can 

therefore promote risk as individuals navigate the various systems within the secure 

facility. Additionally, when expectations among environments are made compatible 

through collaboration among program staff at the mesosystem level, it can be surmised 

that resiliency will be promoted because transactions are eased due to the aligned 

expectations (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979). An examination of the consistency of norms 

across the environments of the classroom, the cafeteria, and the residential unit allowed 
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for a deeper understanding of risk- and resiliency-promoting factors within the secure 

residential facility. 

The Microsystem 

 A study of the microsystems within the secure residential facility consisted of the 

classroom, the cafeteria, and the residential unit. It included an examination of girls‘ self-

descriptors and investigated the environments they navigated in order to identify how 

these conditions fostered and hindered the development of their strengths, or resilient 

characteristics. These environments are where the girls spend the majority of their time, 

and they interact with one another and various personnel throughout each day in these 

settings. Each setting has the potential to hinder or foster resiliency depending upon the 

encounters the girls have in each microsystem. Therefore, potentiating and compensatory 

factors were considered in order to evaluate the various environments in an attempt to 

examine the ecological transitions within and among microsystems, and this was done to 

explore resiliency- and risk-promoting interactions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Cicchetti & 

Lynch, 1993; Cicchetti & Toth, 1998).  

 A qualitative study by Mincey et al. (2008) was conducted to explore the lived 

experiences of juveniles who graduated from residential facilities and were successfully 

enrolled in college or vocational school. The purpose of the study was to understand why 

these individuals succeeded or failed as they engaged in treatment in the residential 

setting. This study did not specifically examine microsystems, but their findings suggest 

that interactions within and among microsystems are critical factors related to successful 

outcomes during treatment. One finding suggests that a youth‘s success or failure during 

treatment depends upon how staff members in the environment treat the residents. 
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Mincey et al. noted that ―he became worse while in one level six program because the 

staff exhibited little compassion and criticized him frequently‖ (p. 13). Some of the youth 

reported verbal, mental, and physical abuse at the hands of their program staff. ―Lack of 

cohesiveness of program staff with clients was a major restraint to rehabilitation. This 

may lead to further deviancy on behalf of the juveniles who may have made legitimate 

attempts to conform‖ (Mincey et al., p. 22). However, the youth in this study noted the 

importance of the educational and counseling services offered in their programs. Positive 

school experiences were a major factor that led to success. The majority of participants 

had not had an interest in school prior to the residential setting, but when the participants 

encountered well-structured schools they became invested in the learning process. They 

noted that good teachers used nontraditional teaching approaches to make lessons 

interesting, such as hands-on activities where the teacher was a facilitator and the 

students were active partners in the learning process (Mincey et al., p. 22). Additionally, 

positive experiences with counselors who bonded with the participants to gain trust and 

respect were also cited as factors that led to success. This study suggested that the 

settings and relationships youth must navigate in residential settings can hinder or foster 

resiliency, and that successful, or resiliency-building programs, ―embraced a systems 

thinking perspective that concentrated on principles of the organization and looked at 

systems holistically‖ (Mincey et al., p. 25). It is therefore critical to evaluate the different 

microsystems the girls traverse in order to garner their experiences to help build 

resiliency and lessen risk across environments. 
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Inferences 

 There is a twofold gap when it comes to the literature that addresses what life is 

like for girls with disabilities who are in secure placement but must attend school within 

that setting with boys, where no gender-specific services are in place. First, there is a gap 

in the literature that fails to explore the lived experiences of girls in the aforementioned 

setting. This type of co-ed setting reflects the reality for many girls embroiled in the 

juvenile justice system, and it is imperative that this oft-ignored group of individuals be 

provided a forum to voice the reality of their daily lives in order to inform best practice 

and reform within the juvenile justice system. Second, there is a gap in the literature 

focused on the risk and resilience processes that interact as a part of the relationship 

between the girls and the world they navigate in the secure residential facility. By 

describing the lived experiences of the girls and exploring how risk and resilience interact 

in the various environments within the secure facility, interventions that are responsive to 

this diverse group can be built to target positive change. 
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Chapter III 

Methods 

Overview of Methodology 

 There is an overall dearth of research focused on girls who are ―locked up‖, and I 

have found no qualitative studies focused on how girls in the juvenile justice system 

negotiate relationships and environments and identify their resilient characteristics while 

in a secure residential facility. I utilized a qualitative approach to examine this gap in the 

literature. Qualitative inquiry encourages a rigorous critique of phenomena that are not 

deemed objectively measurable and quantifiable. This inductive research methodology 

embraces the notion that ―there are multiple constructions and interpretations of reality 

that are in flux and that change over time‖ (Merriam, 2002, p. 4). By utilizing first-hand 

interviews and observations as the primary means of data collection, I identified the ways 

girls understand self and recognize resilient factors within themselves which are fostered 

or hindered by the environments they must negotiate. In addition, record reviews, 

interviews with school staff, and an examination of documented school policies took 

place to increase validity. This research was guided by a theoretical framework that is 

encompassed by an ecological-transactional model and informed and analyzed utilizing 

tenets of resiliency theory.  

Purpose of the Study 

 There has been little research conducted with, rather than on, girls with 

disabilities in secure residential facilities where most of the girls have been adjudicated. 

The existing literature lacks qualitative studies focused on how girls describe themselves 

as they navigate the varying environments within the residential facility, and how these 
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conditions foster and hinder the development of their strengths. The purpose of this study 

was to conduct an interpretive qualitative study that would fill this gap in the current 

research literature. ―The researcher‘s focus is thus on neither the human subject nor the 

human world but on the essence of the meaning of this interaction‖ (Merriam, 2002, p. 

93). By discovering how the girls negotiate the varying relationships and environments 

within the research site, and by identifying how these conditions foster and hinder the 

development of strengths, interventions that are strength-based and responsive to this 

diverse group can be built to target positive change. 

Research Questions 

 This qualitative study discovered the girls‘ relational elements of self and 

investigated the environments they navigate in order to identify how these conditions 

foster and hinder the development of their strengths. In order to address the 

aforementioned gaps in the literature, this study was guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. How do the girls‘ descriptions of self vary for the different environments 

within the secure residential facility? 

2. How do relationships with other residents and staff vary in the different 

environments within the secure residential facility? 

3. How do girls negotiate the varying relationships within the environments 

at the secure residential facility? 

4. How do the different environments support and/or inhibit resiliency for 

these girls? 
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Research Procedures 

Epistemology. As Crotty (1998) notes, the epistemological framework of the 

researcher significantly impacts the way research is executed, analyzed, and presented; it 

is an overarching belief system that drives how one perceives the acquisition and 

construction of knowledge and knowing. A key underpinning in constructionism is the 

belief that ―meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world 

they are interpreting‖ (Crotty, p. 43; e.g., Schwandt, 2000). Furthermore, the notion of 

social constructionism recognizes the influence that culture has on how individuals view 

the world and construct meaning, which incorporates how one views things and feels 

things (Crotty; Schwandt). Under this paradigm, truth is a subjective phenomenon that 

shifts as meaning is constructed between a subject and object embedded within a cultural 

context. Discovering the meaning of a phenomenon is possible, but not in an objective 

manner. Truth becomes impossible: ―there is no true or valid interpretation‖ (Crotty, p. 

47). However, there are useful interpretations, ones that lead to a greater understanding of 

actions. The goal of this research was to provide insight into the lives of girls in a secure 

residential treatment center in order to improve services within the research site and to 

provide recommendations for individuals and institutions working with similar 

populations. 

Theoretical perspective. This study was informed by both an ecological 

perspective (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979; Cicchetti & Lynch, 1993; Cicchetti & 

Toth, 1998) and resiliency theory (e.g., Benard, 2004; Krovetz, 1999). These theoretical 
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frameworks are compatible with the study of girls in a secure residential facility as they 

navigate both space and relationships that promote and hinder resiliency.  

 Ecological-transactional developmental model. An ecological-transactional 

developmental model allows for an in-depth look into the environments girls with 

disabilities must navigate in a secure residential facility. The notion of transactions, or 

interactions and reciprocal relationships among systems, coupled with the exploration of 

potentiating and compensatory factors, is well-suited to the study of risk and resiliency 

characteristics of girls who must navigate various environments and relationships in a 

secure residential facility for girls and boys with disabilities. 

 Risk and resiliency. Resiliency theory is well-suited to a study of girls in a secure 

residential facility, for at its core is the view that protective factors within the 

environment predict positive outcomes more than risk factors predict unfavorable 

outcomes (Benard, 2004). Therefore, it is informative to utilize resiliency theory as an aid 

in the identification of protective factors in the varying environments and protective 

factors in the varying relationships within those environments. In addition, the concept of 

risk must also be examined in relation to resiliency in order to meaningfully identify 

aspects of the program that are in need of improvement. In the study I examine the 

factors within the varying environments the girls must navigate in order to assess how the 

factors may contribute to risk and/or resilience. 

Methodology 

 This research was a qualitative study that allowed me to investigate in-depth how 

girls negotiate relationships and environments in a secure residential facility, and it 

allowed me to identify resiliency factors that are often overlooked in the literature on 
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girls in trouble. Maxwell notes that ―Qualitative data are not restricted to the results of 

specified ‗methods‘; as noted earlier, you are the research instrument in a qualitative 

study, and your eyes and ears are the tools you use to make sense of what is going on‖ 

(2005, p. 79). I selected a qualitative methodology because I wanted to understand a 

phenomenon holistically in an inductive fashion, and I wanted to generate rich, thick data 

based upon the perceptions of the individuals within the context of their environment 

(e.g., Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Methods: Criteria for Participant and Site Selection 

 Site selection. After consulting with Dr. Juliana Taymans and Dr. Elisabeth Rice 

about my research proposal, I was directed to a secure residential facility where the girls 

lived and attended school. This school offers a program appropriate for students needing 

both a general and special education program. The vast majority of students have 

Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and require special education interventions. 

There is a specific unit for adolescent girls who require long-term treatment because their 

significant behavioral, emotional, and medical needs cannot be met in a community 

setting. This behavioral health center offers an alternative to juvenile detention, but it is a 

secure facility and the girls are not free to come and go. In addition, the mission of the 

center conveys an understanding of the trauma many of the girls have experienced and 

the importance of building healthy relationships for girls at risk. Furthermore, the director 

of the school received a doctorate from GWU and was welcoming and excited by the 

prospect of this research. 

 Participants. Participants were identified via purposeful selection (Maxwell, 

2005).  ―This is a strategy in which particular settings, persons, or activities are selected 
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deliberately in order to provide information that can‘t be gotten as well from other 

choices‖ (p. 88). I met with the director of the program to identify girls from the group 

who were able to provide information. Two girls were identified as not able to partake in 

the study due to the severity of their mental health concerns during this time period. Once 

the list was reviewed and the participants selected, I visited the facility and sought the 

permission of the girls. I then sought the permission of the parent(s) and/or guardian(s) of 

the girls who assented to partake in the study. I ensured that any interview, observational, 

or record-review data were kept confidential by keeping names and other identifying 

information anonymous.  

Data Collection and Management 

 Self-report of role-related attributes. Data were collected utilizing a self-

portrait interviewing technique (Harter & Monsour, 1992; Wright, 2004, 2006).  This 

interview method presented the girls with sheets of paper that represented the different 

environments within the secure residential facility. At the top of each sheet was a 

heading, such as ―What I am like in the Classroom‖ and ―What I am like in the 

Residential Unit.‖ Six sentence stems were presented on each page (e.g., I am 

__________ in the classroom). The girls were asked to generate six descriptors and were 

encouraged to identify both positive and negative descriptors of themselves in each of 

three identified microsystems (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979) consisting of the 

classroom, the cafeteria and the residential unit. A plus or a minus was placed next to 

each sentence to indicate a positive or negative attribute.  

Self-portrait display. After the descriptors were completed, they were transferred 

to Post-It notes and placed in one of three circles on the large self-portrait sheet. The girls 
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were asked to put the most important descriptors in the smallest center circle, titled ―Most 

Important,‖ the less important descriptors in the next concentric circle, titled ―Less 

Important,‖ and the least important descriptors in the outer circle, titled ―Least Important‖ 

(see Figure 2).  

 

 

 

Least 

Important 

Less 

Important 

Most 

Important 

Figure 2. Self-portrait display. Concentric circles were used to delineate self-

descriptors as Most Important, Less Important and Least Important during the 

interview process. The girls placed their self-descriptors in the rings to delineate 

the level of importance. 
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Inquiry about opposites. The girls were then asked to examine the portrait and 

identify any descriptors that were opposites, or seemed to clash. For any identified pairs 

of opposites, a line was drawn between the two. This identification was used to guide the 

interview as the subject was asked to elaborate on why there were conflicts between 

attributes in varying environments within the facility. Furthermore, they were asked to 

explain what it was about each environment that made them experience positive or 

negative feelings.  

 Data management. The interviews were recorded using an MP3 recorder 

provided by the interviewer. The audio was downloaded to a computer for transcription. 

Observations of the girls in the school and residential settings were also undertaken and 

these data were captured via field notes. In addition, record reviews, interviews with 

school staff, and an examination of documented school policies took place to increase 

validity. Record reviews were used to note grades and specific environments where the 

girls might be having behavioral difficulties. The examination of school policies was 

utilized to examine whether or not specific school policies were promoting risk within the 

various environments. Data were managed using a software program called ATLAS.ti in 

order to effectively code and compare the data.  

Analysis and Interpretation 

 Data analysis. Interview data were collected and then transcribed as quickly as 

possible. Descriptive codes were initially assigned. However, the data were reread on a 

regular basis, and as I learned more about the dynamics at play in the research setting, I 

applied interpretive codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Analytic memos, or any writing 

that did not include field notes, transcription, or coding, were utilized throughout the 
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research process to enhance understanding (Maxwell, 2005). As patterns began to 

emerge, pattern codes were assigned to the data. These codes are more explanatory and 

inferential, and included ―a word indicating the inferred theme or pattern‖ (Miles & 

Huberman, p. 57). This information was stored and analyzed utilizing ATLAS.ti 

software. Initial single-case analysis took place and matrices were constructed from the 

data in order to identify patterns, comparisons, and trends. Once single-case analysis was 

completed for all interviewees, cross-case analysis was facilitated via matrices in order to 

understand more clearly the emergent patterns and conclusions. ―Multiple cases are 

extraordinarily helpful in both generating explanations and testing them systematically‖ 

(Miles & Huberman, p. 207). The ultimate goal was to construct a coherent theory that 

superseded each individual case and explained the ―how‖ and the ―why‖ of the 

phenomena being studied across cases (Miles & Huberman, p. 261).  

Validity 

 Maxwell (2005) defines validity as ―the correctness or credibility of a description, 

conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account‖ (p. 106). This 

straightforward definition has been used to develop validity in this study.  

 Researcher bias. I understand that my presence at the research site disrupted the 

status quo of the informants‘ daily lives. I had visited and observed at this site once 

already. In addition, I scheduled a time to observe the transitions the girls made on a daily 

basis. These visits served a twofold purpose. First, they allowed me to hone my interview 

questions and identify the various environments the girls must negotiate. Secondly, they 

allowed me to hang out and become a somewhat familiar face (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). I also used an informal interviewing technique in order to build a trusting rapport 



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

51 

with the interviewees. I made my purpose explicit to the informants by explaining my 

intentions and the goals of the research. In addition, I wrote reflective memos (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994) to guard against the transference of my experiences as a middle-class, 

college educated white female raised in a small town. 

 Peer reviews. Peer reviews were used to elicit comments from my colleagues as 

findings emerged; this was done to promote reflection and revision, and to check the 

plausibility of my interpretations (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). 

 Triangulation. Miles and Huberman (1994) define triangulation as a method that 

―is supposed to support a finding by showing that independent measures of it agree with 

it or, at least, do not contradict it‖ (p. 266). In order to triangulate the data from this 

study, I observed the girls, reviewed records, interviewed school staff, and examined 

documented school policies. 

 Quasi-statistics. Basic quantitative data were garnered from the data as it related 

to the girls‘ positive and negative feelings identified for the different environments they 

negotiated at the research site.  

 Comparison. Maxwell (2005) notes that single-setting qualitative studies can 

benefit from the use of comparisons. I used literature on typical secure juvenile justice 

settings and literature on gender-specific programming to help identify relevant 

characteristics and processes at play at this research site. In other words, I was able to use 

a comparison to explore whether or not identified positive environments incorporated 

tenets of gender-specific programming, and whether or not negatively identified 

environments aligned with typical programs that were not female responsive. 
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Ethical Concerns and Risks 

 I followed the guidelines put forth by the Internal Review Board (IRB), and I 

obtained informed consent from the participants and their parent(s) or guardian(s). In 

addition, I was explicit about the details of this study with all parties involved. In order to 

reduce risk, I initially chose girls based upon administrator input and identification. This 

allowed me to screen for girls who were willing and open to talk to individuals they did 

not have a close relationship with. In order to reduce the fear that any negative comments 

would be reported back to the staff at the residential facility and/or school, I assured them 

anonymity. However, I shared these results with individuals at the research site in order 

to improve services, and although the girls were given anonymity, I could not guarantee 

they would not be recognized by the administration or staff. Additionally, if a girl 

provided information indicating that she was being abused or if she indicated a situation 

where harm could be inflicted on another, I would have to report this. This was explicitly 

explained to each girl. Therefore, this risk could not be completely eliminated. It should 

be noted that I had permission to conduct research at this school and the administrators 

were welcoming to the prospect of a study that would help them to improve services for 

the girls at the facility. Hence, it was extremely unlikely that they would harbor any ill-

will toward the girls. If this was a great concern, an individual could choose not to 

participate in the study. In addition, the identities of any staff or teachers who were 

interviewed were kept anonymous and these individuals could choose not to participate in 

the study once the details were explained to them.  
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Chapter IV 

Findings: Searching for Connections and Feelings of Powerlessness  

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how girls in a secure residential 

facility define themselves in the varying environments within the facility. The goal was to 

better understand their lived experiences and to identify risk and resiliency factors to 

promote improved services for girls both within the research site and in similar sites 

throughout the nation. Data analysis revealed two distinct types of experiences across 

environments, those that resulted in feelings of powerlessness (risk) and resilience-

promoting factors that encouraged feelings of connectedness. These factors were present 

within the research site‘s three microsystems, consisting of the classroom, the cafeteria, 

and the residential unit. The microsystems interacted to form a mesosystem that the girls 

traversed as they negotiated varying relationships and experiences on a daily basis.  

In this chapter I provide a description of the self-portrait data collection strategy, 

as well as a table of the results of this technique. A brief explanation of the data analysis 

methodology will be discussed, and a cross-case matrix table will be used to illustrate the 

findings for connectedness and powerlessness across cases. Finally, a description of the 

secure residential facility, the school, the cafeteria, the unit, and the girls will be detailed, 

along with the findings from the data analysis. 

