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In summer 2013, Project NIA released a report written by Michelle VanNatta and Mariame Kaba 
titled “We’re In It For The Long Haul: Alternatives to Incarceration for Youth in Conflict with the 
Law.” The paper offered a short review of the literature about youth detention and incarceration. It’s 
republished below:

“There is an urgent need to find constructive ways to respond to young people in conflict with the 
law. Research compellingly demonstrates that youth placed in juvenile detention centers compared 
to alternative interventions are much more likely to later spend significant time in prison (Aizer and 
Doyle, 2013). Juvenile and adult incarceration both create exorbitant financial and social costs 
(Petteruti, Velázquez, and Walsh, 2009). Incarceration of juveniles is harmful to young peoples’ 
development, education, families, communities, and their current and future socioeconomic status 
(Majd, 2011; Bickel, 2010). Furthermore, incarcerating youth is not effective at enhancing public 
safety (Butts & Evans, 2011; Petteruti, Velázquez, & Walsh, 2009).  Conditions of detention, even 
when monitored and regulated, often involve serious violations of human rights, such as solitary 
confinement and sexual violence perpetrated by staff (Beck, Cantor, Hartge, & Smith, 2013; Ky-
sel, 2012; Krisberg, 2009). These abuses harm youths’ physical health, mental health, and social 
well-being (McCarty, Stoep, Kuo, & McCauley, 2006; Mendel, 2011). Destructive conditions that 
create lasting damage are even more extreme for youth confined to adult jails and prisons (Arya, 
2007; Sarri and Shook, forthcoming; Wood, 2012). The detention process disconnects youth from 
family and supportive relationships, interrupts education, and makes it difficult for youth to get 
adequate exercise, healthcare, nutrition, and support. 

Incarceration is extravagantly expensive. In 2012, Illinois taxpayers paid an average of $86,861 
per year for each youth incarcerated in state prison (Illinois Department of Human Services, 2012). 
Taxpayers paid an astounding $219,000 per year for each youth confined to the Cook County Juve-
nile Temporary Detention Center (Civic Federation, 2013). These numbers do not include associat-
ed costs, such as government monies used to pay police, investigators, prosecutors, public defend-
ers, judges, court personnel, and others for the arrest, investigation, and adjudication of youth’s 
criminal cases. Illinois (and the rest of the United States) has made a staggering investment in the 
criminalization of youth.

Incarceration is traumatic for youth, as evidenced by young peoples’ suicides, suicide attempts, 
self-harm, and the worsening of mental health symptoms while inside (Hayes, 2009; Ford, Chap-
man, Hawke, & Albert 2007).  The stigma of incarceration follows youth for a lifetime, interfering 
with education housing, jobs, economic wellbeing, and stable community relationships (Houchins 
et al, 2009). Disproportionate arrest, prosecution, conviction, and sentencing of youth of color per-
petuate and intensify racist injustice throughout the United States (Jones, 2012; US Department 
of Justice, 2012; Cahn, Nash, and Robbins, 2011).  Incarceration can be particularly horrific for 
gender non-conforming youth, who may be assigned to facilities on the basis physical examinations 
or identification documents rather than based on the youth’s own gender identity and presentation. 
Thus, someone who lives in the world as a young woman may be incarcerated at a men’s prison. 
This exposes the youth to significant danger and trauma (Estrada & Marksamer, 2006). Finally, 
there is no conclusive evidence that incarceration in juvenile detention centers safeguards our 
communities, improves pro-social behavior among those currently or formerly incarcerated, or reha-
bilitates youth who have engaged in harmful behavior (National Juvenile Justice Network, 2011). 

Introduction
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Because incarceration is expensive, traumatic, disruptive, and ineffective (Mendel, 2011), explor-
ing alternative strategies for working with youth in conflict with the law offers rich opportunities to 
promote community well-being while saving money. Carefully implemented, alternatives to deten-
tion/incarceration can reduce harm in communities, promote youth development, contain costs, 
enhance safety, protect human rights, and build a stronger society.” 

 
Project NIA believes that an educated and informed citizenry is a key to successfully mobilizing for 
social change and transformation. Yet in Chicago, even motivated individuals can find it difficult to 
access timely and relevant juvenile justice data. In response, in 2010, Project NIA launched the 
Chicago Youth Data Justice Project (www.chicagoyouthjustice.com) to make it easier for interested 
community members to access data about the local juvenile justice system.