Data Analysis: Toward an Understanding of How Girls Experience Resiliency and 

Risk in a Secure Residential Facility  

 I initially constructed Table 1 to analyze the descriptors gathered from the self-

portrait interviewing technique (Harter & Monsour, 1992; Wright, 2004, 2006). The girls 
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were asked to generate six descriptors for each of the three environments and to identify 

the descriptors as either positive or negative. The girls placed a plus or minus sign next to 

each descriptor to indicate a positive or negative attribute. After the descriptors were 

completed, the girls transferred them to round stickers and placed them in one of three 

concentric circles on the large self-portrait sheet. The girls placed the most important 

descriptors in the smallest center circle, titled ―Most Important,‖ the less important 

descriptors in the next concentric circle, titled ―Less Important,‖ and the least important 

descriptors in the outer circle, titled ―Least Important.‖ This step is also captured in Table 

1. In the classroom environment, the girls used positive descriptors 54% of the time and 

negative descriptors 46% of the time. In the cafeteria environment, the girls used positive 

descriptors 62% of the time and negative descriptors 38% of the time. In the unit 

environment, the girls used positive descriptors 31% of the time and negative descriptors 

69% of the time. These results are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1 

 

Self-Portrait Results: Positive and Negative Self-Descriptors and Levels of Importance 

NAME CLASSROOM CAFETERIA UNIT 

Kelly Creative   + MOST  Hard-Working   + MOST Calm   +  MOST  

 Energized   + LESS Caring   + MOST Rowdy   + LEAST 

 Annoyed  - LEAST Thoughtful   + LESS Unsafe   -  MOST 

 Bored   - LEAST Excited  - MOST Pressured   - MOST 

 Impatient   - LESS Hungry   - MOST Surprised  - LEAST 

 Scared   - LESS  Impatient   - LESS  Energized   - LEAST 

    

Bethany Focused   + MOST Considerate   + MOST  Content   + MOST 

 Interested   + MOST Thoughtful   + MOST  Helpful   + MOST 

 Excited   + LESS  Respectful  + MOST  Hyper   - LESS  

 Annoyed   - MOST Appropriate   + LESS Annoying   - LEAST 

 Bored   - MOST Patient   + LESS Bad   - LEAST 

 Confused   -  LESS  Quiet   + LEAST Wild   - LEAST 
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Nicole Participator   + MOST Comfortable   + LESS Kind   + MOST 

 Comfortable   + LESS Friendly   + LESS  Isolated   + MOST 

 Good   + LESS Rowdy   + LEAST Respectful   + LESS 

 Disruptive   - MOST Uncomfortable   - MOST Good   + LEAST 

 Oppositional   - LEAST Annoyed    - MOST Angry   - LESS 

 Bored   - LEAST Nervous   - MOST Sad   - LESS 

    

Selene Excited   + LESS  Good   + LEAST Frustrated   - MOST 

 Good Behavior   + 

LESS 

Frustrated   - MOST Alone   - MOST 

 Happy   + LEAST Alone   - MOST Depressed   - MOST 

 Frustrated   - MOST Isolated   - MOST Scared   - MOST 

 Bored   - MOST Feel Bad   - LESS Bored   - MOST 

 Tired   -  LESS Ok   - LEAST Not Fitting In   - MOST 

    

Sarah Relaxed   + MOST  Friendly   + MOST  Happy   + LEAST 

 Independent   + LEAST Talkative   + LESS Talkative   + LESS 

 Happy   + LEAST Happy   + LESS Annoyed   - MOST 

 Annoyed   - MOST Self-conscious   - MOST Bored   - MOST 

 Tired   - LESS Hungry   - MOST Aggravated   - LESS 

 Bored   - LEAST Bored   - LEAST Tired   - LEAST 

    

Cindy Happy   + MOST Relaxed   + MOST Caged   - MOST 

 Excited   + MOST Free   + MOST Angry   - MOST 

 Fun   + MOST Choice   + MOST Mentally Beat Down   - 

MOST 

 Quiet   + LEAST Happy   + MOST Isolated   - MOST 

 Annoyed   - LESS Private   + LESS Miserable   - LESS 

 Bored   - LESS Frustrated   - LEAST Irritated   - LEAST 

Aaliyah Nice   + MOST Fun   + MOST Fun   + MOST 

 Awesome   + MOST Safe   + MOST Great  + MOST 

 Excited   + MOST Flirty   + MOST Nice   + MOST 

 Successful   + MOST Loud   + LESS Frustrated   - LESS 

 Upset   - LESS  Rowdy   + LEAST Mad   - LESS 

 Frustrated   - LEAST Frustrated   - LEAST Depressed   - LEAST 

    

Hannah Comfortable   + MOST *Diabetic – eats alone on 

unit 

Happy   + MOST 

 Excited   + MOST  Energized   + MOST 

 Happy   + LESS  Scared   - LESS 

 Energized   + LESS  Tired   - LESS 

 Bored   - LEAST  Sad   - LEAST 

 Scared   - LEAST  Bored   - LEAST 

    

Positive 54% 62% 31% 

Negative 46% 38% 69% 
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I then began data analysis using open coding in ATLAS.ti. This initially allowed 

me to code patterns, or themes, as they emerged from the data. After this initial 

descriptive coding was completed, I began the next level of data analysis in order to 

move from concrete description to a more abstract level of analysis to describe 

phenomena (Merriam, 1998, p. 187). I grouped my codes into conceptual families within 

ATLAS.ti. I then refined my categories, or families, so that the data were mutually 

exclusive; no data fit into more than one category. As I began this level of abstraction, the 

two themes of connectedness and powerlessness emerged. According to Merriam (p. 

185), a greater level of abstraction can be reached by having fewer categories, and fewer 

categories also allows for the findings to be more easily communicated to others. In order 

to link the conceptual categories, I used a diagram to ―effectively capture the interaction 

of relatedness of the findings‖ (Merriam, p. 188). Figure 3 shows a model displaying the 

interrelationships of the girls‘ experiences of connectedness and powerlessness within the 

mesosystem, composed of the microsystems of classroom, cafeteria, and residential unit. 
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 I constructed Table 2 to detail the differences among participant experiences of 

connectedness and powerlessness. This matrix elucidates similarities and differences in 

these constructs within and among participants. 

Cafeteria 

Unit 

Powerlessness Girls Connectedness 

Classroom 

Secure Residential Facility 

Figure 3. Linking themes of connectedness and powerlessness to girls‘ 

experiences within a secure residential facility. The girls were impacted by and 

contributed to feelings of connectedness and powerlessness across the three 

microsystems of the classroom, the cafeteria and the unit. The classroom and the 

cafeteria overlapped in the school setting, whereas the unit within the secure 

residential facility was distinctive in terms of space, staff, and administrators. 
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Table 2 

 

Annotated Cross-Case Matrix: Representative Excerpts from Each Participant Detailing 

Emergent Themes 

  

 

Participant 

 

―Connectedness‖ 

 

―Powerlessness‖ 

Kelly 

 

―but staff members who really 

care about you will give you 

consequences, try to help you 

out.‖   

 

 

―but the staff members that 

don‘t really care, they be like - 

they‘ll just come here. Once 

you do something wrong, they 

brush it off.  They be like just 

like, ―Never mind‖.‖ 

Bethany 

 

―They‘ll just be like - they try 

to understand where we‘re 

coming from.  They don‘t say, 

―Oh, I understand,‖ but they 

try to relate.‖ 

 

 

―I was trying to make a point 

to them that I was feeling 

unsafe here.  I was upset about 

this, this, and this and that 

people kept bugging me and 

threatening me, and they 

weren‘t - they just weren‘t 

getting it.‖ 

Nicole 

 

―Teacher A helps everybody.  

She‘s really good, actually.‖ 

 

 

―but the staff that I don‘t like, 

like Miss C, she just like - 

she‘s really - she‘s like a drill 

instructor, and she‘s - it‘s hard 

to explain, but she‘s really 

mean, I think, to some of the 

girls.‖ 

Selene 

 

Interviewer: What do they 

[good teachers] do for you? 

 

Selene: They talk to me and 

give me advice. 

 

―Like I‘m not supposed to be 

here.  I don‘t belong here.‖ 

Sarah 

 

―We do work together on the 

board, and we cut out stuff, 

and like they‘re just a lot of 

fun, and they let us like, if 

we‘re good, we get to go on a 

walk at the very end of class.‖ 

 

―The bored goes in Most 

Important, though, because 

they never do anything with 

us.‖ 
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Cindy 
 

―I just - I could talk to people I 

could trust.‖ 

 

―I feel caged.‖ 

Aaliyah 

 

Interviewer:  How does she 

make you feel? 

 

Aaliyah: Great.  Nice. 

 

 ―The staff, they just picks with 

you ‗til you get depressed 

sometimes.‖ 

Hannah 

 

―Miss D, she just makes me 

smile a lot.‖ 

 

 

―When they [other residents] 

kirk off, I get scared, because 

I‘m scared I‘m gonna get hit or 

something.‖ 

 

The Secure Residential Facility 

 The secure residential facility is located in a suburb of Washington, D.C., and is 

situated on the grounds of a 275-bed acute care hospital. Both the school and the 

residential unit are overseen by this nonprofit hospital. The behavioral health facility is 

affiliated with the hospital and provides outpatient and residential treatment for both 

female and male adolescents. Adolescents from multiple counties within the state and the 

District of Columbia reside in the unit and attend school as residential students or day 

students. Residential students are not involuntary admissions. Rather, they are civilly 

admitted by their parent/guardian/agency as minors because of their mental health issues. 

Many of the girls have been court-involved in the past, but they are not committed 

involuntarily to this secure residential facility. They are voluntarily committed to this 

nonpenal institution for treatment because their psychiatric illness makes them a danger 

to themselves or others. Day students do not reside on the campus and only attend school. 

A large percentage of both day and residential students have one or more identified 

disabilities and are following an Individualized Education Program (IEP). The student‘s 

least restrictive environment, as mandated by the child‘s IEP, determines a child‘s 
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placement as either a day student or a residential student. Day students are referred from 

another school placement based on educational needs. Residential students are 

specifically identified as needing a residential placement for various reasons, such as 

mental health concerns, which may or may not involve the school component. Oftentimes 

contact with the juvenile justice system results in evaluations being conducted that 

identify the individual with learning disabilities and/or mental health disorders.  

The residential program has an adolescent girls unit with a capacity of 27 beds, an 

adolescent boys unit with a capacity of 21 beds, and an adolescent sex offenders program 

with a capacity of 36 beds. The numbers of adolescents in the residential unit are in 

constant flux due to discharges and new admissions. The school, which is a nonpublic 

institution accredited by the state Board of Education, is also housed on the behavioral 

health campus and follows the county curriculum. The school provides educational 

services to the residential students, as well as the population of day students. The day 

students are transported to the school daily and attend during the regular school hours of 

8:30 a.m. to 3:00 p.m.  

The school. The co-ed school serves students in middle and high school and 

employs 21 teachers, 7 teacher aides, 5 teacher interns, 4 day school social workers, and 

4 adolescent girls unit social workers out of a total of 49 administrators and support staff.  

The 24 classrooms have windows that allow for natural light and a view of the outside, 

and the classrooms and hallways are nicely painted in muted colors. The school has a 

warm feeling and the school administrator noted that special attention was paid when 

painting the rooms and installing carpet in the hallways in order to provide an inviting 

environment for the students. Staff members interact with students in the hallways and 
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there is a din of commotion and voices as the students talk, laugh, push and shove 

amicably, and make their way to class. Even though one cannot enter or leave the 

hallways or classrooms without a key to unlock the thick steel doors, the feel of the 

school is not confining to a visitor. There is a small student-to-teacher ratio, with an 

average class size of seven students with one teacher and one teacher‘s assistant. A 

typical day for a student consists of four block periods with five classes for 90 minutes 

every other day and one class for 60 minutes each day, which is the 5th-period class. The 

school offers varying electives per semester based on the teachers‘ availability to teach 

the classes. These rotating electives consist of Ancient World History, Advanced Writing, 

Fitness for Life, Musicianship, Musical Perspectives, Spanish, French, and Economics. 

The school curriculum is based upon the county curriculum where the school resides. 

However, if a student needs credit for a class from a neighboring county, the school will 

incorporate those requirements in order for a student to obtain the appropriate credits. 

The school provides an education to all of the residential adolescents, as well as an 

average of 49 day students, making it a very busy place. However, the adolescent sex 

offenders are educated and take their meals separately from the rest of the residential and 

day school population.  

The cafeteria. The cafeteria serves lunch to students in two 40-minute sessions. 

The cafeteria is supervised by teacher assistants and behavior support staff from the 

school. In addition, various staff members enter the cafeteria to buy lunch and some of 

them eat in the cafeteria, although they are not officially on duty to supervise the 

students. The cafeteria is a rather small, intimate, rectangular carpeted room with five 

mobile bench cafeteria tables that can be folded up to make more floor space. Four of the 
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tables were lined up parallel to one another in rows with one end of the tables placed 

against the wall. Another table was placed on the opposite wall perpendicular to the other 

tables. Not many students sat at this table, and those who did sat apart from one another 

and ate by themselves. At the end of the room is the lunch line where the students obtain 

trays and choose their hot meal from the lunch server. The cafeteria is loud, with boys 

and girls sitting together and socializing in various peer groups. The noise level ebbed 

and flowed with laughter, joking, and cursing. The staff members sat together and were 

also eating lunch. They allowed the students freedom to sit where they wanted and would 

reprimand students when the noise level escalated. However, the staff members on duty 

did not leave their seats to speak or interact with students. Rather, they responded 

verbally to discipline loud outbursts and cursing.  

The unit. The unit is divided in two sections known as the north side and the 

south side. These sides are separated by a wall with two doors and an office space for 

staff. The entire unit, consisting of the north and south sides, is staffed by four to five 

individuals at all times. The entire unit is supervised by the Charge Nurse, who provides 

oversight and guidance for the nursing staff on a daily basis. The Charge Nurse is a 

Registered Nurse (RN) and there is one RN on duty per shift acting as the Charge Nurse. 

Four Licensed Practical Nurses (LPNs) are also on staff, with one of them on duty per 

shift. The Charge Nurse works closely with the Residential Care Coordinator, the 

Director of Nursing, and the Clinical Supervisor, who provides clinical supervision for 

the four unit social workers. In summation, there are five adults per shift, consisting of 

the Charge Nurse, an additional LPN, two Residential Care Coordinators, and a 

Psychiatric Technician. The Residential Care Coordinator and the Psychiatric 
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Technicians have the most direct contact with the girls, as they supervise all activities and 

escort the girls to and from activities. They are also directly involved in the daily 

interactions among the girls in the residential unit. The nursing staff also has a lot of 

contact with the girls, but not quite as frequently as the above-mentioned individuals. The 

unit does not have carpeting, and the ambience is clinical and uninviting. There are 13 

bedrooms located in the hallway on both the north and south side and these accommodate 

two girls, although one of the rooms accommodates three occupants. Therefore, the unit 

can accommodate up to 27 girls at any particular time. The bedrooms are plain and 

sparsely furnished, and the walls are painted off-white. A designated wall space is 

provided to post pictures, posters, cards, etc. The functional furniture consists of twin 

beds, chairs, and a desk for each girl. The girls are not permitted to socialize in each 

other‘s bedrooms, although they often try to do so. Three common rooms provide space 

where the girls can socialize and watch television during scheduled times. Additionally, 

there are six bathrooms, with three on each side where the girls are permitted a 10-minute 

shower in the morning and a second shower in the evening with a less stringent time 

limit.  

The time on the unit is very structured, with written regulations and expectations 

explained in the residential unit handbook (see Appendix A). Behaviors are clearly 

defined and based upon a level system (see Appendix A). The girls also follow a daily 

schedule (see Appendices B and C). This system is in place from ―wake-up‖ to 

―bedtime,‖ as indicated in the handbook. The five levels are designed to measure the 

levels of successful behaviors of the residents, and there are built-in positive 

reinforcements as girls increase their level. Every girl enters the program as a Level I, 
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with minimal privileges, and this level is known as Orientation. Level II is known as 

Acceptance and Trust, Level III is known as Accountability, Level IV is Making Good 

Choices, and Level V is Maturity and Positive Modeling. Levels II through IV require the 

residents to maintain a specific level of points on their daily point sheets, actively and 

appropriately participate in treatment, and maintain level-appropriate behavior for a 

required number of days. Additionally, the residents must not have any unexcused 

absences from school or class, and they must not skip class or be late for school to 

maintain their level. An example of level implementation is bedtime. Sunday through 

Thursday, girls on Level I and II must be in bed by 9:00 p.m., and Friday and Saturday 

their bedtime is 10:00 p.m. Levels III and above get to stay up for an extra 30 minutes 

every night of the week. The level system is very clear and concise and the specific 

details are outlined in a handbook that is provided to the girls and their families or 

guardians. All girls on Level II and above are permitted to go on unit outings at the 

discretion of the staff. These outings also depend upon staff with van certification being 

available to drive the girls to the various activities. The following description was related 

by a unit supervisor: The activities are varied, and include such outings as movies, 

skating, museums, musical/theatrical events, the batting cage, and amusement parks in 

the summer. When on the unit, the girls are allowed to go outside to a secure and 

confined area, to the gym, and to the computer lab. Adult supervision is needed for these 

activities, too. When not outside of the living quarters of the unit, the girls tend to play 

games, watch movies, and do their hair. 

The girls. A total of eight girls were interviewed ranging in age from 13 to 18. 

Four of the girls were African American and four were Caucasian. Interestingly, this 
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distribution of ethnicity is not representative of the secure residential facility. On average, 

80% of the girls, including day students, are African American, 18% are Caucasian, and 

2% are Latina. It should be noted that it was difficult to obtain parental consent to allow 

the girls to partake in the research study. I obtained parental consent from the parents of 

all four Caucasian girls. Bethany, who was 18 at the time of the study, provided her own 

consent, although I did speak with her adoptive mother who was supportive of this 

undertaking. The remaining three African American girls had Department of Social 

Services case managers who were responsive and able to provide legal signatures to 

allow the girls to participate. This phenomenon appeared to be related to socioeconomic 

status, not ethnicity, and spoke to the extra set of challenges many of the girls at the 

research site faced.  Poverty, coupled with overworked and/or nonresponsive parent(s) or 

case managers, intensified risk for this population. 

All the girls, with the exception of Hannah, who did very well in school, struggled 

academically and their histories are marked by poor grades, truancy, disruptive behaviors 

in the school setting, and negative peer associations. All but Hannah have diagnosed 

learning difficulties, such as speech-language impairments and learning disabilities. 

Additionally, all but one of the girls had a history of sexual abuse and/or rape and six of 

the girls had a history of neglect and/or physical abuse at some point in their childhood 

and early adolescence. All of the girls have a mental health diagnosis, such as bipolar 

disorder, conduct disorder, mood disorder, borderline personality disorder, posttraumatic 

stress disorder, and oppositional defiant disorder. Three girls have diagnosed eating 

disorders. Furthermore, one girl‘s record indicated that she had attempted suicide and 
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three other girls have a record of suicidal ideation. All of the girls have been court-

involved and four of the girls had a history of parental incarceration.  

The diagnosis of learning and emotional disabilities affords the girls certain 

protection under the law. Youth with disabilities are overrepresented in the juvenile 

delinquency system and these youth are entitled to special education assessments and 

services put forth by the Individual with Disabilities Education Act (e.g., Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act of 2004; Leone, Meisel, & Drakeford, 2002). These rights 

include comprehensive assessments and eligibility meetings in a timely manner, 

meaningful Individualized Education Programs (IEP), instructional practices to meet the 

needs relegated in the IEP with appropriate accommodations, related service sessions as 

relegated by the IEP, transition plans beginning for youth turning 16 within the year the 

IEP is valid, and the involvement of parents, guardians, or surrogates in every step of the 

process (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004; Leone, Meisel, & 

Drakeford).  

Additionally, the diagnosis of learning and emotional disabilities significantly 

impacts the girls‘ ability to achieve academically and negotiate peer and adult 

relationships. A study by Sanger and Belau (1997, p. 74) noted that delinquent youth 

have weaker language skills than do their nondelinquent peers. These weaker language 

skills encompass pragmatics, or the sociolinguistic rules for communication, which affect 

how messages are communicated as well as interpreted (e.g., Sanger, Maag, & Spilker, 

2006). This, coupled with diagnosed emotional disabilities, makes communication among 

the girls and between the girls and staff tenuous. The possibility for difficulties with 

understanding and using language is ever-present, which can easily lead to frustration, 
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misinterpretation, and physical and verbal aggression. Additionally, all but one of the 

girls has diagnosed learning disabilities, has struggled in school, and has been truant. 

Academic achievement has been poor and school has been challenging. Overall, the girls‘ 

experiences are intertwined with learning, emotional, and communication difficulties that 

make interpreting and communicating with the world around them complicated and 

arduous. 

 It should be noted that Selene‘s experiences at the facility were somewhat 

different because she had so few connections built with staff and her peers; in essence, 

she was an outlier. She had already spent 1 year and 7 months in the secure residential 

facility, had no friendships, and she described herself across environments with negative 

descriptors 78% of the time. She indicated that she did not fit in with any environment. 

Furthermore, her background was marred by some of the most significant physical and 

sexual abuse of all the girls interviewed for this study. She is the product of pathogenic 

parental care, including chronic and severe physical and emotional abuse and neglect, 

chronic and severe sexual abuse, witnessing acts of domestic violence, and witnessing 

substance and alcohol abuse by her birth mother and various friends and boyfriends of 

her mother. Ultimately, the parental rights were terminated and Selene became a ward of 

the state.  
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Table 3 

Descriptive Data from the Time of the Interviews in Spring 2008  

Name Age Race 
Disability 

Category 

Length of 

Time at 

Facility 

Family Status 

Status 

Offender 

Category 

Kelly 
15 White ED 1 yrs. 4 mos. 

High socio-

economic status 

international 

adoptee 

Running away 

 

Theft 

 

Aggression 

toward mother 

and fellow 

students 

Bethany 
18 

African 

American 
ED 2 yrs. 3 mos. 

High socio-

economic status  

Adopted from 

foster care system 

Running away 

 

Aggression 

toward caretakers 

and school staff 

Nicole 
17 White ED 5 mos. 

High socio-

economic status 

adoptee 

Running away 

 

Truancy 

Alcohol and drug 

abuse 

 

Aggression 

toward fellow 

students 

Selene 
15 

African 

American 
ED 1 yr. 7 mos. Ward of the state 

Running away 

 

Absconding 

 

Theft 

 

Alcohol and drug 

abuse 

Sarah 
17 White ED 3 mos. 

High socio-

economic status 

adoptee 

Running away 

 

Motor vehicle 

theft 

 

Shoplifting 

 

Alcohol and drug 

abuse 

 

Possession of a 

controlled 

substance 

Aggression 

toward family and 

fellow students 
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Cindy 
14 

African 

American 
ED 1 yr. 4 mos. Ward of the state 

Truancy 

 

Aggression 

toward fellow 

students 

Aaliyah 
15 

African 

American 

OHI (Neuro- 

cognitive 

Disorder 

NOS, 

ADHD, 

Inorganic 

Lead 

Toxicity) 

11 mos. Ward of the state 

Running away 

 

Truancy 

 

Theft 

 

Drug and alcohol 

abuse 

 

Sexual 

promiscuity 

Hannah 
13 White No IEP 11 mos. 

Low socio-

economic status  

 

Biological 

parental custody 

Running away 

 

Truancy 

 

Theft 

 

Aggression 

toward peers 

 

Negotiating Environments 

Findings that emerged from data analysis will be discussed below. The girls 

related feelings of connectedness and powerlessness as they navigated the classroom, the 

cafeteria, and the unit. Some feelings were specific to each individual microsystem, 

whereas other feelings, such as being confined, spanned the microsystems and will be 

discussed on the mesosystem level. An introduction to each microsystem will be 

presented, along with findings that give voice to the girls and a conclusion to the findings 

for each microsystem and the mesosystem. The conclusion will provide a brief discussion 

of the impact of each environment and how it promoted risk or resilience.  

The Classroom 

 The classroom environment is a place where boys and girls comingle and where 

residential students interact with day students. In order to better understand the daily 
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experiences of the girls in this setting, I interviewed the girls specifically about how they 

felt about themselves in school; I also interviewed two teachers and conducted 

observations in three classrooms. Additionally, I reviewed each girl‘s record for basic 

demographic and school data. In my interviews a dichotomy emerged from the girls‘ 

statements that revealed feelings of both powerlessness and connectedness.  

―Most of us on the unit cannot wait to go to school‖. The girls described 

themselves in positive terms 54% of the time in the self-portrait matrix that asked them to 

supply descriptive words for themselves in the classroom. The majority of these 

descriptors related to positive relationships with others, whether teachers or friends, and 

how this had a positive impact on the girls‘ self-concept. Data analysis brought to light 

positive interactions and feelings that promoted connectedness and the girls spoke 

positively of these relationships, as in Sarah‘s comments about her teachers at school: 

Sarah: Like, I like some of the teachers, because they kind of get down on 

our level sometimes and talk with us, and they‘re not so stuck up, 

but some of them are, but some of them aren‘t. 

 

Interviewer: What do you mean, talk to you?  Do you mean about things 

besides your schoolwork? 

 

Sarah: Yeah, like about problems and stuff.  We can go to them and be 

like, ―Look, this is what happened today,‖ and they‘ll give you 

their honest opinion and just talk to us. 

 

The girls further identified special teachers by those individuals who listened to the girls 

yet reinforced rules. Nicole noted that in one of her favorite classes the teacher allowed 

for interaction while enforcing order: 

Nicole: She keeps it under control.  Like we all have our own opinions 

about stuff.  Of course, it‘s government, but she like - she helps us 

out with our opinions.  Like she tries to help us to understand our 

own opinions and stuff like that. 
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Interviewer: Oh, so there‘s dialogue? 

 

Nicole: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: You can voice an opinion? 

 

Nicole: And there‘s like no arguing at all.  Like it‘s really awesome.  Like 

there‘s no arguing.  When it comes to our own opinions, we just 

voice how we feel about it. 

 

Nicole‘s experience in this class was also supported by my observation of this 

particular class, which was structured and implemented a positive behavior system. This 

positive behavior system, which will be discussed in more detail below, was in addition 

to the schoolwide behavior intervention system. The physical environment was warm and 

inviting, with student work displayed throughout the room. The students also had quotes 

displayed on the walls in their own handwriting, such as ―All roses are beautiful despite 

the thorns,‖ ―Whatever don‘t kill you only makes you stronger,‖ and ―Yesterday was the 

past, today is the present.‖ The students‘ 10 desks were arranged in a semicircle, not 

rows, and the teacher moved around the room among the students and between them and 

the board, which the desks were facing. In addition, the instruction was engaging and 

active. The warm-up began with students reading their horoscopes aloud, which they all 

participated in enthusiastically. Then the Top Notch Student was announced as positive 

behavior points were tallied. A quiz show format was used to review for the upcoming 

assessment, and all the students actively participated in this process. Students worked in 

cooperative groups to compile information from the textbook for a poster describing how 

a bill becomes a law. The students in this classroom were involved in the classroom 

routine and they were given choice—they were not only engaged, they were involved in 
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the functioning of the classroom and the learning process. For example, the students 

voted on whether or not to take the quiz before or after their break, they assisted in the 

monitoring and tallying of behavior points, and they readily asked questions and shared 

ideas related to the curriculum. Students were treated as partners in the learning process, 

and they were treated with respect as they voiced their opinions. The teacher also readily 

gave points for positive interactions and tallied them on the board. The teacher provided a 

10-minute break during the middle of the 90-minute period and she played the radio 

softly and allowed the students to help her decorate a bulletin board. Not only did the 

students help put up the materials, but they were given the power to choose specific 

decorations. The teacher of this class noted: 

Teacher A: When I‘m teaching them, what I‘m really learning is constant 

approval of who they are, without any conditions on it.  You know, 

just being friendly in the face of their anger.  That‘s a big lesson 

I‘m learning right now.  Also, keeping things stimulating because I 

have a couple of girls – two I‘m thinking of in particular – who are 

very smart, and I have to adjust my class so everybody can learn, 

but they tend to get very bored.  I can feel their resentment because 

of that, so I‘m really trying to address the needs of those girls, and 

at the same time adjust the needs of my other student who really 

needs to take it slow.  Yeah, I think unconditional approval and an 

indication that I will like them no matter what they do to me.  

That‘s helping.  That helps. 

 

This teacher valued her students and built relationships not only between her and the 

students, but among the students themselves. Additionally, this teacher was cognizant of 

the need to differentiate her instruction to meet the varying needs of the students in her 

class, which enhanced learning and increased the feelings of success for the girls. The 

girls were clearly voicing a desire to be engaged, respected, and instructed on their 

individual level.  
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Regarding another classroom, Aaliyah related a similar point of view in that two 

of her most important feelings in the classroom were being excited and successful, and 

she felt this way often in math class because the teacher ―He break it down and stuff.‖ 

This was also the environment where Selene felt the most positive about herself, as 

indicated by her using positive descriptors 50% of the time for this setting. She stated that 

in the classroom environment she felt excited, happy, and had good behavior, although 

she deemed these as less and least important. She related that her most important feelings 

were those of frustration, boredom, and tiredness in the classroom environment. Her 

teacher noted that she increased her use of coping skills during her time at the secure 

facility and improved in her ability to verbalize her frustrations, but that she continued to 

have outbursts, which could be explosive.  If she did not receive attention very quickly 

she easily escalated into a full crisis situation.  The teacher noted:  

Teacher D: For example, she was frustrated with two staff members today and 

came to me for help.  However, she could not verbalize her 

frustrations to a point that I could assist her.  It escalated into her 

verbally confronting staff and attempting to destroy a teacher‘s 

classroom. Within ten minutes, she was able to calmly explain she 

had attempted to use her coping skills (breathing, walking away, 

asking for help) but they were unsuccessful.  She was also able to 

express that she was wrong to disrupt the classroom.  These are 

remarkable improvements in Selene since I have known her.   

 

Selene enjoyed the classroom setting more than other environments, but continued to 

become frustrated and occasionally escalate into violent outbursts. Her negative 

descriptors and concept of self seemed to impact her difficulties with coping with her 

frustrations, even though she considered herself in relatively positive terms in this 

environment. 
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 Boredom. There was a fine line between resiliency-promoting and risk-promoting 

teachers. Effective resiliency-promoting teachers coupled effective teaching strategies 

with structured behavior plans in an environment described as caring by the girls. 

Classrooms without these components were regarded negatively by the girls and 

therefore promoted risk in the school setting. For instance, some teachers were identified 

as boring and too strict and the girls would often walk out of these classes, or come up 

with excuses to be removed. As Sarah related: 

Sarah: Like the teacher just drones on.  All we do is take notes, and like 

he doesn‘t have anything fun for us, like my next class. 

 

Interviewer: Like seat work? 

 

Sarah: Yeah, and you just like - you want to like have somebody.  You 

want to call your social worker so you can have that time with her. 

So you like, yeah, you wait for like - usually when you have the 

social worker on the same day as a class like that, you wait until 

you get to that class, even if it is the last period, and then you call 

them and ask them to come down so they can get you out.  

 

Cindy would look for ways to leave the room before she became destructive. She related: 

Interviewer: You said that sometimes you‘re annoyed and bored.  So what does 

the annoying, boring teacher do?  What happens in that class? 

 

Cindy: Nothing. 

 

Interviewer: Nothing? 

 

Cindy: I walk out. 

 

Interviewer: You walk out?  Okay, and why do you usually leave? 

 

Cindy: Because I know if I start getting bored, if I get irritated, then I‘m 

just gonna start getting really angry and just go off, so I walk out. 
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This lack of engagement and reliance on control is a risk-promoting factor that does not 

empower the girls to see themselves as part of the learning process. An equally 

frustrating experience was related by Bethany: 

Interviewer: You mentioned that being annoyed was one of the most important 

feelings in the classroom. When are you annoyed? 

 

Bethany: When I don‘t know what I‘m doing or when the teacher just 

doesn‘t understand that I‘m not learning the way that they‘re 

teaching me. 

 

Interviewer:  Do you ever ask those teachers for help?  What do they do? 

 

Bethany: I do, but since I‘m dyslexic, they just be - sometimes they don‘t 

know how to handle that. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  Right.  So you have trouble with reading?  Is that how that 

- 

 

Bethany: Yeah, and comprehending numbers, because I can‘t even read a 

regular clock. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so numbers and books, so you‘re gonna need some help, 

right? 

 

Bethany: Yeah. But they don‘t work like that.  They work everybody at the 

same level. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, okay.  So they don‘t - those teachers that annoy you do that, 

right?  They don‘t work with kids at different levels?  And what 

about the teachers that have you interested and focused?  What do 

they do? 

 

Bethany: They understand that I learn differently than everybody else, and 

they give me attention, the help that I need. 

 

The girls enjoyed the classrooms where multiple connections were made—

connections with the teachers, curriculum, instruction, and the physical environment. 

These factors promoted resiliency, whereas classrooms where the teacher was autocratic 

and did not tailor instruction to meet the needs of various learners promoted risk. In this 
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type of environment, the girls would act out and/or find ways to leave the classroom. As 

Sarah noted, sometimes the boring classes could be fun, because ―Yeah, but sometimes 

it‘s fun, because like then we just want to start getting in trouble and start annoying the 

teacher, and so me and my friends like will do stuff, and he gets really, really mad.‖ She 

also noted the desire for more engagement when she related ―Yeah, and we just—we 

have nothing to do. Like he‘s never given us one group project, like, at all.‖    

Classroom Learning Considerations: Observational Findings 

 Three distinct classroom environments were observed that coincided with the 

girls‘ descriptions of the varying classrooms—those that they liked, and those that they 

disliked. In two of the classrooms, the students clearly felt connected to the teacher, as 

they readily asked questions and the teachers spoke in kind voices and praised positive 

behaviors. However, only one of those teachers led a calm and productive class. The 

other teacher was well-liked, but the students were not fully productive because they 

would get out of their seats, joke with each other, and joke with the teacher. These 

behaviors negatively impacted academic engagement. In the third classroom there were 

no cooperative groupings or multisensory modes of teaching. The students sat at their 

desks and displayed signs of boredom, such as putting their heads down on the desks and 

slouching down in their seats. Furthermore, the teacher lectured and asked questions that 

did not invoke higher-order thinking skills. The three classrooms described below 

illustrate varying instructional and behavioral strategies encountered by the girls on a 

daily basis in school. 

Classroom environment #1. This classroom was described in detail previously in 

this chapter and the teacher was Teacher A. The classroom was decorated with both 
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student work and teacher-constructed materials that reinforced the subject matter and 

good behavior. The students and the teacher engaged in respectful dialogue, which was 

both student and teacher initiated, and higher-order thinking questions were asked and 

discussed. Cooperative groups of students were engaged in an activity to master textbook 

information by illustrating concepts on a poster. A break was given during which students 

listened to the radio and helped to decorate a bulletin board. Furthermore, there was 

constant positive reinforcement verbally and through an explicit and structured positive 

classroom behavior plan that the teacher implemented. This plan was unique to this 

classroom. The teacher would praise and name the positive behaviors, such as 

participating in class, following directions, being helpful, completing assignments, 

coming into class and starting the warm-up, and using appropriate language. She would 

then put a check next to the student‘s name on the board. She also allowed the students to 

place the check marks for themselves and their classmates. These points were tallied at 

the end of the period. They were then tallied biweekly and a student was named Top 

Notch Student. Additionally, the teacher would have a luncheon with all the students who 

earned the Top Notch Student each quarter. This class was engaging with clear 

expectations and a high degree of student involvement. There was ample student and 

teacher dialogue and constructive student-to-student interactions during cooperative 

group work. Students in this classroom were treated as partners in the learning process 

and the teacher made a concerted effort to involve every student by asking questions and 

having them help her, even if it was just to pick out items for the bulletin board 

decorations. 
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Classroom environment #2. In this classroom, there was no student work on the 

walls, although the room was painted in warm colors and there was a wall of windows 

that allowed for natural light. Students in the hallway were very loud, as this class took 

place after lunch. As the period began, students were entering the room from the hallway, 

flicking the lights on and off, and then darting back into the hallway. This type of 

disorganization lasted for about 5 minutes, even though the teacher was in the classroom 

prepping materials and talking to students. There was a warm-up exercise on the board 

for students to begin, although they had to be told by the teacher to begin the warm-up. 

This seemed to indicate that there was not a clear and structured routine for the students 

to follow. The teacher‘s assistant arrived 15 minutes after the class started. He made a 

few attempts to calm the students down by verbally asking them to be quiet and listen, 

but he was not effective. The teacher paused in her instruction while he did this, but there 

was no verbal interaction between the teacher and the teacher assistant. There was no 

agenda on the board and no classroom behavior plan was visible or utilized during this 

classroom period. Student behavior was off-task for the majority of the period and 

involved such behaviors as getting out of desks, bickering with other students, and joking 

with the teacher. The teacher tried to ignore these interactions, but she reinforced these 

behaviors by smiling and making jokingly sarcastic replies. The teacher utilized 

cooperative groups and a game-show format to review for the upcoming quiz, although at 

the end of the game show she revealed that she had forgotten the prizes and would get 

them to the students the following week. The students enjoyed the game-show format, 

but their behavior continued to be raucous. They would call out answers, tease each 

other, get out of their desks, and joke with the teacher. However, the students did attempt 
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to answer the questions and were excited when they answered correctly. Unfortunately, 

the environment was too chaotic for the lesson to be effective. 

The students in this classroom did not work well in groups, as they did not 

communicate effectively about the content of the lesson. Instead, they joked with one 

another and called out answers without waiting for the teacher to call on them. The 

students refused to work with certain partners when grouped together to complete a 

worksheet that required them to locate information in the textbook. They vocalized that 

they did not want to work with certain individuals in the class, and the four girls in this 

class isolated themselves from one another by sitting apart from each other. They did not 

seem to have built relationships with one another, as they ignored each other. All the 

students proceeded to work individually. One girl tried diligently to complete her work, 

but the environment was very distracting because of the level of noise from the other 

students talking and teasing one another. She requested a pass to leave the room 35 

minutes after the class began. The teacher gave her a pass and she left with the teacher‘s 

aide.  

This teacher interacted with the students in a friendly, respectful, and smiling 

manner. She attempted to structure her lesson with multiple components, such as 

cooperative groupings and a game-show quiz review. However, the classroom 

environment was loud with continual disrespectful interactions among students. The 

teacher attempted to gain control of the classroom by asking the students to be quiet and 

calm down, but it was ineffectual. She also ignored many of the behaviors, such as 

calling out and peer-to-peer teasing, and attempted to continue with her lesson and the 

game-show review. The students clearly liked this teacher, as they attempted to joke and 
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speak with her in a way that suggested she was more of a peer than an authority figure. 

For example, the students asked her numerous times about the music she liked, what she 

liked to do on the weekends, and one male student referred to her as ―turtle,‖ stating that 

turtles are cute.  

These inappropriate, although non-threatening, interactions took place between 

the students and the teacher and eroded her control of the classroom. She asked the 

students to listen and calm down, but she did not confront specific behaviors. These 

behaviors reduced academic engagement and productivity.  

Classroom environment #3. This class was in a room with no student- or 

teacher-constructed materials on the walls. The room felt sterile and little natural light 

filtered through the windows. During the lesson, the teacher was energetic, she utilized 

technology, and she wrote notes on the board for the students to copy. The teacher used a 

PowerPoint presentation with a laptop and projector for the students to copy notes from. 

However, there was a technology glitch and the students had to later take notes from the 

board and through a lecture format. She taught a fast-paced lesson and she did not engage 

with the students who were not participating. Only two students out of five actively 

participated by volunteering to answer the teacher‘s questions. The teacher did not ask 

higher-order thinking questions and there was little opportunity for activities that engaged 

students in higher-order thinking because most of the time was spent on note-taking. One 

boy fell asleep and had to be woken up, and throughout the observation two other 

students proceeded to put their heads down, although they did not fall asleep. This 

teacher did allow the students to leave on bathroom breaks and to get drinks of water, 

which three of the five students requested. There was no visible or apparent classroom 
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behavior plan in place, although these students were not rowdy and verbally 

disrespectful. Student behaviors, such as minimal hand-raising and lying with heads 

down on desks, indicated disengagement with the academic content.  

―If it’s with my friends, I feel happy‖. Connections with peers were important 

to all the girls in the study across all environments. But the classroom setting was unique 

because it provided time for some of the girls to see each other, which could be limited 

by the physical set-up of the unit. Also, the girls got to see and interact with day students. 

As Kelly related: 

Kelly: We mix in with day school, and we run into new people, old 

people, people we know, and who we don‘t know, we get used to.  

We have to put our relationships into it, too.  We have to be willing 

to cooperate with each other.  If we‘re not willing to cooperate 

with each other, that would be harder for the staff members.  That 

would be hard for the teachers.  That would be hard for everybody 

else. 

 

This desire and fondness for positive relationships was also described by Nicole when 

she described how she felt comfortable in the classroom; she stated, ―In art, when I‘m in 

now, like when there are certain people in there that I like, I can communicate with 

them.‖ Nicole also noted that peers influence how she feels and this in turn impacts her 

behavior: 

Interviewer: Now what‘s the difference?  Let‘s first take a class where you 

think that your positives, where you said you have good behavior, 

you‘re comfortable, and you participate.  So what is that class like?   

 

Nicole: The people that‘s in it.  Like people really impact me, the way I 

act, so. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  Staff or kids? 