This paper updates our 2012 report, “The Conscious Chicagoan’s Guide to Youth Detention and 
Incarceration.”1  

1 Mariame Kaba, “The Conscious Chicagoan’s Guide to Youth Detention and Incarceration” August 2012.  
 http://chiyouthjustice.files.wordpress.com/2012/08/conscious-chicagoans-guide-to-youth-incarceration.pdf 
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Youth Detention (Jail) 
In 2007, the Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention Center (JTDC) was taken over by a U.S. 
Federal Judge and assigned a temporary administrator. This dramatic action came after several 
lawsuits beginning with one filed in 1999 by the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). JTDC had 
been plagued by years of mismanagement, allegations of abuse, overcrowding, unsanitary condi-
tions, and inadequate services for youth who were detained at the facility. Though the conditions at 
JTDC have improved, advocates are calling for the jail to be closed. A report by the National Council 
on Crime and Delinquency, which was commissioned by the Jane Addams Juvenile Court Founda-
tion, suggested that Cook County close JTDC; the report also called for an investigation into the 
disproportionate number of minorities who are jailed in the detention center. Their findings suggest 
that black youth are detained at 46 times the rate of their white peers. 

2011-2013 Data for the JTDC

The Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention Center (JTDC) serves mostly as a pre-trial detention 
facility. This facility holds juveniles in custody while their case is pending, but before an adjudica-
tion of delinquency. This means that no young person in Cook County’s juvenile jail (JTDC) has been 
convicted of the crime they are incarcerated for. These young people are removed from their com-
munities without being convicted of any crime. Project NIA believes that no one should be incarcer-
ated, and also finds pretrial incarceration of juveniles particularly egregious.

As we did in 2012, we still believe that we can close several youth prisons in the state of Illinois 
as well as the Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention Center without any significant impact on 
public safety. This would free up necessary resources to invest in education and other services to 
address the needs of youth in conflict with the law. As noted earlier, research suggests that these 
young people would be better served in their communities rather than locked up in juvenile jails 
and prisons.
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Demographics - Admissions

In 2013, 4,267 youth were admitted to the JTDC. In 2011, over 5,183 youth were jailed at JTDC. 
From 2011 to 2013, youth entries decreased 17.7%. Decreases did not vary significantly among 
racial and ethnic groups, with the exception of the Mexican sub-group, which saw significant de-
creases in entries; Mexican youth saw a 90.3% decrease in JTDC entries.

Length of Stay

While 15% of youths are released within 24 hours, many more endure longer stays. 1 in 10 youths 
who enter the JTDC stay longer than a month, and 1 in 4 stay for two to four weeks.  2 in 5 juve-
niles are separated from their families and communities for longer than two weeks. 3 in 20 juve-
niles are separated from their families and communities for longer than a month.
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Detainee Charge Information - Admissions

The table above is based on data obtained from the JTDC about defense detainee charge informa-
tion. From 2011 to 2013, the raw number and the percentage of youths incarcerated for drug-relat-
ed offenses increased while overall incarceration rates and numbers decreased.

Geography
The table below contains individual zip code numbers of young people sent to JTDC.

Unsurprisingly, most of the youth in detention 
were from the West and South sides of Chica-
go.  These areas also accounted for a signifi-
cant number (over 50%) of 2011 school clos-
ings.2  To further show the geography of the 
school to prison pipeline in Chicago, we create 
maps to help readers visualize this data.

2 In 2011, Chicago Public Schools closed 49 schools, whose students and teachers were merged with other schools in the same 
general area. This means that there were fewer community schools serving the same population size. Possible effects include larger 
class size, fewer enrichment opportunities per student.
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Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention Center Admissions by Zip Code, CY2013
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School to Jail Pipeline

Following are maps that show the geographical 
impact of juvenile detention centers from 2011-
2013. 

Note: Red indicates that over 200 youth who 
live in that zip code were detained; yellow indi-
cates that 150 – 199 youth who live in that zip 
code were detained. 
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3 As of 2010, a juvenile in Illinois is defined as youth under 18 who have committed misdemeanors and those 17 and under with 
felony convictions.
4 Kurt Erickson. “Last residents moved out of IYC-Murphysboro.” The Southern Illinoisan (July 12, 2012). http://thesouthern.com/
news/local/last-residents-moved-out-of-iyc-murphysboro/article_bb64e474-cbc8-11e1-b67d-001a4bcf887a.html
5 “IDJJ Facilities” Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice, accessed 6 March 2014. https://www.illinois.gov/idjj/Pages/Facilities.aspx 
6 Steve Schmadeke, “State’s youth prison system violates inmates’ rights, experts say” 25 September 2013, The Chicago Tribune. 
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2013-09-25/news/ct-met-illinois-youth-prison-20130926_1_youth-prison-system-inmates-bar-
ry-krisberg 
7 Schmadeke, 2013.
8 Schmadeke, 2013.
9 The Comeback and Coming-from-Behind States: An Update on Youth Incarceration in the United States, 2013, p. 195
10 Bostwick et. al., 2012.