 

Nicole:  Kids. 
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 Classes that offered a variety of activities and time to work with partners were 

preferred by the majority of girls. Sarah expressed that this helped her learn and increased 

her engagement: 

Sarah: Yeah, and we do like - I don‘t know.  We do work together on the 

board, and we cut out stuff, and like they‘re just a lot of fun, and 

they let us like, if we‘re good, we get to go on a walk  at the very 

end of class. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, and you feel like that‘s consistent, too, like you understand?  

You understand what being good is.  Has he made that clear, or -  

 

Sarah: Uh-hmm, and they like bring in food for us all the time, and we 

just eat and do our work, and it‘s just like - and they let us talk, and 

we‘ve done - they‘re like, ―Oh, how about you take a partner and 

work on this worksheet?‖ and it‘s like so much easier, and, you 

know, you can talk, but you can work. 

 

Interviewer: And even if you‘re doing work, it‘s still like hanging out together?  

And do you think you learn more in those classes? 

 

Sarah:  Yeah, because you‘re - like you actually want to listen, I guess. 

Classroom Environment—Risk and Resilience 

As these young women negotiated the operations of different classrooms, they 

adjusted to varying environments within this mesosystem. They had desires for 

connectedness, and could easily articulate the relationships with teachers and peers where 

this need was being met. This connectedness was a compensatory, or resiliency factor, 

that increased classroom participation and engagement with the curriculum and still 

afforded the girls the ability to articulate positive classroom experiences. Conversely, 

they had to negotiate relationships and classrooms where powerlessness was fostered, and 

in these settings the girls tended to act out and find ways to be removed from the setting. 

This powerlessness was a potentiating, or risk factor, that led to a lack of engagement and 

instruction and further tainted their school experiences.    
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The Cafeteria 

The cafeteria environment was also a place where boys and girls comingle and 

where residential students interact with day students. In order to better understand the 

daily experiences of the girls in this setting, I interviewed the girls specifically about how 

they felt about themselves in the cafeteria, and I conducted observations during two lunch 

periods. In my interviews a dichotomy emerged from the girls‘ statements that revealed 

feelings of powerlessness and connectedness. However, it should be noted that the 

cafeteria was the environment where the girls used the highest percentage of positive 

descriptors, with the girls describing themselves in that environment in positive terms 

62% of the time. 

Friends and freedom. The girls enjoyed the freedom that the cafeteria gave 

them—this environment allowed the girls to sit wherever they wanted and talk freely 

with both boys and girls. There was little staff supervision over these interactions, with 

staff only intervening if the noise level grew too loud or if there was explicit loud 

cussing. Most of the behaviors in the cafeteria were tolerated by the aides on duty. As 

Cindy related, ―I feel like it‘s a time for me to relax, like I can sit where I want without 

anybody telling me I can‘t sit there.‖ She also liked the time talking with her peers, as she 

felt ―Nobody [is] eavesdropping.‖ Kelly also felt that the cafeteria provided her with 

freedom, and she expressed, ―That‘s the time when we actually have some … we mix 

with each other. We just relax, eat our food, and just do what we have to do.‖  

 Sarah described herself in the cafeteria as friendly, talkative, and happy because 

she was free to sit with her friends who lived on the other side of the unit. As she related: 
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Sarah: Like they moved most of my friends over to south side, and I‘m on 

north side, and so I get to see them in the cafeteria, so I get to talk 

to them. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  You get to sit - how do you - 

 

Sarah: We just sit with them.  We get to sit wherever we want.  

 

Nicole, who had an aversion to the cafeteria due to an eating disorder that caused her to 

describe herself as uncomfortable, nervous, and annoyed, stated that the cafeteria was 

unpleasant at times, but overall she liked being there. She enjoyed this environment 

purely because she had some free time with her friends, which led her to describe herself 

as comfortable, friendly, and rowdy. She explained: 

Nicole: It‘s loud, yeah, and it‘s - like when you‘re around your friends, you 

feel like all comfortable and stuff.  You feel like you can talk to 

them at that time. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so there‘s uncomfortable, but there‘s also comfortable. 

 

Nicole: Yeah, because I‘m around my friends. 

 

 I observed this sense of freedom and relaxed peer interaction during the time I 

spent in the cafeteria. The boys and girls sat together, and although the room was 

carpeted, it was noisy with the boisterous students. The staff sat together at one end of the 

cafeteria and they had very little interaction with the students. Cindy noted that she liked 

the cafeteria staff because when she did interact with them they were funny. She related, 

―They just got jokes. Like they‘re funny.‖ She did not feel intimated by the staff, and her 

only negative descriptor related to the cafeteria was ―frustrated,‖ which she associated 

with the food.  

Selene, who described herself across environments with negative descriptors 78% 

of the time, did not enjoy the cafeteria. As noted previously, she suffers from a myriad of 
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mental health and educational challenges, and she does not see herself as fitting in with 

her peers. Hence, she has poor peer relationships. I observed her sitting in the cafeteria by 

herself at a table and she did not interact with her peers. This correlated with her 

interview data concerning the cafeteria, when she related ―I don‘t got nobody to sit with.‖ 

Overall, the cafeteria was a meeting place where the girls had the most freedom 

with their social interactions. However, there was little staff supervision, so positive 

relationship building was not being directed by the adults in charge. From an 

observational standpoint, the girls, except for Selene, seemed happy and boisterous. 

There was noticeable boy-girl interaction, such as sitting together and flirting, which 

could lead to peer tension in other instances.  

―The food suck‖. The majority of the girls reported that the food in the cafeteria 

was not good. However, this seemed to be more related to the repetition of the food, 

rather than the quality. As Cindy noted, ―Every week, every week.  Every other week, 

they have the same food. It‘s nasty.‖ Bethany also expressed her frustration with the 

rotation of the meal schedule when she expressed, ―It‘s the same lunch every day. From 

Monday, it‘s gonna be the same next Monday. From Tuesday … and they do it for 

breakfast and dinner, too.‖ Selene and Aaliyah also indicated that the food in the cafeteria 

was not good and it was a negative component of their experiences in that environment. 

The girls were clearly frustrated by the lack of choice, or power, given to them during 

meal times. 

Cafeteria environment: Risk and resilience. As these young women negotiated 

the cafeteria environment, the majority of them enjoyed the freedom to connect with 

friends. The lunchroom cafeteria allowed the girls to interact with day students, as well as 
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residential students. During breakfast and dinner, the girls did not interact with day 

students; rather, they only interacted with individuals who were residents of the secure 

facility. Hence, the lunchroom cafeteria provided them the opportunity to connect with 

individuals ―on the outside‖ in a forum with less structure than both the classroom and 

unit environments. The girls had desires for connectedness, and the majority of them 

could easily articulate the importance of relations with peers in this environment. This 

connectedness was a compensatory, or resiliency factor, that afforded the girls the ability 

to articulate positive peer experiences. Conversely, they had to negotiate relationships 

and experiences where powerlessness was fostered. Some girls were discontented by the 

redundancy of the menu, while Selene disliked the cafeteria because her lack of friends 

became pointed, since she had no one to socialize with. For Selene, this environment 

reinforced her feelings of loneliness, as evidenced by her observed overt isolation and her 

indication that she had no one with whom to sit in the cafeteria. The powerlessness 

related to lack of food-choice was a potentiating, or risk factor, in that the girls were not 

given a voice in planning menus. However, data analysis indicated that this sense of 

powerlessness was not as negatively influential as risk factors in the classroom and unit 

environments, for the dichotomy between connectedness and powerlessness was not as 

apparent. 

The Unit 

The unit environment was where the girls resided and where they spent their time 

outside of school, including weekends. No boys were allowed on the unit. In order to 

better understand the daily experiences of the girls in this setting, I interviewed them 

specifically about how they felt about themselves in the unit. They used negative 
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descriptors to describe themselves in that environment 69% of the time. I also 

interviewed two unit staff supervisors, and I observed the girls in this setting during a 

holiday break. Both unit staff supervisors were in charge of day-to-day operations and 

staff supervision, and they collaborated with upper-level administrators to ensure 

effective management of the residential unit. In my interviews a dichotomy emerged 

from the girls‘ statements that revealed feelings of powerlessness and connectedness.  

Negotiating peer and staff relationships. The negotiation of peer relationships 

was important to the girls, but it was also rife with conflict as the girls had a history of 

poor relationships and associations with negative peer groups. This was exacerbated by 

the fact that all of the girls had been involved in delinquent behaviors and suffer from 

mental health challenges. The negotiation of these peer relationships is tenuous, as the 

unit staff noted: 

Ms. F: So it‘s like, you know, you and me [referring to the interviewer], 

we can get into it, and I never have to see you again, you know, but 

with them, you know, we fight and we argue, but tomorrow we‘re 

still here, and that‘s what – on the social worker end, what I try to 

really convey to them is you all live together, okay?  If you fight, 

you‘re still gonna be here tomorrow.  So, you know, don‘t be all, 

―Oh, she‘s a this, and she‘s that,‖ and blah, blah, blah, and all this 

because in two days, you‘re gonna be friends again. 

 

Mr. G:  That‘s right. 

Interviewer: Right. 

Ms. F: So why create all of this extra – all these extra feelings.  Why, you 

know, and they‘re all sensitive to these things, so when they have, 

you know, sometimes they get real down and dirty with the things 

that they say to each other, and that‘s something that we‘re trying 

to work on, too, just to build an environment of emotional safety, 

not only physical safety, but emotional safety. 
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These staff members recognized the need to actively work toward a unit culture that 

ensured physical and emotional safety. However, the negotiation of positive interactions 

proved to be difficult for both the girls and the staff.  

“Anyone can jump you”. The girls noted that they relied on their peers for 

emotional safety, but at the same time these relationships could be negative and often led 

to unhealthy social interactions. Peer relationships were mentioned by the girls and 

seemed to promote connectedness; however, these relationships also led to feelings of 

powerlessness as the girls struggled to have healthy interactions with one another. Kelly 

related the importance of bonding together as a residential unit grouping to form an 

alliance against day school students and individuals from other units in the secure 

residential facility. She noted, ―Yes, we help each other. We help each other everywhere.  

We might hate each other, but we have to drop the beef when it comes up to day school 

and other units.‖ But Kelly also acknowledged the tenuous relationships within the unit 

when she related:  

Kelly: We have girls that will hate each other and then like you the next 

day.  There will be people who are like - you have to be careful 

who you talk to, who you‘re with.  You have to be careful of 

everything, because once you have a conversation with that person, 

you really don‘t know if they‘re gonna go behind your back and 

talk with that other person. 

 

 Negative peer relationships on the unit were further exacerbated by the physical 

layout of the unit. The unit consists of two sides—the north side and the south side. This 

physical division impacted peer interactions and ―sides‖ formed on the unit. As Bethany 

related: 

Bethany: There‘s tension, because we‘re south side - they‘re north side.  

We‘re south side, and it‘s just like we‘re two different sides, a 
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whole lot of different people and everything else, yet if you look at 

the bigger picture, we‘re all the same unit. 

 

This division was acknowledged by Ms. F and Mr. G, as Ms. F stated that is was baffling 

that one physical construct, the door, could cause such divisions with identity among the 

girls: 

 Mr. G:  ―You‘re from the north side,‖ you know, ―You‘re from the south  

   side.‖ 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

Ms. F:  And it‘s the kind of thing – it‘s one door. 

Mr. G:  It‘s, kind of, promoting a gang type of mentality. 

Ms. F:  It‘s a door. One door. [spoken incredulously] 

This division was a risk-promoting factor and the aforementioned supervisory staff was 

well aware of the difficulties posed by this construction. They were therefore hoping to 

alter the culture of the unit and provide more time for each side to relate in a healthy 

fashion until renovations to remove the wall and door are completed the following year.  

 Peer interactions also had the potential to turn violent, and this compromised not 

only the girls‘ emotional safety, but their physical well-being. Cindy related: 

 

Cindy: Like they try to fight me over stupid stuff. 

 

Interviewer: Like what? 

 

Cindy: Like boys.  Like I‘m a tomboy, so like if you would see me 

walking down the hallway [at school], all the boys will come up to 

me, give me like hugs and stuff, and the girls will want to fight me, 

because they think I want their boyfriend, and I‘m trying to tell 

them that I don‘t want their boyfriend.  It‘s just I‘m like one of the 

only girls in the school that‘s a tomboy. 
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These violent interactions were observed by the girls on the unit, many of whom related 

that the potential for fights was common. Verbal altercations were most common, but 

these did occasionally lead to physical fights. Ms. F noted that most conflicts were verbal 

and the frequency could vary, with an increase in physical altercations coinciding with 

the introduction of new admissions to the unit. One to two physical fights per week was 

common. Aaliyah described how she felt trapped in the unit and how the other girls 

would make her angry sometimes when she noted that, ―Yeah, they want to pick fights 

and stuff with you.‖ Sarah noted that she does not trust the staff to break up fights, and 

fights sometimes escalate until the appropriate staff arrives to break it up. She recalled 

the following: 

Sarah: Yeah, two girls were fighting, this really tall, skinny girl and this 

really short, fat girl.  They were rolling around on the floor.  The 

fat girl, like the tall girl stood above her, but her like single braids 

came down, and the fat girl grabbed her hair and started ripping it 

out. 

 

Interviewer: And what happened? 

 

Sarah: The staff just stood there.  They said, ―Don‘t interfere with code,‖ 

and they all just stood there, and we all just stood there and just 

watched them. 

 

Interviewer: What‘s ―Don‘t interfere with code‖? 

 

Sarah: Like you can‘t break it up until somebody comes. Somebody 

who‘s registered to come can break it up, and the girls just kept - 

the girl had her hair getting ripped out, and the other girl was like 

hitting her, and they were punching each other and fighting. 

 

It should be noted that there is no written policy regarding breaking up fights by staff, but 

the hospital provides a Prevention and Management of Aggressive Behaviors training 

during staff orientation to the hospital and the school. During this training, staff members 

are instructed to break fights up safely and as quickly as possible. More than one staff 
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member should be involved in breaking up a fight. Therefore, a staff member may be 

waiting for assistance to break up a fight, or some staff members may not be as 

comfortable as others when it comes to physically breaking up altercations. If the 

situation escalates, a code is called to request support from staff from other units in the 

secure residential facility. Regardless, the fact that the girls continued to be victims of 

both verbal and physical assaults and/or witness physical assaults led to feelings of 

powerlessness and was a risk-promoting factor that they had to negotiate in the 

residential unit setting. The promotion of both emotional and physical safety was clearly 

not being fully accomplished in this setting.  

“I can tell her anything”. However, instances of connectedness with peers on the 

unit were related. Aaliyah noted that she sometimes felt nice on the unit when she could 

be with her best friend because they ―dance and talk to each other.‖ Sarah wished she 

could see her best friend, who was housed on the opposite side of the unit wall, more 

often. She related: 

Sarah: We never see each other, and some girls are really good friends 

with people on the other side, and like my best friend is over on 

south side, and like I can tell her anything, and I don‘t have to 

worry about her saying it to other girls, but like when I confide in 

somebody on the other side that I‘m in, they‘ll say something and 

stuff.  

 

When asked about one good thing on the unit that is helping her, Hannah noted that it 

was ―probably some of my peers‖ because they could be kind and nice. Kelly enjoyed 

some of her time on the unit, especially time when it was quiet. She described this time 

as: 

Kelly: We have like quiet time. That‘s the time when you are able to do 

your homework. You‘re able to talk with peers. You‘re able to just 
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like discover new things like talk with other peers about what is 

this, what‘s that, help out.  

 

The girls articulated that friendships and positive peer relationships made them feel good, 

and they relied on one another for support. However, these positive feelings of peer 

connection were often clouded by negative peer interactions. It was clear that maintaining 

positive healthy peer relationships was a struggle for the girls across environments, but 

especially on the unit.  

“The staff, they just picks with you”. Similar to the findings related to the 

classroom setting, the girls noted a dislike of feelings that promoted powerlessness and 

they were able to identify actions of staff members who seemed to really care, or connect, 

as in Kelly‘s comment about the unit staff: 

Kelly: There‘s a lot of staff members that do the same, but staff members 

who really care about you will give you consequences, try to help 

you out, but the staff members that don‘t really care, they be like - 

they‘ll just come here.  Once you do something wrong, they brush 

it off.  They be like just like, ―Never mind.‖  You can actually see 

which staff members really care and really don‘t, and we do have 

staff members on the unit that really do care. 

 

Being able to identify adults who really care was crucial to the girls‘ identification of 

positive feelings on the unit. Cindy noted positive interactions with unit staff when she 

stated, ―Like when I‘m sad or something, they ask me am I all right, and if I say no, 

they‘ll make a joke or something and try to make me feel better.‖ Nicole related, ―Some 

staff I do [like], not all of them, just because some of them have attitudes, and they get 

smart sometimes.‖ Unfortunately, data analysis revealed that the girls‘ self-descriptors 

obtained from the self-portrait were negative 69% of the time when describing 

themselves on the unit. Furthermore, the bulk of the interview data relating to unit staff 

were negative. Such as Sarah‘s comments: 
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Interviewer: Okay, and staff at the unit, you don‘t feel the same connection? 

 

Sarah: Nope.  No. 

 

Interviewer: No.  Not at all? 

 

Sarah: Uh-uh. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  So some of your teachers, then, you feel that you can relate 

to, but not the staff on the unit? 

 

Sarah: Most of the staff on the unit, like you just want to slap them. 

  

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Sarah:  You really do.   

 The data related to the unit seemed to support feelings of powerlessness and 

condemnation, and there were many instances of risk-promoting factors. For example, 

three of the eight girls interviewed had diagnosed eating disorders, so it was significant 

that some of the girls mentioned staff comments about the girls‘ weight. Such as Cindy‘s 

statement related to body image:  

Interviewer: And then what is it like on the unit?  Like what makes you feel 

mentally beat down?  Is it the other girls or the staff? 

 

Cindy: And the staff.  Like sometimes they like call us fat and say look at 

how much we eat and stuff like that. 

 

Sarah noted the same when she related, ―Well, the self-conscious, well, a lot of times the 

staff, they, like, tell us we‘re overweight.‖ Cindy also revealed: 

Cindy: No, it‘s like the nurses and - well, not the nurses but like just the 

regular unit staff, and like it also happens on the unit, too, like 

whenever we get our snacks and stuff. 

 

Interviewer: What do they say? 

 

Cindy: Like, well, she only says it to me, this one lady, and whenever she 

works, it‘s like - and she‘s like, ―Wow, you‘re getting big,‖ or 

she‘s like - like I asked her for - because sometimes we get extra 
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snacks.  Sometimes we don‘t, and she goes, ―No, you‘re getting 

pudgy.‖ 

 

The negativity of comments such as these was acknowledged by two unit staff members 

who were in supervisory roles and hoped to change the culture of the unit. Ms. F noted, 

―When staff are saying—making stabbing comments, which I‘ve experienced, which is 

one of the reasons I took this position because I was like, you know, I was, like, saying 

what the heck is that—you can‘t talk like that.‖ Mr. G. related, ―And that‘s one thing, a 

huge thing, that we are undergoing right now and we‘re working towards, just changing 

that whole mindset and changing staff‘s approach with regards to how they interact with 

our girls.‖ These individuals, with supervisory responsibilities, understood the need for 

emotional safety and relationship building, and their goal was to change the culture of the 

residential unit. As Ms. F related: 

Ms. F: So where we come in is we work with the other – now we‘re 

working with the other units, and some upper management with 

regard to the vision and, you know, where we‘re going to create a 

safer space, to create more programming that they‘re interested in 

–  

 

Interviewer: Right. 

Mr. G:  Um-hum. 

Ms. F: – to create opportunities for them to gain some skills so that when 

they leave here, they‘ll have something in hand that they could use 

on the outside, or at least build on when you‘re outside. 

 

Kelly related, ―They [unit staff] get very rowdy, and they just—sometimes staff members 

will pick on you the same way that children would do.‖ It is this lack of healthy 

relationship building that is a risk factor on the unit, and these relationships are difficult 

for the girls to negotiate in this microsystem.  
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Boredom. Feelings of boredom were also articulated by the girls, and was 

identified as a risk factor for the girls in this environment. Hannah described her boredom 

as ―people talking over and over again‖ and ―then, like when I‘m in my room, there‘s 

nothing to do.‖ Nicole also related: 

Nicole: We are always bored on that unit.  We don‘t do anything.  Even the 

levels, they can‘t go out, because kids act up, but I think that we 

should have like coeds at least every weekend.  That‘s where 

everybody, all the units get together, and they sit down, and they 

talk. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 

 

Nicole: And they do an activity.  I think that should happen every weekend 

just because we don‘t want to sit on the unit every day, all day, 

every - it‘s boring. 

 

Interviewer: Right. 

 

Nicole: There‘s nothing to do.  All we do is talk, dance, and eat and sleep.  

That‘s it. 

 

Sarah described an inconsistency with activities, especially related to being able to spend 

time in the gym on weekdays, as ―so boring.‖ She elaborated, ―It‘s never—like we go 

maybe once on the weekdays, maybe, and then we go on the weekends, but they‘re 

supposed to take us on weeknights, too.‖ The time in the gym is seen as fun, as Sarah 

noted that various activities take place, such as ―We bring, like, music. We play 

basketball. Like some girls dance. Some run.‖ 

A lack of activities during downtime—that is, time when they were not in school 

or therapeutic services—led to boredom, a risk factor that fostered powerlessness. The 

girls voiced a desire to have more activities and choice with what to do during this free 

time. However, they were often denied opportunities to socialize with other residents and 
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boys, to exercise, and to spend time in the community participating in fun and healthy 

activities. 

Unit environment: Risk and resilience. These young women negotiated varying 

relationships with both peers and staff on the unit. They had desires for connectedness in 

this environment, and they articulated the importance of positive peer relationships and 

relationships with staff members who seemed to care about their well-being. This 

connectedness was a compensatory, or resiliency factor, that helped to foster healthy 

relationship building. However, the majority of the girls related feelings of powerlessness 

due to negative peer interactions, such as physical fighting and social aggression, and 

negative interactions with unit staff. These potentiating, or risk factors, were pervasive on 

the unit, as evidenced by data analysis and the girls‘ use of negative descriptors 69% of 

the time on the self-portrait. These risk-promoting interactions thwarted progress toward 

healthy relationship building. 

The Mesosystem 

 Two themes cut across all microsystems and are therefore being described at the 

mesosystem level. The data revealed the construction of families throughout the facility 

and a notion of confinement regardless of microsystem environment. These two themes 

are discussed in detail below. 

Staff and peers as family. Even though the bulk of interactions with unit staff 

were considered negative to the girls, they perceived positive relationships with some 

unit staff members, and the girls have fabricated families consisting of staff members and 

other residents. The girls seem to only include members of their community with whom 

they tend to have positive relationships; therefore, not all the girls and not all the staff 



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

97 

members fit into this familial construct. Thus, not all the girls are part of a constructed 

family. This provides some of the girls with feelings of connectedness as they navigate 

among all the microsystems. However, it should be noted that conflicts arise regularly 

among the girls and staff, so this construct does not guarantee healthy social interactions. 

Teacher A described this familial system as follows: 

Teacher A: I‘m sure there probably is a hierarchy, a social structure to it that 

isn‘t apparent to me, but I think it‘s just – you‘ll hear the girls say, 

―Oh, that‘s my sister.  I would never really try to hurt her feelings.  

I‘m just teasing her.  She‘s my sister.‖ 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

Teacher A: I think it‘s self-created families – The staff tends to be grandma 

and auntie, and the students can be, ―That‘s my dad.‖  Usually it‘s 

sister and brother. 

Interviewer: But it seemed like staff was involved. I mean they identified staff 

as grandma, auntie, you know? 

Teacher A: Right. Actually, my co-teacher is known as mom to a lot of the 

girls.  They really look to her as a strong role model.  

Interviewer: Okay, and they call her that?  It‘s not something in any way 

structured by staff?  

Teacher A: No, she accepts it. 

The unit staff also discussed the importance of these families to the girls: 

Ms. F: That‘s because some of them have no family or they‘re here for so 

long that they‘re a family. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Ms. F:  This is pops.  That‘s what they call him. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Ms. F: They call him pops.  Some kids call me – they refer to me as their 

mother, in a sense, and they have their mothers.  They know who 

their mother is. 
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Mr. G:  Right. 

Interviewer: Right. 

Ms. F: They‘re very clear about that, but in terms of because I take care of 

them.  I go shopping for them.  I‘ll, you know, I take – I make sure 

to do things for them. 

Interviewer: Um-hum. 

Ms. F:  Some of our older staff members, they refer to them as grandma. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Ms. F: And amongst themselves, I guess, depending on their own 

hierarchy. 

Ms. F: They have their own hierarchy where someone is considered the 

mother or the aunt, you know, that leader –  

Interviewer: Of their age group. 

Mr. G:  Of their age group, that‘s right. 

Ms. F: Their leader in their peer group would be considered mom or for 

some who figure themselves on par with that person, they‘ll 

consider each other sisters, or, you know? 

Mr. G:  Um-hum. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Ms. F:  So it‘s very complex.   

Kelly was placed at this secure residential unit for almost a year and a half, and she had 

many family relationships. She had many connections among other residents and staff 

members. As she related: 

Kelly: Like the girls come over the family for you.  Like [Teacher C] is 

my mother. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, okay. 

 

Kelly: And I have another girl as my auntie. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 
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Kelly: Cousin, sister-in-law, sister. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Kelly: It all comes in a family, but sometimes a family gets fucked up and 

messed up, and it‘s kind of crooked and don‘t know what exactly 

who you are in the family, but I know I‘m the daughter, and I 

know which ways I go. 

 

Interviewer: Right, and the girls do that themselves, right? 

 

Kelly: Uh-hmm.  They do that themselves.   

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Kelly: [Mr. H] is my father here, and [Teacher A], she‘s my mother here, 

too. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Kelly: And they come on the weekend and the weekdays, too, and usually 

I‘ll wait until - I just cannot wait until Sunday. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, why is that? 

Kelly:  Wednesday, because of - my father is here, and so is my mother.  

These family connections are an important component of relationship building within the 

unit and seem to take the place of unhealthy or absent relationships with the residents‘ 

family outside of the unit. Aaliyah equated feeling nice on the unit with the relationship 

she had with her best friend, because they would ―dance and talk to each other.‖ She also 

described this individual as her ―sister.‖ As she explained, ―Yes, my sister. Well, she‘s 

not my sister, my fake sister.‖ The girls could clearly distinguish the difference between 

familial members outside of the residential facility and those familial members who were 

part of the constructed family in the facility. Regardless, these family members and the 

connections they had were very important to the girls. Hannah indicated that there was 
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one staff member in particular she felt connected to, as she was frustrated by her 

relationship with her biological brother. She referred to the staff member who worked on 

the boys unit as her big brother: 

Hannah: And there‘s my big brother on the other unit. 

 

Interviewer: On the other unit?  

 

Hannah: Uh-hmm. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah? 

 

Hannah: That‘s the only staff that is like a family to me. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Hannah: Because my family, my brother, my real brother, I really don‘t talk 

to him like that, because he never wants to talk to me, or he never 

calls me, so. 

Data analysis revealed that the girls valued relationships, and some of the girls deepened 

their connections with peers and staff by constructing family relationships among a 

number of individuals. This notion of connectedness, taken to the extreme of family-

building, illustrates a desire for healthy relationships and to build feelings of normalcy 

while locked up in the facility. 

 ―I feel caged‖. A pervasive sentiment was the acknowledgement of a lack of 

freedom—the freedom to control the daily structure of their lives and to interact with 

individuals on the outside.  

Cindy: It would be good.  Like that‘s what some of the kids do here at day 

school.  I think - like I have a anger problem, but it‘s like I can 

control mine to a certain extent, and I don‘t think I need to be on 

the unit. 

 

Interviewer: Right, but you like this school, so you wouldn‘t mind coming to 

school here? 
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Cindy: Uh-uh. 

  

Interviewer: Do you think it‘s better than a big public school for you? 

 

Cindy: Yeah, but at the same time, no. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  How come? 

 

Cindy: Because at a public school, like, it‘s like the door is unlocked. 

 

Most of the participants expressed feelings of isolation or confinement. There was often 

an acknowledgement of difficulty, such as Cindy‘s ―anger problem,‖ but at the same time 

there was a desire for life on the outside. Cindy noted that she was miserable because ―[I] 

feel like I‘m missing out on a lot in the world.‖ Cindy acknowledged that there were 

areas where she needed to improve, but she had given up hope that the secure residential 

facility could help her. She explained: 

Cindy: Like you go on outings and stuff, but it‘s like I miss being on the 

outside world, because I‘ll go shopping.  I‘ll go out to eat with my 

friends and stuff, and like this place is not really good for anybody. 

 

Interviewer: No? 

 

Cindy: Because they say - because the girls here, they know what to do.  

They tell you what you want to hear.  They do what they got to do.  

They leave, and then they think they did a good job in here making 

them change, but they go back out there, and they worse than they 

already are. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, okay, so you sort of learn how to - you‘re saying a lot of the 

girls learn how to just act and know what to say to get out? 

 

Cindy: Uh-hmm. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Cindy: And like me, I‘ve been here since November 7, 2007. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so - okay. 

 



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

102 

Cindy: No, 2006. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so over a year? 

 

Cindy: And I really can‘t stand to be here no more. 

 

Interviewer: No? 

 

Cindy: I can‘t.  It‘s annoying. 

 

Interviewer: But do you think that you‘ve made - like do you think you‘re really 

trying to change, or do you think - 

 

Cindy: Yeah, but - 

 

Interviewer: Yeah? 

 

Cindy: But every time I focus on trying to change, somebody hasn‘t 

changed at all, and it gets annoying.  Like this place really isn‘t 

helping me. 

 

Interviewer: No?  

 

Cindy: And I‘ll - sometimes I just sit in my room and cry, because I want 

to get out of here. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah.  Do you feel like - do people talk to you about how to get 

out?  Like do you know what you need to do?  Do you have goals 

that you need to - 

 

Cindy: Yeah, but it‘s like even the staff.  I‘m working on changing.  Then 

they do something to make me mad. 

 

Aaliyah stated that she felt frustrated and mad on the unit because of her 

confinement. She answered in these terms: 

Interviewer: Now what sometimes makes you frustrated and mad on the unit? 

 

Aaliyah: Cooped up on the unit. 

 

Interviewer: Pardon? 

 

Aaliyah: Cooped up on the unit. 
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Interviewer: What‘s that, being cooped up, feeling like you can‘t - 

 

Aaliyah: Like I just can‘t go nowhere. 

Most of the girls tempered feelings of confinement by being able to acknowledge good 

friendships and good relationships with certain staff members. Still, at the crux of their 

experience was the notion of confinement. Sarah missed her boyfriend, her job, and her 

freedom, even though her notion of freedom did not always correlate with positive 

behaviors. For example, she missed her old school because classes were ―easier to cut.‖ 

However, she noted that her experience at being locked up was a deterrent to future bad 

behavior, for she stated ―I‘m gonna like put a picture of [secure residential facility] on my 

wall in my bedroom, so every time I want to, like, do something bad, I‘ll be like, ‗Okay, I 

don‘t want to go back there.‘‖  

Nicole expressed feelings of sadness when she related that ―Just because I think 

the fact that I can‘t go home all the time. I just hate being on the unit. I really do. It‘s not 

my house.‖ Nicole was working hard on her plan and was even in a position to mentor 

girls who were having continued difficulties, but the confinement did cause her sadness 

and she longed for her home and her own bedroom.  

Selene was isolated from her peers and had great difficulty building any positive 

relationship. When asked what made her frustrated she stated, ―I just don‘t want to be 

here. That‘s all. I don‘t want to be here.‖ She also indicated that she had no one to talk to, 

no friends, and no one to sit with in the cafeteria. Her isolation was profound, and not 

necessarily on a par with the experiences of the other girls: her lack of choice and 

powerlessness over her situation was quite apparent.  
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The confinement experienced by the girls was pervasive and exacerbated by a 

lack of activities. Aaliyah noted that there were not a lot of activities planned, and the 

weekends were especially boring, where the main activity is ―Listen to music like every 

day.‖ Selene summed up her experience on the unit with this statement: 

Interviewer: What goes on in the unit that‘s boring? 

 

Selene: Nothing. 

 

Interviewer: Nothing? 

 

Selene: Exactly. 

 

Cindy thought that the confinement and boredom could be somewhat alleviated if there 

were access to more activities. She related: 

Cindy: Like being able to at least have access to go outside. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Cindy: Or like, yeah, to go outside and be with your friends on the outside. 

 

Interviewer: Okay, so like visitors or -  

 

Cindy: Like we can‘t be able to leave and see our friends and then come 

back, like group homes. 

 

Sarah mimicked this notion of confinement when asked to give an example for her self-

descriptor of aggravated. She expressed the following: 

Interviewer: What makes you aggravated? 

 

Sarah: Like just not being able to go anywhere and just being cooped up.  

Like yesterday, we were supposed to have a Valentine‘s Day coed, 

and nobody ordered ice cream, so we couldn‘t have our ice cream 

social, and we didn‘t go. 

 

Interviewer: So it was planned, and then how did they break it to you that 

you‘re not going?  Like what happens? 
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Sarah: We all got dressed up.  We went to dinner, and on our way back, 

they were like, ―Oh, by the way, we didn‘t order ice cream, so 

you‘re not gonna have it.‖ 

 

Kelly noted that the lack of activities led to her being energized in a negative way when 

she related the following: 

Kelly: Just I usually feel - I feel like energized in there, because we don‘t 

get to go to the gym, and a lot of girls go wild, because one time 

we actually had someone AWOL out of the fence.  Now staff 

members don‘t trust us anymore, so we can‘t go outside.   

 

Interviewer: So energized in a way that‘s not good. 

 

Kelly: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Like -  

  

Kelly: It‘s people get more irritated. People start yelling at each other. 

 

The mesosystem: Risk and resilience. The nature of the secure residential 

facility led to a sense of confinement and boredom, but the girls implemented coping 

mechanisms to foster connectedness through friendships and constructed familial bonds. 

Nevertheless, powerlessness was also an everyday occurrence in the mesosystem. The 

opposition between the two forces caused both risk-promoting and resiliency-promoting 

factors to be in play and constant struggle. Feelings of powerlessness must be negated in 

order to foster connectedness to cultivate more positive outcomes for the girls. 

Final Summary 

 The girls in this study navigated environments within the secure residential 

facility and defined themselves in ways that suggested risk-promoting and resiliency-

promoting factors across these environments. Data analysis revealed two distinct types of 

experiences across three microsystems, those of the classroom, the cafeteria, and the 

residential unit, that resulted in feelings of powerlessness and connectedness. Feelings of 



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

106 

connectedness were linked to the girls‘ positive descriptors of self, whereas feelings of 

powerlessness were linked to the girls‘ negative descriptors of self. In order to promote 

improved services for girls, feelings of connectedness and resiliency-promoting factors 

must be encouraged and feelings of powerlessness and risk-promoting factors must be 

minimized. 

 This model provided a framework to understand the lived experiences of the girls 

in the secure residential facility and gave voice to an underrepresented population—girls 

with disabilities who are locked up in a facility—in order to provide services for their 

learning and mental health needs. However, one girl, Selene, was essentially an outlier, 

for her experiences across environments were negative and indicated feelings of 

powerlessness. She seemed to be the least affected by the different environments, in that 

she described herself in negative terms across environments the majority of the time, and 

she had few connections with either peers or staff. In contrast, the other girls in the study 

provided a picture of how the environment could promote connectedness and 

powerlessness based upon the relationships they navigated. Individuals like Selene pose a 

special case for those working with girls in secure residential facilities, for her difficulties 

connecting with peers and adults was not affected by the various microsystems.  
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Chapter V 

 

Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

 

Introduction 

 Little research has been conducted on adolescent girls with diagnosed learning 

and behavioral disabilities, and much less is known about girls living in the most 

restrictive placements. In addition, the voices of these girls have been given little 

representation in research. In order to address this silence, this study examined how girls 

described themselves as they navigated various environments within the residential 

facility, and how conditions in these environments fostered and hindered resiliency. The 

goal was to better understand the lived experiences of the girls and to identify risk and 

resiliency factors to promote improved services within both the research site and similar 

sites throughout the nation.  

Interpretations 

An ecological-transactional model. Bronfenbrenner (1977) constructed an 

approach to research in human development that acknowledged the system, or ecology, 

of an individual. This model allows for the study of individuals within the changing 

environments they navigate. He described the various levels within the system as the 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem in order to represent an 

interrelated hierarchical framework. Cicchetti and Lynch (1993) used Bronfenbrenner‘s 

ecological framework and attempted to explain how the various levels within the 

framework exert reciprocal influences that impact developmental pathways. These 

researchers (see also Cicchetti & Toth, 1998) noted that potentiating and compensatory 

risk factors related to maltreatment exist at each ecological level. This study found that 
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compensatory, or resiliency-promoting, factors were aligned with positive relationships 

and feelings of safety. These factors decreased the potential for poor outcomes and 

promoted resiliency. This study also found that potentiating, or risk-promoting, factors 

were supported by a lack of safety and negative interactions with peers and staff.  Factors 

that have long-term effects are known as enduring, whereas those that have short-term 

effects are known as transient (Cicchetti & Toth). Enduring potentiating and 

compensatory factors tend to have more influence, whereas transient potentiating and 

compensatory factors tend to have a temporary or buffering influence. For example, it is 

suggested that boredom with food choice was transient, but negative staff comments 

related to the girls‘ weight and food consumption were more enduring and increased the 

chances for maladaptation.  

Developmental maladaptation is more likely to occur when both types of 

potentiating factors outweigh the compensatory factors. Hence, when risk factors are 

more prevalent than resiliency factors, the potential for poor outcomes increases. This 

scenario is suggested by the data related to the unit, which was the only environment 

where there was a predominance of negative descriptors of self across six of the eight 

girls. This study found that negative descriptors connoted potentiating factors and 

feelings of powerlessness, whereas positive descriptors indicated compensatory factors 

and feelings of connectedness. Boredom, ineffective instruction and classroom 

management, lack of safety, feelings of confinement, and negative interactions with peers 

and adults were potentiating factors that promoted risk. Caring adults, effective 

instruction and classroom management, experiencing safety, and positive relationships 

with peers and adults were found to be compensatory factors that promoted resiliency.   
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Bronfenbrenner noted that transitions among systems are eased when expectations 

among environments are compatible and built upon trust, goal consensus, and a balance 

of power in favor of the individual navigating the settings (1979, p. 212). Unfortunately, 

the systems the girls navigated were more disharmonious than harmonious, and therefore 

the transitions tended to be challenging. Disharmony was exacerbated by the 

organizational structure of the secure residential facility at the mesosystem level, which 

was comprised of two essentially autonomous systems, those of the school and the 

residential unit. Both systems had separate administrative structures, and communication 

between the two sectors was not consistent. Hence, expectations were not fully 

compatible, which increased the likelihood for maladaptation. Mincey et al. (2008) found 

that ―Lack of cohesiveness of program staff with clients was a major restraint to 

rehabilitation. This may lead to further deviancy on behalf of the juveniles who may have 

made legitimate attempts to conform‖ (p. 22). This is a major factor that hinders 

resiliency building at the research site.  

 Resiliency and risk factors also spanned the exosystem and macrosystem even 

though the girls were not active participants at those ecological levels. Figure 4 shows a 

model displaying the interrelationships of the girls‘ experiences of connectedness and 

powerlessness within the mesosystem, composed of the microsystems of the classroom, 

the cafeteria, and the residential unit. These experiences were further impacted, more 

remotely, by the exosystem of the juvenile justice system and by the macrosystem, which 

encompasses conceptions of gender, race, class, and disability. These two ecological 

levels impact numerous constructs, such as funding, programming, arrest rates and causes 
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for arrest, and norms and expectations for girls to fulfill at the cultural, or macrosystem, 

level.   