Youth Prisons in Illinois

Prior to 2006, juveniles3  who were convicted of crimes and sentenced to prison were housed under 
the auspices of the Illinois Department of Corrections (IDOC).  In 2006, the Illinois Department of 
Juvenile Justice (DJJ) was created as a standalone agency to focus on rehabilitation for juveniles 
rather than punishment.  Unfortunately, this goal has yet to be realized because the Department 
has been chronically under-resourced since its inception.   

In 2011, there were eight youth prisons in Illinois. Only one housed girls and young women 
(IYC-Warrenville). By September 1 2012, there were seven youth prisons operating in the state.  
IYC-Murphysboro is one of two facilities that were recommended for closure by Governor Pat Quinn.  
As of July 2012, all of the young people who were incarcerated at IYC-Murphysboro were relocated 
to other prisons across the state.4  IYC-Joliet closed on October 31, 2012.

Currently, there are six youth prisons in Illinois.5  In Fall 2013, some experts who were brought in 
as a result of a class action lawsuit by the ACLU determined that “Illinois’ youth prison system is 
violating the constitutional rights of inmates by failing to provide adequate mental health care and 
education and by unnecessarily keeping youths in solitary confinement.”6  Their report found that 
“living conditions in the prisons’ confinement units were “often harsh and of substandard quality,” 
with rooms that smelled of trash and feces.”7  Further, “youths were required to wear orange jump-
suits with no undergarments, according to Barry Krisberg, a senior fellow at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley law school. One Chicago youth reported that he also lacked eating utensils while 
on the segregation unit, forcing him to use pieces of Styrofoam to eat some meals.”8 

These violations were not isolated to one particular DJJ facility; violations occurred in every prison. 
These revelations came on the heels of a report citing DJJ facilities as having high levels of sexual 
assaults of youth by prison staff.

The Facts about Incarceration

Between 2001 and 2011, Illinois reduced its youth incarceration rate by 41% matching the nation-
al number. The number of youth confined between 2010 and 2011 dropped by 5%. 2106 youth 
were confined in Illinois in 2011. Illinois confined 169 youth for every 100,000 youth in the state’s 
general population, or 13.3% lower than the U.S. average rate of confinement.9 In Illinois, between 
state fiscal years 2000 and 2010, total admissions to the Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice 
(IDJJ) dropped 19 percent, to 2,162. In addition, the number of youth admitted to IDJJ for a new 
sentence (as opposed to a technical violation of parole) fell 34 percent.10
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FY201211  Youth Prisons Data

A total of 2198 juveniles were admitted to the DJJ in FY2012. The majority of these youth were 
black (63%) followed by white (25%) and Latino (11%) youth.  Many more young men (93%) were 
behind bars than young women (7%).  

It is important to note that 892 (or about 43%) of the youth admitted to DJJ in FY2012 were from 
Cook County.  Cook sends far and away more youth to Illinois juvenile prisons than any other coun-
ty in the state.  Cook is followed by Winnebago (126 or about 6%) and Peoria (114 or about 6%) 
as the top committing counties in Illinois. Finally, about 49 percent of youth who were admitted to 
DJJ in fiscal year 2012 were technical parole violators. 

Below are a couple of charts that provide important information about the number and characteris-
tics of Illinois youth admitted12 to the Department of Juvenile Justice in Fiscal Year 2012.

11 The fiscal year in Illinois is July 1 to June 30.
12 Keep in mind the difference between the number of youth who are locked in Illinois juvenile prisons on any given day like Aug 30th 
2013 for example (904) vs. the total number of youth who were admitted to prison over the course of a fiscal year (1,989).  
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On August 31 2013, there were 904 youth incarcerated in 6 youth prisons statewide. 95% of these 
incarcerated youth were male and 5% were female. Their average age was 17 years old. 66% of DJJ 
youth were black, 24% were white, and 11% were Hispanic. Youth from Cook County were most 
represented comprising 46% of all commitments to DJJ followed by Central at 25% (DJJ monthly 
statistics). 