 

Classroom Cafeteria 

Unit 

Powerlessness Girls Connectedness 

Gender 

Class 

 

Disability 

Race 

Juvenile Justice 

Juvenile Justice 

Juvenile 

Justice 

Juvenile 

Justice 

 

Figure 4. Linking themes of connectedness and powerlessness to girls‘ 

experiences across ecological levels. The girls were impacted by and contributed 

to feelings of connectedness and powerlessness across the three microsystems of 

the classroom, the cafeteria and the unit. The classroom and the cafeteria 

overlapped in the school setting, whereas the unit within the secure residential 

facility was distinctive in terms of space, staff, and administrators. The facility, 

and therefore the girls, was impacted by the exosystem pressure of the policies and 

procedures put forth by the juvenile justice system. Additionally, all the 

aforementioned systems were impacted by the cultural beliefs and norms of 

gender, disability, race, and class at the macrosystem level. The influences listed 

at each level are not all encompassing; rather, they are key examples illustrating 

varying pressures impacting the girls. 
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Impact of the exosystem. The 1992 reauthorization of the 1974 Juvenile Justice 

and Delinquency Prevention Act incorporated language requesting that research be 

conducted to determine the gender-specific needs of delinquent girls and to develop 

strategies to meet those needs (Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 

Appropriations Authorization, 1992). As an outcome of this reauthorization, gender-

specific research and services now reflect the study of and programming for delinquent 

girls (Foley, 2008; Goodkind, 2005; Guiding Principles, 1998). With the inception of the 

new language, individuals from multiple disciplines began researching pathways to 

delinquency and developing effective programming for at-risk girls. ―At the national, 

state, and local levels, there is a movement to use gender-specific programming to create 

programs intended to help at-risk delinquent girls‖ (Greene, Peters, & Associates, p. 18).  

The call for gender-specific programming is also related to the increase in the 

arrest rates for juvenile females, as arrests in that group generally decreased less than 

male arrests in most offense categories, or increased in categories where male arrest rates 

decreased (Puzzanchera, 2009). This juvenile justice trend is closely linked with another 

exosystem pressure; the media‘s portrayal of young women as more violent and out of 

control than ever before, and therefore in need of social control (Goodkind, Wallace, 

Shook, Bachman, & O‘Malley, 2009). However, Goodkind et al. concluded that their 

research ―suggests that the increasing arrest and adjudication of girls is not a result of 

their changing behavior, but, instead, of changing policies and practices within our justice 

and social service systems‖ (p. 894; see also Chesney-Lind & Paramore, 2001). The 

impact of both increased arrest rates for girls and the call for gender-specific 
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programming is a double-edged sword that acknowledges the need for effective 

programming tailored to the needs of girls in the midst of a trend in juvenile justice to 

lock up girls at increasingly alarming rates.  

The girls in this study were confined to the secure residential facility because they 

were deemed of possible harm to themselves or others. The pathways that led them to 

detainment were varied, but the characteristics were consistent with the research on girls 

who partake in delinquent behaviors (e.g., Acoca, 1999; Bloom & Covington, 2001; 

Loper, 2000). All of the girls had a history of one or more of the following: physical, 

emotional, and/or sexual abuse, truancy, school failure, family disruption, and parental 

incarceration. Although the girls were civilly committed to the research site, many of 

them had had past run-ins with the juvenile justice system due to status offenses and 

crimes such as theft, and they ultimately found themselves committed to a secure 

residential treatment facility. This facility did not explicitly implement gender-specific 

programming. Because of the push within the juvenile justice system to recognize the 

differing needs of delinquent girls, the facility utilized programming that acknowledged 

past trauma and focused on promoting healthy relationship building. However, it failed to 

support healthy relationship building in daily interactions among the girls and staff.  

The three microsystems at the facility did not have compatible expectations, nor 

were expectations within microsystems consistently compatible. This affected transitions 

among environments. For example, resiliency was promoted in some classrooms, 

whereas risk was promoted in others. A Women‘s Issue Group, health and hygiene 

lessons, and sex education were offered on the unit, but this gender-specific intervention 

was negatively offset by the more pervasive negative staff and peer interactions. 
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Additionally, the norms in the cafeteria did not align with the other environments or the 

handbook that delineated expectations for the girls. These inconsistencies impacted the 

efficacy of the programming for girls at the research site. 

Impact of the macrosystem. Explicit exosystem policies are manifestations of 

macrosystem beliefs, which are cultural and abstract in nature. Even though half of the 

girls who took part in this study were from upper-middle class socioeconomic 

backgrounds, the majority of girls residing at the research site were from the lower rungs 

of the socioeconomic ladder. Consequently, the total population of girls at the research 

site aligned with the characteristic that girls in the juvenile justice system tend to come 

from poor, high-crime neighborhoods (Sharp & Simon, 2004). ―Culturally produced 

images of crime and criminals reinforce one-dimensional notions that criminality and 

harmful behavior are exclusively the responsibility of the poor and marginal members of 

society‖ (Barak, Flavin, & Leighton, 2001, p. 18). These beliefs infiltrate society and 

cause individuals who come from poor backgrounds to be arrested and detained at higher 

rates than those who are more affluent (Barak, Flavin, & Leighton). Race also plays a 

significant role in the social fabric that encompasses how we think about girls and crime, 

and is closely intertwined with socioeconomic status. The construction of the norm for 

girls‘ behavior historically tends to be conceptualized from a white standard, which has 

led to a higher proportion of girls of color being sent to secure detention and state run 

facilities, as opposed to private treatment facilities and rehabilitation (e.g., ABA, 2001; 

Bartollas, 1993; Robinson). Although 50% of the girls interviewed were white, the secure 

facility had an average of 80% African-American girls, 18% Caucasian girls, and 2% 

Latina girls, which is in line with research that reports girls of color being 
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overrepresented in the juvenile justice system and placed in the most secure settings (e.g., 

ABA; Bartollas; Belknap, 2001; Bloom & Covington, 1998; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 

2004; Covington & Bloom, 2001; Covington & Bloom, 2003; Leve & Chamberlain, 

2004; Mullis et al., 2004; Robinson; Rodney, & Mupier, 2004). As noted prior, it was 

difficult to obtain parental consent to allow the girls to partake in the research study. This 

impacted the distribution of ethnicity and socioeconomic backgrounds of the girls who 

were interviewed. This phenomenon appeared to be related to socioeconomic status, not 

ethnicity, as the girls with higher socioeconomic backgrounds had more responsive 

parent(s) and guardians.  

Cultural blueprints also affect how girls are treated who do not fit societal norms, 

and they place pressure upon girls who do not fit these expectations. Girls must walk a 

tenuous line when it comes to society‘s viewpoint regarding proper behavior for girls and 

women. Robinson (2005) noted that Victorian ideals continue to define the construct of 

female at the cultural level by identifying the archetypal female as good and subservient. 

―Moreover, they reflect a belief—one that I argue persists to this day in the design and 

delivery of services to wayward girls—that innate abilities to achieve personal perfection 

are made manifest by adherence to patriarchal mandates, through acts of will‖ (Robinson, 

p. 64).   

Additionally, all but one of the girls had diagnosed learning disabilities, six out of 

eight of the girls had diagnosed emotional disturbance, and all the girls had diagnosed 

mental health problems. Thus, these girls face two significant challenges that impact their 

potential for success as they transition out of the secure facility into society. One is the 

very real challenge posed by their multiple areas of disability. The other is the societal 
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forces that bring increased risk for females with diagnosed emotional disabilities in terms 

of greater likelihood for poverty, unemployment, and poor future outcomes (Rousso & 

Wehmeyer, 2001, Carter et al., 2006; Walter & Peterson, 2002). Even so, research 

focused on this group of girls with disabilities is sparse in the literature. Walter and 

Peterson noted that ―some dominant cultural beliefs about ‗gender‘ and emotional 

disability are evident in the findings and in the silences of professional literature‖ (p. 

600). Until more attention is paid to deconstructing and reconstructing cultural beliefs 

about gender and disability at the macrosystem level, exosystem, mesosystem, and 

microsystem interventions for girls with emotional disabilities will continue to 

inadequately serve this disadvantaged population (e.g., Walter & Peterson). 

Connectedness and powerlessness. Resiliency and risk-promoting factors were 

articulated as feelings of connectedness and powerlessness as the girls navigated the 

varying environments and relationships within the secure facility. The girls‘ positive and 

negative self-descriptors led, respectively, to stories of meaningful and helpful 

interactions that the girls valued and to examples of interactions that were debilitating to 

their healing. Connectedness was expressed through positive self-descriptors that aligned 

with caring relationships with adults and peers within the facility.  These experiences, 

such as high-quality classroom lessons and meaningful relationships, contributed to 

feelings of care and success and provided the girls with healthy interactions. In contrast, 

powerlessness was articulated through negative self-descriptors that aligned with poor 

relationships with peers and staff. These experiences, such as boredom in the classroom, 

missing planned social events, or witnessing fights, contributed to feelings of anger and 

depression, and further exacerbated their mental health challenges. 
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The classroom. A major facet of resiliency theory is the positive impact an 

individual can have on someone‘s life. Krovetz (1999, p. 122) noted that one key 

compensatory, or protective, factor that fosters resiliency is a caring environment with at 

least one adult who truly knows and cares about the child‘s well-being. In the school 

environment, the teacher has the power to make meaningful and caring relationships. 

This has been supported by Werner‘s (2000) research that found a special teacher was 

more than an academic instructor; rather, s/he was a positive role model and someone the 

student could confide in. In this study, Teacher A implemented such strategies and 

considered this an integral part of her classroom functioning. Her understanding that 

meeting the girls‘ emotional needs was paramount to meeting their educational needs 

suggested that effective teachers create classroom environments that value girls and 

provide them with a safe and caring learning milieu. Being able to cooperate with peers 

in a constructive manner in a classroom where the teacher implemented positive 

behavioral rewards also seemed to increase academic engagement and fulfilled the desire 

for positive peer relationships. Furthermore, the girls felt positive about themselves in the 

classrooms where they construed the teachers were meeting them at their academic levels 

through individualized instruction. Resiliency was promoted because the girls were 

empowered to feel positive about their ability to complete the academic work and have 

constructive interactions with their peers.  

Unfortunately, feelings of connectedness did not exist in all classrooms. The girls 

described feelings of frustration and boredom in some classes, and only one out of the 

three observed classrooms provided an environment that clearly promoted resiliency. It 

does not always take a special program to achieve resilience-promoting behaviors in 
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schools, but ―it does require adults to let go of a control orientation, to see young people 

as a valuable resource, to willingly share power with them, and to create a system based 

on reciprocity and collaboration rather than on control and competition‖ (Benard, 2004, 

p. 81). Thus, in this study effective teachers provided the girls with physically, 

intellectually, and emotionally safe environments built on collaboration with positive 

behavioral controls in place. The girls enjoyed these classrooms and engaged in learning 

activities. However, in the classrooms where the teachers held the power by lecturing, 

and not engaging the students in collaborative work, the girls were bored and often tried 

to leave the rooms. Academic engagement was also diminished in the classrooms with 

poor behavioral control. 

Christle, Jolivette, and Nelson (2005) conducted a study that examined school 

variables that counteracted risk factors for delinquency and found that there were clear 

characteristics that mitigated risk. Effective academic instruction was a characteristic at 

the microsystem level that significantly increased the positive performance of students, 

both academically and behaviorally. Effective teachers in the study had good behavioral 

control, challenged their students, had high expectations, and facilitated learning. 

―Observers noted that teachers used varied instructional strategies more consistently and 

that students were more actively involved during classes observed in the low-risk schools 

than in the high-risk schools‖ (p. 84). The importance of meaningful, differentiated 

instruction with real-world connections for youth in secure settings has been well-

documented (e.g., Christle et al.; Coffey & Gemignani, 1994; Guiding Principles, 1998; 

Maccini, Gagnon, Mulcah, & Leone, 2006). However, this type of instruction, coupled 

with solid behavioral control, was not in place in the two of the three observed 
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classrooms, and the girls were clearly unhappy and unmotivated in settings they deemed 

boring.  

It is vital that teachers provide effective, differentiated, and multisensory 

instruction in classrooms with positive behavior systems so girls can improve their 

academic achievement and feel positive about school. In a study using a risk-resilience 

model of peer rejection and attention-deficit / hyperactivity disorder, Mikami and 

Hinshaw (2006) noted that ―Regarding the hypothesized predictors of resilience, we 

found that self-perceived scholastic competence buffered against internalizing behavior, 

externalizing behavior, and substance abuse‖ (p. 835). It is therefore suggested that 

resiliency can be promoted in the classroom environment through having teachers bolster 

attitudes toward self-perceived academic capabilities by implementing differentiated, 

multisensory, and individualized instruction. Classrooms are where the girls spend much 

of their day, and it is essential that they receive meaningful and targeted instruction in 

order to promote resiliency and improve postplacement outcomes. Ensuring this type of 

learning environment across all classrooms is critical (e.g., Alfassi, 2004; Coffey & 

Gemignani, 1994; Leone, Meisel, & Drakeford, 2002; Maccini et al., 2006; Mincey et al., 

2008; Tomlinson, 2001). School administrators must provide professional development 

for teachers and staff as well as demand excellence in every component of school 

functioning to make this a reality. 

The cafeteria. Most girls were happy in the cafeteria because it provided them 

with free time and the supervision was lax. The written rules clearly outlined that the girls 

were to speak only to individuals at their table and not use foul language, but rules were 

not enforced strictly in this setting. Therefore, the girls felt a freedom that they did not 
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have in either the classroom or unit settings. The girls spoke expressly of enjoying the 

camaraderie in the cafeteria, although this outlet was somewhat unstructured. It was clear 

that they had fun sitting and talking with both the boys and the day students. However, 

these expectations were not aligned with the expectations in the other settings, which 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) noted does not ease transitions among environments. In fact, the 

girls seemed to enjoy the cafeteria precisely because it did not align with the other 

environments due to its lack of structure and lenient oversight by staff members.  

The residential unit. Numerous studies have documented the physical, sexual, 

and emotional abuse that many girls embroiled in the juvenile justice have experienced 

(e.g., Belknap, 2001; Bloom & Covington, 1998; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; 

Covington & Bloom, 2001; Covington & Bloom, 2003; Leve & Chamberlain, 2004; 

Mullis, Cornille, Mullis, & Huber, 2004; Rodney & Mupier, 2004; Timmons-Mitchell et 

al., 1997). These high rates of previously experienced trauma, which the majority of the 

girls in this study faced, increase the need for a residential setting that allows them to feel 

safe. ―Many characteristics of the detention environment (seclusion, staff insensitivity, 

loss of privacy) can exacerbate negative feelings and feelings of loss of control among 

girls‖ (Hennessey, Ford, Mahoney, Ko, & Siegfried, 2004, p. 5). The secure residential 

facility in this study was a place where risk could easily be magnified because of the 

constraints built into a system. The facility was secured, the girls had to share space and 

give up privacy, and the vast majority of residents suffered from mental health disorders 

and learning disabilities which impacted appropriate development. In addition, the vast 

majority of residential unit staff did not have explicit training in gender-specific services 

or the special needs of females with learning and emotional disabilities who had suffered 
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multiple traumas. They were ill-equipped to promote healthy relationship building, which 

therefore aggravated the challenges the girls were trying to overcome. 

Many of the girls alluded to the need for connectedness, or the frustration with the 

lack thereof. Although the literature on resiliency-promoting factors in residential units is 

scarce, research did point to the importance of relationships for girls and the importance 

of meaningful relationships as a protective factor that promotes resiliency (e.g., Benard, 

2004; Gilligan, 1982; Guiding Principles, 1998; McKnight & Loper, 2004; Resnick et al., 

1997; Rodney & Mupier, 2004; Vasquez, 2000). Chesney-Lind and Sheldon (2004) noted 

that girls value relationships, and therefore relational approaches that emphasize trust and 

relationships with positive female role models are beneficial. ―However, trust can only be 

developed when girls perceive their programs as being ‗safe‘ spaces where they do not 

have to fear condemnation‖ (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, p. 288). Unfortunately, the girls 

felt the least positive about themselves while they were on the unit. They felt emotionally 

and physically unsafe, and this often had to do with the staff members‘ interactions with 

them. Emotional safety and trust are important factors in promoting resiliency, and adults 

in caregiving situations have the opportunity to promote resiliency. Conversely, they 

have the power to enhance risk and undermine compensatory factors within the 

environment. ―No program design can compensate for a mentor who is not caring, 

respectful, and reciprocal. A young person‘s relationship with such a mentor is probably 

a risk factor and certainly not a protective factor‖ (Benard, p. 108). 

Although I could find no studies specifically examining the impact on girls of 

witnessing or being a victim of a violent act (i.e., physical assault) while in detention, 

there was much literature pertaining to witnessing violence or being the victim of 
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violence as a risk factor for juvenile delinquency (e.g., Bloom & Covington, 2001; 

Crosby et al., 2004; Hipwell et al., 2002; Mullis et al., 2004; Rodney & Mupier, 2004). 

The fact that the girls continued to be victims of physical assaults and/or witness physical 

assaults on the unit led to reported feelings of powerlessness and was a risk-promoting 

factor. Resiliency-promoting programs encourage both emotional and physical safety, 

and this was clearly not being fully accomplished in this setting.  

The mesosystem. The mesosystem included the three microsystems, which were 

the classroom, the cafeteria, and the residential unit. Interactions and themes that spanned 

all three microsystems were considered mesosystem phenomena.    

Family construction. As previously described, meaningful relationships are an 

important resiliency-promoting factor for girls (e.g., Benard, 2004; Gilligan, 1982; 

Guiding Principles, 1998; McKnight & Loper, 2004; Resnick et al., 1997; Rodney & 

Mupier, 2004; Vasquez, 2000). In this study the girls constructed families as a way to 

adapt to the setting and to fill a void from the troubles they had with their own families. 

However, relationships with peers at the facility were tenuous and not always healthy, 

which meant that the search for connectedness through family construction was often met 

with strife. This was compounded by the poor relationships rife with abuse that many of 

the girls experienced prior to entering the facility. It is suggested that these ―familial‖ 

relationships were not consistently resiliency-promoting, as they were impacted by the 

unhealthy family relationships the girls experienced before they were committed for 

treatment. For example, a meaningful ―familial‖ relationship with an adult who was 

caring and provided guidance and role-modeling would be resiliency-promoting, and 

there were some relationships founded on this notion. Unfortunately, relationships with 
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peers and adults considered family were also unhealthy, and could promote risk even 

though there was a sense of connection. Therefore, the construction of families at the 

facility was not a resiliency-building factor at all times, even though it supported the 

notion of connectedness.  

Confinement. Although no studies were located that specifically addressed 

feelings of confinement in secure residential facilities, the girls in this study did not like 

their lack of freedom, both within the facility and in their inability to participate in life on 

the outside. These feelings led to powerlessness, as the girls had little say over their day-

to-day routine and interactions. Girls are being confined in secure residential placements 

more than ever before, and ―the expansive use of private institutions and the ‗voluntary‘ 

commitment of girls have subsequently mushroomed‖ (Dohrn, 2004, p. 312). Hence, 

Dohrn called for an end to institutionalization and a move toward releasing all girls from 

secure confinement into community-based programs designed for their needs. Others 

acknowledge the lack of pertinent vocational training for girls who are confined (e.g., 

Lahm, 2000; Matthews & Hubbard, 2008). Confinement, although considered to protect 

girls from themselves and to protect others from the girls, seems to pose a host of 

problems. The girls in this study disliked being confined, although a few of them did 

acknowledge that there were some benefits, such as the school being a better placement 

for them than the regular public school. However, none of them felt positive about being 

locked up 24 hours a day. Therefore, it may be in the best interest of the girls to design 

programs that, while secure, allow for the maximum amount of community involvement. 

Another hurdle to be cleared is program design for girls like Selene, as she was 

not therapeutically available to be significantly affected by the environment. Selene was a 
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victim of horrific childhood sexual, physical, and emotional abuse coupled with 

diagnoses of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), ADHD, oppositional defiant disorder, 

depressive/dysthymic disorder, mood disorder, and learning disabilities. She isolated 

herself from peers and was only able to describe herself in positive terms with 4 out of 18 

descriptors (22% of the time). Three of these positive descriptors were in the classroom 

environment, for she enjoyed some of her teachers and she thought of herself as excited, 

well-behaved, and happy. Building on those feelings and ensuring that the other 

environments provide opportunities for her to feel positive about herself is crucial. 