In FY13, there were 1,835 total admissions to DJJ with an average length of stay of nine months. 
The average length of stay was nine months and 48.5% of youth received mental health services.

On March 31, 2014, there were 778 youth incarcerated in 6 youth prisons statewide. This is a his-
toric low. 95% of these incarcerated youth were male and 5% were female. 63% of DJJ youth were 
black, 26% were white, and 11% were Hispanic. 43% of the youth were receiving special educa-
tion services.

In 2012, 50% of admissions to DJJ were for nonviolent (property/drug) offenses. Parole violators 
composed 49% of admissions (more than half of these are technical violations). On a given day, 
about 30% of the population is past the presumptive release date, 5% are under “low supervision,” 
and 4% are misdemeanants. Parole violations may range from absenteeism to violating curfew to 
failure to appear in court. Violating parole triggers warrants, which are bureaucratic issues. Incar-
cerating young people for technical violations of their parole is not about crime or safety. Physically 
removing young people from their communities, with or without being convicted of a crime (and 
much less because of an administrative violation), is about putting people in cages and profiting 
from that.

IDJJ releases more than 2,400 youth back into the community each year (Bostwick et. al, 2012). 
As of 8/31/13, 1,319 youth in Illinois were on parole (DJJ monthly statistics) and on 3/31/14, 
1,416 were on parole. 

In a study by the Illinois Criminal Justice Information Association published in 2012, eighty-six 
percent of youth in the study were re-arrested within three years of release. Youth released after 
serving sentences for sex offenses were the least likely to be re-arrested. Illinois re-arrest rates were 
similar to those reported in California and Florida, but were higher than in New York and Texas. Sev-
enty percent of youth were re-incarcerated during the study period. Forty-one percent of youth were 
incarcerated at least once for a new offense and 53 percent of youth were re-incarcerated at least 
once for a technical violation of parole.

Anna Aizer and Joseph Doyle, Jr. examined roughly 35,000 former Chicago public school students 
who had now grown up. In a working paper published in 2013 titled “Juvenile Incarceration, Hu-
man Capital and Future Crime: Evidence from Randomly-Assigned Judges,” they found that going 
to jail as a kid has “strong negative effects” on a child’s chance to get an education: youth that 
went to prison were 39 percentage points less likely to finish high school than other kids who from 
the same neighborhood. Even young offenders who weren’t imprisoned were better off; they were 
thirteen points more likely to finish high school than their incarcerated peers.

Going to jail also made kids more likely to offend again. Young offenders who were incarcerated 
were a 67 percent more likely to be in jail (again) by the age of 25 than similar young offenders 
who didn’t go to prison. Moreover, a similar pattern held true for serious crimes. Aizer and Doyle 
found that incarcerated youth were more likely to commit “homicide, violent crime, property crime 
and drug crimes” than those that didn’t serve time.
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Costs of Incarceration

It is very expensive to imprison youth in Illinois. As the John Howard Association points out: 
“Illinois taxpayers spend almost $130 million a year on IDJJ, which amounts to upwards of 
$177,000 per year to incarcerate a single youth at the agency’s most expensive facility. Compare 
this to Redeploy Illinois, a state-funded diversion program that enables counties to hold young 
offenders accountable in their communities. Research has shown that Redeploy is about four-times 
more effective at reducing recidivism than sending kids to IDJJ facilities and only costs between 
$2,000 to $10,000 per intervention.” 

In 2011, it cost about $90,000 to incarcerate a young person in DJJ for a year.  In contrast, it 
costs $11,842 to educate a student in Illinois public schools and $13,432 in Chicago public 
schools. This means that for every young person the State of Illinois incarcerates for a year, it could 
educate that same youth for 7 years. To put it differently, it is seven times more costly to imprison 
a young person than it is to educate them.  

In 2011, it cost about $90,000 to incarcerate a young person in DJJ for a year.  In contrast, it 
costs $11,842 to educate a student in Illinois public schools and $13,432 in Chicago public 
schools. This means that for every young person the State of Illinois incarcerates for a year, it could 
educate that same youth for 7 years. To put it differently, it is seven times more costly to imprison 
a young person than it is to educate them.  

For more information and data about the local juvenile justice system, we invite you to visit our 
Chicago Youth Justice Data Project site (www.chicagoyouthjustice.com) and also our blog (http://
chiyouthjustice.wordpress.com/).