However, significant and meaningful collaboration and communication among adults in 

all microsystems must take place if expectations are to be standardized and if individuals 

in the varying environments are to be aware of Selene‘s needs. Selene viewed herself as 

an outsider and had reported poor peer relationships and poor self-esteem. She desired 

attention, acceptance, and love, but she was unable to form meaningful relationships with 

either adults or peers. It is therefore evident—and vital—that all service providers in 

every environment recognize her needs and agree upon a plan to help her build positive 

relationships. Such a plan should focus on easing her transactions among environments in 

order to increase her positive feelings across microsystems. This intensive collaboration 

among systems can begin a process to help girls like Selene begin to heal, trust others, 

and hopefully allow for a transition to a productive life outside of a secure placement. 

Limitations 

 Even though this study brought to light many issues that girls grappled with while 

living in a secure residential facility, the analyses had a number of limitations. First, this 

study was limited by the small number of participants. Additionally, these findings were 
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limited and bound by the research site, although transferability was the goal of this study. 

Therefore, the aim of this study is for the findings to be used by others working with girls 

in secure facilities, and those individuals can make the decision as to the extent the 

findings apply (Merriam, 1998). Finally, no boys were included in this research. 

Historically, the study of girls enmeshed in delinquent behavior has been ignored or else 

studied using theories and constructs based upon boys‘ behavior; alternately, girls‘ 

behavior has been explained as it compares with boys (Belknap, 2001; Bloom & 

Covington, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2004; Foley, 2008). Because of the nature of 

this social, or macrosystem, phenomenon, I chose to study girls in their own right, 

describing their experiences outside of a comparative framework with boys.   

Conclusions 

Resiliency- and risk-promoting factors. Resiliency and risk were promoted in 

all three microsystems at the research site for all but one study participant. The 

identification of resiliency-promoting factors is crucial to any reform efforts within the 

research site and can also be used to plan programming at similar sites in other 

jurisdictions. Additionally, it is important to identify risk-promoting factors in order to 

reduce the severity of their effects and develop interventions to eliminate them. The 

classroom environment promoted resiliency more so than the residential unit, where risk 

was promoted more than resiliency. Positive relationships with staff and feelings of 

success in school are enduring compensatory factors that should be recognized and 

replicated across classrooms. Additionally, positive interactions with adults are enduring 

compensatory factors that should be available throughout the mesosystem. The cafeteria 

produced less risk than the residential unit, and it is suggested that risk promotion in this 
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environment was transient. The lack of stringent adult supervision allowed the girls to 

socialize freely, which led to connectedness; however, risk was promoted by the 

noticeable differences in expectations in this setting. Overall, it was the varying instances 

of negative interactions with adults in charge that promoted risk within all settings. These 

interactions included, for example, the disparaging use of language by adults, boring 

classroom lessons, and teachers with poor behavioral control. It is proposed that these 

interactions were enduring potentiating factors that significantly hindered resiliency.   

Teachers matter. Clearly, teachers play a major role in the classroom setting and 

have the ability to promote more enduring compensatory, or resiliency-promoting, 

factors. Positive teacher traits identified by the girls included good behavioral control in 

the classroom, well-planned multisensory lessons that took into account individual 

learners, and caring personalities. Less effective teachers did not incorporate at least one 

of the aforementioned traits, and the girls described them negatively. Ineffective teachers 

seemed to fit a variety of ―types.‖ They could be considered boring, and the girls were 

disengaged in these classrooms. Or, they could be thought of as nice, but have little 

behavioral control, which also negatively impacted academic engagement. Both of these 

scenarios made learning difficult. Good teachers were described in a more consistent 

manner and provided a resiliency-promoting environment. ―Schools and teachers that 

focus on the social, emotional, and spiritual (in terms of purpose and meaning), as well as 

on the cognitive, are transformative, helping all their students, no matter what their risks, 

develop social competence, problem solving, a sense of autonomy, and plans and hope 

for the future‖ (Benard, 2004, p. 99). Therefore, it is suggested that teachers who truly 

care about the girls, build and foster positive relationships, and consider themselves a role 



  Risk and Resilience 

 

 

126 

model for the young women will promote resiliency in the classroom setting. In this way, 

a teacher is providing a safe and caring environment for students that is responsive to 

their special needs. In such a classroom the girls, although they are locked up, are free to 

heal, learn, and take part in healthy relationship building. 

 A safe and caring environment must be coupled with well-planned and 

differentiated instruction to meet the learning and behavioral needs of all students in the 

classroom (e.g., Nelson et al., 2004; Santamaria, 2009; Tomlinson, 2001). Low literacy 

and academic difficulties plagued the girls at the research site and are related to 

delinquency (Larson & Turner, 2002). It is therefore crucial for the educational 

interventions to be meaningful and effective in a safe, caring, and structured 

environment, for the girls will ―need a place called school to provide them a second, or 

third, chance at learning‖ (Keith & McCray, 2002, p. 706). Interventions should also be 

framed by gender-specific programming that is explicitly modeled to nurture positive 

female development (Guiding Principles, 1998, chap. 2). The Office of Juvenile Justice 

and Delinquency Prevention (Guiding Principles, 1998, pp. 53–54) noted that effective 

gender-specific academic interventions should, at a minimum, have the following 

qualities in place in classrooms: 

 Cooperative Learning. Girls tend to value relationships and they will most likely 

benefit from a cooperative learning environment where they are able to problem-

solve in groups. 

 Multisensory Instruction. Teaching strategies should involve the use of 

manipulatives, visual aids, learning strategy instruction, and project-oriented 
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tasks. Additionally, the girls should be given alternative ways to express 

themselves through visual arts, dance, drama, and music. 

 Women’s Studies and Multicultural Curriculum. Curriculum materials should 

be based on women‘s history and culture. Girls should also be taught about how 

they have been affected by sex-role messages and stereotypes to help them 

overcome and understand how poverty, victimization, and relationship dynamics 

have shaped their lives. In addition, the material should celebrate the girls‘ ethnic 

identities and life experiences, as well as those of other marginalized groups. 

 Real-World Educational Experiences. Effective programs will help girls make 

the connection between what they do in the classroom and what they need to 

succeed in the real world. Mentors and guest speakers can bolster the girls‘ 

awareness of choices for women and allow them to make personal connections 

with women who are successful in the world of work. 

Research-based instructional strategies are often not utilized by teachers in 

correctional and secure residential facility programs because these individuals are often 

isolated from the public school setting and therefore do not have access to the same types 

of professional development opportunities (Leone, Meisel, & Drakeford, 2002, p. 48). A 

national survey of state juvenile justice education standards (Wolford, Purnell, & Brooks, 

n.d.) found that the second-ranked significant barrier to the delivery of quality education 

was teacher training and certification issues. In addition, transitions across environments 

are made challenging because there is little collaboration among treatment, security, and 

education staff, which can lead to a misunderstanding of youths‘ actions and behaviors 

(Leone, Meisel, & Drakeford). An effective education program provides teachers with the 
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time to partake in collaborative and motivating opportunities to invigorate their teaching 

and ultimately enhance the learning outcomes of the students. ―Properly designed staff 

development involves teacher input, work with colleagues and opportunities to visit and 

observe teaching in other settings‖ (Leone & Drakeford, 1999, p. 87). This takes time, 

money, and resources, but it is a vital component to ensure a motivated and inspired 

education staff. ―Educators who work in these settings deserve quality training specific to 

their unique needs, and their students deserve educators who are properly trained for this 

environment‖ (Wolford, 2000).  

Relationships are key. One of the most debilitating risk factors at the facility was 

unhealthy relationships with adults and peers. A downside of relationship building with 

peers was that all the girls were suffering from mental health disorders and the majority 

had histories of abuse—physical, emotional, and sexual. Therefore, healthy peer role 

models were not readily available because of the nature of the population housed at the 

secure residential facility. A factor that could be controlled was the monitoring of the 

quality of relationships and interactions with adults, which is a crucial component for 

effective programming. ―In residential settings, girls need to develop healthy ways of 

interacting with all staff responsible for their care. Some relationships will be close, 

interpersonal, and lasting, while others will be respectful but limited to the roles of 

student and staff‖ (Guiding Principles, 1998, p. 37). In order to accomplish this facet of 

effective programming, the staff in the secure residential facility must be trained to meet 

the needs of girls and also be held accountable for their interactions with the population 

they are serving. A qualitative study by Rice, Merves, and Srsic (2008) found that 

professionals used different, and derogatory, language when describing girls with 
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emotional disturbance, and some professionals acknowledged the tendency to avoid girls 

with emotional disturbance because the girls were ―emotionally intense, catty, 

manipulative and mean‖ (p. 559). Therefore, the girls should be listened to and the 

possibility of negative staff behavior should be investigated by the facility. There is no 

room in the lives of these girls for further abuse by their caregivers.  

Recommendations 

 In order for girls in secure residential facilities to begin healing and build on their 

resiliencies, adults must create effective services and ensure healthy relationships and 

interactions as the girls navigate these programs. Furthermore, the research community 

must provide a platform to convey the voices of girls in secure settings in order to break 

the silence, inform policy, and improve practice. 

 Recommendations for practice. It is suggested that the following 

recommendations will help guide programming both for girls at the research site and for 

those in similar programs. 

1. Expectations among the various environments should be uniform and this 

uniformity must be enforced from an administrative level. It is noteworthy that 

these expectations are outlined in handbook form, but attention must be paid to 

implementation. Collaboration among administrative bodies and personnel must 

focus on goal setting and norm development to ease transitions among 

environments. Resiliency is best promoted when expectations are compatible 

from setting to setting (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

2. Design programs that are built upon a foundation of feminist criminology, which 

recognizes the multiple inequalities that affect gender, crime, and juvenile justice 
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processing (e.g., Belknap, 2001; Burgess-Proctor, 2006; Chesney-Lind & 

Shelden, 2004). These inequalities, such as race and class, must be acknowledged 

if arrest rates and causes for arrest are to be reevaluated. Furthermore, these issues 

must be addressed in programming for girls in order to reduce risk and enhance 

resiliency. 

3. Implement research-based gender-specific and culturally sensitive programming 

at the research site and similar sites that work with girls. This programming 

should be firmly focused on positive relationship-building skills and on nurturing 

positive female development (e.g., Bloom & Covington, 1998; Guiding 

Principles, 1998). Additionally, all staff that work with or interact with the girls in 

these settings must be provided training on gender-specific programming and 

resiliency building (Benard, 2004). 

4. Simply listen. Provide girls a voice in program design and be willing to reflect 

and revise interventions based upon the girls‘ experiences. These are the 

individuals who have experienced the gamut of risk, delinquency, and juvenile 

justice processing and adjudication; it is imperative that interventions and 

programs are based upon their lived experiences. 

5. Evaluate the effectiveness of programming as it specifically relates to the needs of 

girls. Programs and interventions should be based upon measureable goals and 

outcomes to ensure effective treatment for this habitually ignored segment of our 

population. 

6. School must be a place where multisensory individualized instruction takes place 

in an emotionally safe environment. Students with disabilities often lack 
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appropriate learning strategies to help facilitate comprehension or memory of new 

concepts in relation to real-world contexts. Meisel, Henderson, Cohen, and Leone 

(1998) noted that both direct and peer-mediated instructional practices should be 

implemented in order to remedy this reality in juvenile correctional facilities. 

7. Girls with significant learning and behavioral disabilities who are not responding 

well to treatment must be made a priority. Service providers from all 

environments must collaborate to make a measureable contingency plan to 

intervene and ensure positive development. Girls in secure residential settings 

with learning and behavioral disabilities face a myriad of poor outcomes. A 

secure treatment facility is the final placement for academic and therapeutic 

intervention; therefore, interventions must be intensive, well-planned, and 

effective, as this may be the last chance for care.  

 Recommendations for future research. It is suggested that the following 

recommendations will inform the research community to develop studies to enhance our 

understanding of the needs of girls confined to secure facilities and expand the repertoire 

of effective interventions for detained youth.  

1. Teachers in secure settings have the ability to significantly impact students and 

promote resiliency (e.g., Benard, 2004). Research that explores the lived 

experiences of teachers in these settings and their perceptions of girls can build 

our understanding as to how to promote resiliency and reduce risk – both for the 

teachers and the girls. Additionally, it can provide information related to 

professional development needs. 
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2. A risk- and resiliency-promoting framework should be extended to the study of 

characteristics and perceptions of program staff, such as security, nurses, cafeteria 

workers and crisis intervention personnel. These individuals have the capacity to 

build resiliency. However, we cannot adequately provide interventions to improve 

their interactions with the girls until there is an understanding of their beliefs and 

preparedness to work with this population. 

3. As our awareness regarding the unique needs of girls continues to grow, it may be 

beneficial to incorporate the study of boys. Understanding the similarities and 

differences inherent in how girls and boys experience resiliency would enhance 

program design and deepen our knowledge of at-risk youth.  A resiliency 

framework should be implemented for all residents in secure placements and must 

be individualized to meet the myriad needs of youth in these settings. This would 

improve the experiences of youth in secure residential placements and help 

promote effective interventions for all. 

 Focusing on gender-specific interventions for girls in the juvenile justice system 

is warranted, especially in the educational arena. Paying more attention to girls‘ 

development and resiliency characteristics is necessary when determining services and 

interventions, and programs must take into account diversity and pathways to crime in the 

population being served. Research must inform policy, and ultimately, the direct services 

being offered to girls in secure residential facilities. Giving a voice to the girls being 

served is imperative, for they have been ignored for too long. ―Only a few studies 

actually allow girls on the margin to speak about their whole lives and only a very few 

look specifically at the lives of girls in the juvenile justice system‖ (Chesney-Lind & 
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Sheldon, 2004, p. 237). Therefore, future research must explore the experiences of the 

girls themselves to determine their needs and the effectiveness of programs that are 

gender-specific and built around resiliency-promoting factors. These young women can 

no longer be disregarded and shoved in to the recesses of our society, and their 

experiences must be acknowledged and validated if we are going to begin to break the 

cycle of violence, victimization, and offending. 
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Appendix A 

Program Overview 

PROGRAM GUIDELINES 

 

 The staff of the RTC requires residents to demonstrate respect and sensitivity in 

all interactions with each other.  We want to make ourselves available to each of you and 

encourage you to communicate your needs and feelings to help us support you and keep 

everyone safe.  The purpose of behavior standards is to help keep the unit environment 

safe and therapeutic.  Although the philosophy of the program is that of positive 

reinforcement for positive behavior, a consistent pattern of consequences for negative 

behavior will help teach decision-making skills about behavior based on an 

understanding of results of actions.  The unit rules are strictly enforced and if violated 

will result in consequences (see section on consequences and CRP‘s). 

 

In order to maintain the atmosphere of trust and safety and to make progress in treatment, 

we expect residents to follow these rules: 

 Be respectful towards staff and peers at all times 

 No profanity, and no profanity on the walls, furniture, or any other places 

 No music (tapes/CDs) with violent messages 

 Participation in all activities and groups-Residents must be on time! 

 Follow directions of staff 

 Know the program rules and follow them 

 Ceiling and sprinklers should be free of any hanging materials 

 Be honest 

 Leave the unit or assigned area only with permission from staff 

 Have staff escort when leaving the unit unless otherwise directed  

 No physical or verbal aggression 

 No threats to others (that may include, but are not limited to threats of bodily 

harm) 

 Do not destroy property 

 Do not take things that do not belong to you 

 No contraband allowed (see contraband list) 

 No sexual activity allowed  

 Do not cover up another resident‘s plan to run away or harm self  

 No nude or sexually provocative pictures, pinups, drug related or satanic symbols 

in rooms or on walls 

 No food or drinks in the room 

 Wash laundry as needed on assigned days and times 

 At night, do not leave room without staff permission as well as during journal 

time and quiet time 

 Be fully dressed including shoes 
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 Respect the personal space of peers and staff 

 No feet on the furniture  

 Do not go into nurses station of staff desk 

 Do not go into quiet room when another peer is in time out 

 Eat only one dessert during lunch and dinner and only four sugars at any meal 

 Walk quietly to and from the cafeteria 

 Stay in cafeteria during meal 

 Portable CD players, walkman/disc man are not to be taken off the unit 

 Communicate only with those at your table in the cafeteria 

 Caffeine not allowed after 6pm 

 Do not wear clothing with sexual, violent, drug, satanic, or gang related symbols 

 Do not wear clothing with obscene/foul language 

 Do not wear revealing clothing 

 Do not wear short shorts 

 Do not wear too tight or too loose clothing 

 Bedtime means lights out and no music 

 No incoming or outgoing phone calls after 9:00 p.m. 

 No bathing or showering before 6:30 p.m. or after 9:00 p.m. (10:00 p.m. on 

weekends) 

 

Following these rules will help a resident earn increased privileges and progress in 

treatment 

 

RESPECT/BOUNDARIES 
 

 Residents are to respect one another, staff, and their living environment.  Respect 

means calling staff and peers by their proper names, keeping one‘s living area clean, 

speaking to peers and staff in turn and in a normal tone of voice.  Residents must respect 

personal boundaries; that includes not touching staff or peers, not entering staff offices 

without their consent, and not reaching over the staff desk. 

 

MEALS 

 

 Residents are expected to behave in an appropriate and respectful manner while in 

the cafeteria.  In addition, to promote socialization among residents, all meals are 

mandatory (excluding breakfast on weekends) and are considered groups.  Residents are 

expected to comply with the following exceptions in the cafeteria: 

 

 Eat one dessert during lunch and dinner and only four sugars at any meal 

 Walk quietly to and from the cafeteria 

 Stay in cafeteria during the meal 

 Communication only with those at your table 

 Food or drinks cannot be brought back to the unit from the cafeteria  
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 Only Level III residents and above are able to go to the soda/snack machine 

during meals 

 Ordering take-out food is for Level III and above. This can only occur between 

Friday and Sunday, must coincide with scheduled meal times, and food must be 

eaten in the cafeteria 

 

SNACKS 
 

 Unit snacks are given after school in the evenings 

 There will be one snack machine run prior to bedtime 

 During each trip to the snack machine residents are allowed 2 snacks (soda is 

considered 1 snack) 

 Only Levels II and above are permitted to have snacks from the snack machine 

 Sneaking snacks to Level I residents will result in a 1 week snack machine 

restriction 

 Caffeine is not allowed after 6 p.m. 

 Levels III and above are permitted 1 extra snack from the snack machine after 

they eat their dinner 

 Snacks from home may be provided for residents in reasonable amounts and in 

keeping with the available storage space on the unit 

 All food brought in for residents must be cleared through the Change Nurse or 

RCC.  Food can only be received from family members.  Cooked food can only 

be eaten in the cafeteria and cannot be brought back to the unit. 

 

DRESS CODE 
 

1. Residents must wear clean and neat clothing.  Torn clothes or clothing that has 

been written on is not appropriate.  Staff will complete an inventory of clothing 

and labeling clothing is highly recommended. 

2. Residents must wear proper undergarments.  These articles should not be visible 

to others when worn.  Pants must be worn on the waist, not the hips.  Pant legs are 

to be worn down at all times.  No tank tops outside of bedrooms unless with a 

covered top. 

3. Hygiene must be done prior to going to breakfast.  Residents who do not do 

hygiene will not be permitted to attend breakfast and will therefore lose points for 

that time period. 

4. Residents must wear appropriate night clothes at bedtime (no nudity). 

5. Residents should wear socks with their shoes.  Laced up shoes need to be tied 

with no dangling shoestrings. 

6. Residents are responsible for keeping their clothes clean by utilizing the unit 

washer and dryer on assigned days. 
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7. Feet must be covered at all times when walking around the unit and in the facility. 

8. High heels, open toe shoes are not permitted 

 

PASSES 
 In order for residents to go on a pass outside of the RTC, the resident needs to 

have been here for at least 45 days and on Level II.  Passes begin with (2 hours and 

increase each visit by 2 hours up to 6 hours) at the discretion of the treatment team.  This 

pass can occur twice a month if behavior is appropriate and resident has two continuous 

weeks of maintaining the required percentage of points specific to their level.  Level III 

passes can range from 8 to 12 hours.  Two consecutive passes are given within 60 days 

discharge.  (Ex. Fri-Sat, Sat-Sun).  Passes can occur on approved sponsor.  Residents are 

to complete a therapeutic pass form with their social worker on Mondays and submit it to 

social worker for review by the treatment team.  Residents need to fill out information on 

pass form on how pass went and process with staff upon return from pass.  Each resident 

will be given a supervised mandatory drug screen upon return from pass (urine 

specimen).  Failure to comply will result in loss of pass time for the following 

weekend.  As part of their treatment plan, those with chemical dependency issues will be 

required to go to AA/NA meetings while on passes of 4 hours or more. 

 

 Passes are also given for medical appointments, interviews, etc. but must be 

approved by treating psychiatrist.   

 

TELEPHONE POLICY 
 

 Our purpose in designating telephone times is to reduce the number of 

interruptions during groups and activities.  As one can imagine with a group of 

adolescents, intermittent telephone calls often distract attention from treatment.  We 

appreciate families‘ effort to observe this schedule. 

 

 Residents are allowed one incoming and one outgoing call per shift.  Level IV and 

V will receive one additional phone call per day.  No resident can receive any telephone 

call without the caller giving the CV number to the staff person answering the call.  See 

―Visiting Guidelines‖ Section for information about the importance of the CV number 

and how it is to be used. 

 

TELEPHONE TIMES 
 

Monday-Friday: 4:30 p.m.-9:30 p.m. 

**Level IV & V get one extra phone call between 8:00-9:00 p.m. 

 

Saturday and Sunday: 12:00 p.m.-9:00 p.m. 
**Level IV & V get one extra phone call between 8:00-9:00 p.m. 

Duration of call: 

 Level I and II: 10 minutes per call 

 Level III and IV: 15 minutes per call 

 Level V: 20 minutes per call 
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No calls will be made during school hours.  Exceptions may be made for calls to 

Lawyers, DJS workers, DSS workers, and Social Workers. 

 

TELEPHONE USE CONSEQUENCES: 

 

If a resident breaks the unit wall phone, ALL residents telephone usage will be 

modified at staff’s discretion so that all residents will have the opportunity to make 

and receive calls. 
 

SCHOOL 

 

 Residents are required to attend school every day 

 Residents will receive a 24 hour CRP for: being late for school, having an 

unexcused absence, or skipping class 

 Residents are not permitted to return to the unit during the school day 

 In the event that a resident requires medical attention during school, a resident 

must have the teacher call the unit; a nurse will come to the school 

 

POINT SYSTEM 
 

 In order to measure progress and evaluate treatment the RTC utilizes a point 

system 

 Residents earn points on a daily basis according to their behavioral goals 

 Residents with their required percentage of points on a consistent basis will be 

permitted to move up the level system 

 Level II and above must maintain the required percentage of points.  Failure to do 

so will result in the following: level warnings, level suspensions, and level drops 

 According to percentage of points earned, residents are permitted to go to the 

school store on the designated day after school 

 

Tampering with one’s point sheet will result in zero points for that day and a 24 

hour CRP 

 

LEVEL SYSTEM 

 The RTC‘s Level System is modified periodically. Upon admission to the unit, 

please see the Unit Charge Nurse or RCC for the most current level system procedures. 

 The level system is designed as a resource for residents and others to measure the 

resident‘s level of daily success as they experience the program.  Residents are required 

to utilize the system from ―wake up‖ to ―bedtime‖.  Families and significant others are 

encouraged to read and become familiar with the level system to encourage and assist the 

resident in learning and advancing through the various levels.  
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LEVEL I (ORIENTATION) 

Expectations: 

1. Respect all staff/peers (see page 8 on respect) 

2. Respect personal boundaries and stay out of one‘s peer rooms (see page 8 on 

respect) 

3. Learn names of primary staff 

4. Read resident handbook 

5. Learn rules of program 

6. Take daily showers 

7. Keep room clean daily 

8. Attend all group/activities 

9. Do own laundry weekly 

10. Wear appropriate clothing (see handbook) 

11. Be in on time (lights out and music off) 

12. Maintain required % on point sheet for at least two weeks 

13. Get up on time-attend school on time 

14. Demonstrate willingness to follow rules and regulations 

15. Pass test on handbook 

 

Assignments to be completed: 

1. Write one‘s autobiography 

2. Identify who one is in this treatment program 

3. Identify strengths and strategies that have worked and those that have not 

4. Identify 5 positive qualities 

5. Identify target behaviors to be addressed 

6. Identify medications one takes, when taken, dosage, and side effects 

7. Identify aggression triggers 

8. Social Worker will assign an essay 

9. Have 1-to-1 two times a week with primary Tech and/or Nurse 

 

Privileges: 

 Able to use alarm clock radio 

 Can play board games with peers 

 Can eat in cafeteria after 24 hours post admission 

 Have 1 incoming phone call and 1 outgoing phone call per shift 

 Residents can go on therapeutic social skills outings at the discretion of unit staff 

after 45 days, from the initial admission 

 

Note: Level I’s are not permitted to have money. 
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LEVEL II (ACCEPTANCE AND TRUST): 

Exceptions: 

1. Must continue to meet all the Level I expectations. 

2. Must be compliant with treatment goals and medication(s). 

3. Refrain from: 

 Hitting 

 Stealing 

 Lying 

 Pushing  

 Provoking 

 Threatening  

 Fighting 

 Swearing 

 Horse Playing 

 

4. Accept responsibility for behavior; use ―I‖ statements to express feelings 

5. Accept consequences for behavior, and give examples of alternative solutions to 

manage anger, disappointment, etc. 

6. Follow school schedule. 

7. Demonstrate investment in the program as defined by Treatment Team. 

8. Maintain required % on point sheets for the required number of success 

9. Begin to trust self and others 

10. Respect self and others 

11. Identify feelings 

 

Assignments to be completed: 

1. Identify feelings about family difficulties. 

2. Identify 5 more positive qualities and how these qualities can be demonstrated 

3. Social Worker will assign an essay on particular goals for positive peer 

interaction. 

4. Have 1-to-1 with primary Tech and/or Nurse two times a week. 

 

Privileges: 

 All level 1 privileges 

 Can go on unit outings at the discretion of staff 

 Can request video from video room 

 Can play video games. 

 Can play board games with peers. 

 Can listen to radio/CD player. 

 Have 1 incoming phone call and 1 outgoing phone call per shift 

 Can go to the snack machine with staff. 
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 Can have 2 passes a month (see page 12 pass criteria) 

 Assist staff in getting trays off unit or other tasks 

 May practice on a sports team. 

 May possess money $5.00 maximum. 

 

LEVEL III (ACCOUNTABILITY): 

Expectations: 

1. Must continue to meet all the Level I and II expectations. 

2. Makes positive/good choices for oneself. 

3. Role modeling for peers 

4. Regularly identify personal issues in group, individual, and family sessions. 

5. Use ―I‖ statements to express feelings. 

6. Attend activities on time. 

7. Refrain from horse-playing. 

8. Maintain required % of point sheets for required number of successful days 

9. Demonstrate positive interactions with family, unit, staff, good judgment, self-

control, respect for self and others and leadership skills. 

10. Active participation in unit government. 

 

Assignment 

1. Identify long term vocational goals. 

2. Participate in career exploration (e.g. field trips, speaker presentations, etc.) 

3. Identify 5 more positive qualities one has and how they can be demonstrated 

appropriately 

4. Have 1-to-1 with primary Tech and/or Nurse weekly. 

5. Work on life skills:      *Personal and interpersonal communication skills 

    *Personal health 

    *Job skills 

    *Money management 

    *Housing and transportation 

    *Planning for the future 

Privileges: 

 All Level II privileges 

 Can receive a therapeutic pass with family for 2-10 hours. 

 Can become hall/hygiene monitors in unit government. 

 Have 1 incoming phone call and 1 outgoing call per shift 

 Can lead groups 

 Can go on unit outings 

 May have one extra snack after eating dinner 

 Ordering out on the weekends ONLY (Friday-Sunday) 

 May participate in and travel with the sports team if academically eligible 
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LEVEL IV (MAKING GOOD CHOICES) 

Expectations:  

1. Must continue to meet all the Level I, II, & III expectations. 

2. Assist staff with unit tasks (i.e. completing forms, cleaning up, passing out 

snacks, etc.) 

3. Maintain required % on point sheets for two weeks 

4. Actively participate in unit government 

 

Assignments to be completed: 

1. Visit potential job sites to secure job applications 

2. Fill out job applications 

3. Volunteer at Secure Residential Facility or adjoining hospital 

4. Participate in job seeking groups, events, seminars 

5. Work on Life Skills:       *Obtaining a bank account 

       *Writing checks/balancing check book 

       *Budgeting one‘s money 

       *Grocery shopping 

       *Obtaining and ID card 

       *Writing one‘s resume 

Privileges: 

 All Level III privileges 

 Can receive a therapeutic pass with family for 8-12 

 Can obtain a job.  (Job must not interfere with therapeutic group or school) 

 May interact in the milieu during leisure time 

 Have 1 extra phone call between 8:00 p.m. and 9:00 p.m. 

 Within 60 days of discharge can receive 2 consecutive passes (e.g. Friday to 

 Saturday) 

 

CONSEQUENCES AND SAFETY MEASURES 
 

For the purpose of safety and structure, there are principle rules of society.  There are 

principle rules on the unit.  The treatment team may at any time give consequences that 

are not listed below based on behaviors demonstrated by the residents.  Failure to adhere 

to rules and structure will result in the following consequences: 

 

CARDINAL RULE PLAN (CPR) 
Note: Two (2) 24 hour CRP‘s in a week‘s time equals 1 level drop.  Multiple CRP‘s (3 or 

more) will result in a behavior contract. 

 

 You will receive a 24 hour CRP and a 3 day level suspension for the following: 

 Provoking or intimidating staff or peers 
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 Being out of location (ex. Being assigned to gym activities and being in the 

hallway) 

 Boundary violation  

 Horse-playing 

 Borrowing, lending, selling, or accepting any item from another resident 

 Being late for school 

 Skipping Class or Groups 

 Failure to respond to staff directions after 1 prompt 

 Failure to leave the Nurse‘s station after the first prompt or walking behind the 

Nurse‘s station without permission. 

 Entering the Medication Room unsupervised 

 Having food and drinks in your room 

 Having pornographic, alcohol/drug related and/or gang-related pictures in your 

room 

 Having permanent markers in your room or on your person 

 Abusing allotted shower time (15 minutes maximum shower use time) 

 Refusing to comply with leisure time schedule 

 Walking to or from meals in a loud, disorderly manner 

 Refusing to go to cafeteria for meals unless sick or excused by staff 

 Failure to clean room daily  

 Receiving 3 consecutive EBT‘s (Early Bed Times) (For ex. 3 EBT‘s in a day or 3 

EBT‘s within a week) 

 Tampering with a Point Sheet or tampering with Point/Level Board on Unit  

 Being in another resident‘s room 

 

You will receive 48 hour CRP and a 1 level drop for the following: 

Note: When level is dropped, one receives an automatic 3 day level suspension 
 

 Stealing  

 Pierced or tattooing of your body or others body 

 False accusations 

 Interfering with staff codes 

 Interfering with medical situations on the Unit 

 Conspiracy or Collusion 

 

You will receive a 72 hour CRP and a 3 level drop for the following: 

 Assaults  

 AWOL or AWOL attempt  

 Stashing medications or weapons 

 Possessing anything containing alcohol, illegal drugs, prescription drugs, aerosol 

cans, fingernail polish, or anything else you can use to ―get high‖. 
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 Refusing to give a urine specimen 

 Testing positive on a drug urine screen 

 Having contraband on person in room (see Contraband list) 

 Giving others or receiving contraband 

 Refusing to participate in a free drill 

 Destruction of property 

 Taking/reading of charts 

 Taking/changing information in Telephone/Visitor‘s Book 

 Stealing/hoarding medications and/or giving medications to self or peers 

 Sexual contact with a peer 

 Threatening staff or peers (verbal or physical threatening behavior towards staff, 

peers, or others) 

 Smoking or having possession of any tobacco products 

 Breaching of confidentiality 

 Spitting at staff or peers 

 Palming or cheeking medications 

 

CRP Processing: 
 

When a resident receives a CRP, the resident must process the same day with the staff 

person who gave the CRP.  If he staff person is not available, resident must process with 

the on duty RCC Charge Nurse. 
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Appendix B  

Weekday Schedule 

Time Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday 

6:15 – 

7:30 

Wake-Up, Hygiene, 

Clean Room, Meds 

Wake-Up, 

Hygiene, Clean 

Room, Meds 

Wake-Up, 

Hygiene, Clean 

Room, Meds 

Wake-Up, 

Hygiene, Bed, 

Clean Room, Meds 

Wake-Up, 

Hygiene, Clean 

Room, Meds 

7:30 – 

7:55 

Community 

Meeting: Theme of 

the day.  How will 

you contribute to 

the community 

today? Sign up for 

afternoon activities. 

Sign up for Social 

Worker (SW) 

check-in times 

Community 

Meeting: Theme 

of the day.  How 

will you 

contribute to the 

community 

today? Sign up for 

afternoon 

activities. Sign up 

for SW check-in 

times 

Community 

Meeting: Theme 

of the day.  How 

will you 

contribute to the 

community 

today? Sign up for 

afternoon 

activities. Sign up 

for SW check-in 

times 

Community 

Meeting: Theme of 

the day.  How will 

you contribute to 

the community 

today? Sign up for 

afternoon 

activities. Sign up 

for SW check-in 

times 

Community 

Meeting: Theme of 

the day.  How will 

you contribute to 

the community 

today? Sign up for 

afternoon activities. 

Sign up for SW 

check-in times 

8:00 – 

8:30 

Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast Breakfast 

8:30 – 

3:00 

School School School School School 

3:00 – 

3:30 

 

Contraband 

searches, SWs 

check in with 

residents assessing 

needs for afternoon 

and day‘s events 

Contraband 

searches, SWs 

check in with 

residents 

assessing needs 

for afternoon and 

day‘s events 

Contraband 

searches, SWs 

check in with 

residents 

assessing needs 

for afternoon and 

day‘s events 

Contraband 

searches, SWs 

check in with 

residents assessing 

needs for 

afternoon and 

day‘s events 

Contraband 

searches, SWs 

check in with 

residents assessing 

needs for afternoon 

and day‘s events 

3:00 – 

4:00 

Expressive 

Therapy, Pastoral 

Care, Game 

Time/outside (for 

those without groups), 

snacks 

Chemical 

Dependency 

Education Group 

(3:15 – 4:00), 

Expressive 

Therapy, Pastoral 

Care, Game 

Time/outside (for 

those without 

groups), snacks 

Expressive 

Therapy, Pastoral 

Care, Game 

Time/Outside (for 

those without 

groups), snacks 

Expressive 

Therapy, Pastoral 

Care, Game 

Time/Outside (for 

those without 

groups), snacks 

Chemical 

Dependency 

Group, Expressive 

Therapy groups, 

Pastoral Care, 

Game 

Time/Outside (for 

those without 

groups), snacks 

4:00 – 

5:00 

Social Work 

Groups – The 

Level-Specific 

Groups  

Chemical 

Dependency 

Process Group 

(4:15 – 5:00), 

Social Work Age-

Specific 

Discussion 

Groups 

Polaris Project 

Groups or Social 

Work Groups, 

Sex Education 

Chemical 

Dependency 

Prevention Group 

(4:00 – 4:45), 

Clubs:  Cooking, 

Library, Story 

Time, Poetry, 

Free-Style Rap, 

Computer Lab, 

Physical 

Activities, Arts & 

Crafts  

Levels and 

acknowledgements 

for the week, what 

needs 

improvement, 

celebrations, who 

got the most points 

for the week.  Plans 

for the weekend. 

5:00 – 

5:30 

Preparation for 

dinner/Quiet Time 

Preparation for 

dinner/Quiet Time 

School Store, 

Preparation for 

dinner/Quiet Time 

Preparation for 

dinner/Quiet Time 

Preparation for 

dinner/Quiet Time 

5:30 – 

6:00 

Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner Dinner 
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6:00 – 

7:00 

Women’s Issues 

Group:  DVDs, 

speakers, 

discussion groups 

(Social Work/SCA 

Facilitated) 

Life Skills 

Groups – The 

How To’ of 

Taking Care Of 

You:  Shopping, 

Hygiene, 

Budgeting, etc. 

(Social 

Work/SCA 

facilitated) 

Nursing Groups 

– Medication, 

Health & 

Hygiene, 

Diagnoses, etc. 

(Nursing/Social 

Work Facilitated) 

Structured 

Activities – 

Movie/TV Room, 

Game Room, 

Music/Dance 

Room  

Structured 

Activities: 

Music/Dance 

Room, TV Room, 

Game Room 

7:00 – 

7:45 

Gym Gym Gym Gym Gym 

7:45 – 

8:00 

Meds, showers Meds, showers Meds, showers Meds, showers Meds, showers 

8:00 – 

8:30 

Community 

Meeting – Revisit 

day‘s theme, 

relaxation 

Community 

Meeting – Revisit 

day‘s theme, 

relaxation 

Community 

Meeting – Revisit 

day‘s theme, 

relaxation 

Community 

Meeting – Revisit 

day‘s theme, 

relaxation 

Community 

Meeting – Revisit 

day‘s theme, 

relaxation 

8:30 – 

9:00 

Early Bedtime, 

Journaling 

Early Bedtime, 

Journaling 

Early Bedtime, 

Journaling 

Early Bedtime, 

Journaling 

Journaling 

9:00 – 

9:30 

12 – 14 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

12 – 14 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

12 – 14 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

12 – 14 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

12 – 14 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

9:30 – 

10:00 

15 – 16 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

15 – 16 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

15 – 16 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

15 – 16 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

15 – 16 Year Old 

Bedtime, Quiet 

Time 

10:00 17 Year Old & 

Older Bedtime – 

lights out! 

17 Year Old & 

Older Bedtime – 

lights out! 

17 Year Old & 

Older Bedtime – 

lights out! 

17 Year Old & 

Older Bedtime – 

lights out! 

17 Year Old & 

Older Bedtime – 

lights out! 
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Appendix C 

Weekend Schedule 

Time Saturday Sunday 

8:00 – 8:30 Wake up, Morning Hygiene Wake up, Morning 

Hygiene 

8:30 – 9:00 Breakfast Breakfast 

9:00 – 9:30 Community Meeting Community Meeting 

9:30 – 10:00 Cleaning Rooms & 

Common Areas, Laundry 

Cleaning Rooms & 

Common Areas, Laundry, 

Prep for Church Services 

(every-other Sunday) 

10:00 – 10:30 Remaining Hygiene Church, Remaining 

Hygiene 

10:30 – 11:00 Nursing Group/Life Skills Nursing Group/Life Skills 

11:00 – 11:30 Lunch Lunch 

11:30 – 1:00 Day Outings for Levels, 

Gym, Computer Lab, 

Telephone 

Day Outings for Levels, 

Gym, Computer Lab, 

Telephone 

1:00 – 3:00  Self Care & Beautification 

Group (2:00 – 3:00), Pet 

Therapy (2:00 – 3:00 once 

per month), Movement 

Therapy Group (1:00 – 

2:00), Outside, Games, Arts 

& Crafts, Telephone 

Outside, Games, Arts & 

Crafts, Telephone 

3:00 – 4:00 Quiet Time, Snacks Quiet Time, Snacks 

4:00 – 5:00 Gym, Games, Dancing, 

Evening Outings for Levels, 

Outside, Movies, Telephone 

Gym, Games, Dancing, 

Evening Outings for 

Levels, Outside, Movies, 

Telephone 

5:00 – 5:30 Discussion Group – Various 

Topics 

Discussion Group – 

Week‘s 

Preparation/Intentions 

5:30 – 6:00 Dinner Dinner 
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6:00 – 7:00 Hygiene, Hair Care, 

Journaling 

Hygiene, Hair Care, 

Journaling 

7:00 – 8:00 Gym, Computer Lab, 

Movies 

Gym, Computer Lab, 

Movies 

8:00 – 9:00 Community Meeting, 

Determine Next Journaling 

Topic, Snacks 

Community Meeting, 

Determine Next Journaling 

Topic, Snacks 

9:00 Bedtime Bedtime 

 

  

 


