
 

Kids locked up 
(Revised Oct. 2009) 

This paper has been written from the perspective of someone who enters the 
Juvenile Justice System as a guest to work with young people within that system. 
The comments are based particularly on my experience of running groups within 
that system in Australia over a number of years and in relation to a number of 
different content areas, including helping young people: 

 Develop strategies for maintaining non-offending life-styles. 
 Manage drug use in life. 
 Develop strategies for reducing drug use which leads to offending behaviour. 

The paper is divided into two parts: 

 Considerations about working within the system itself. 
 Details of some of the strategies/activities used in the programmes and 

thoughts about the qualities these need to make them successful. 

An opportunity 

While it can be argued (strongly!) that there are numerous disadvantages to 
young people being literally locked up, this time in their lives can also be viewed 
as an opportunity. It can be an opportunity to start to bring about changes in their 
lives which can lead to a greater quality of life once outside the system. Being 
incarcerated can mean: 

 A temporary release from the tensions of their daily lives. 
 A physical and emotional containing. 
 A time-out period to consider and act on parts of their lives. 
 Paradoxically, the environment can create an increased readiness or 

preparedness to explore new options. This seems true not only because of 
the above factors but because: 

o Help, both physical and emotional is near at hand. 
o Active offers can be made to the person. Offers to which the person 

would not otherwise be exposed. 

To take advantage of this opportunity, young people within the Juvenile Justice 
system are likely to need help. The nature of this help is what this paper is about. 
Specifically it explores how to make the most of this opportunity within the 
context of a group programme. 



Some key considerations 

Choice. Because choice is necessarily limited in many ways for the residents of 
a Juvenile Justice institution, the idea of choice takes on a particular significance. 
It is one of the hopes for the young people within the Juvenile Justice system that 
they will make constructive and compassionate choices for themselves and for 
others once they leave the system. This often means making different choices to 
the ones they have made previously in life. How then does one learn to exercise 
choice in an institution which limits choice in many ways? Choice then needs to 
be built into a programme in as many ways as possible so that participants can 
develop the personal resources necessary for such action. Building choice into a 
programme is commented on below. 

Grumpy customers. It hardly needs saying that prospective customers for a 
programme are likely to come ready to be bored, perhaps angry, perhaps 
aggressive. This is all true. 

Interested customers. It may well equally be the case that people also come 
with a readiness, for the reasons mentioned earlier, created by their presence in 
the institution. And also perhaps because what is offered may be a welcome 
diversion from other activities. 

Some structural guidelines 

When to hold the programme. This means working out some pretty obvious 
things but which somehow seem easy to overlook. Like making sure that: 

 It doesn't compete with something else that is valuable. 
 Nor compete with something which might just be immensely attractive to the 

residents; such as a sporting event. This just creates resentment. 
 There is some consistency of time and day if possible. 
 Aalso if at all possible, that it fits with what happens before and/or after it. 

Where to hold it. It is difficult to access reasonable spaces anywhere to run 
groups, but to have a space which has chairs stacked in the corner and desks 
pushed aside, suggests again that this process is not highly valued. It is equally 
unhelpful if other residents or personnel pop in and out to use lockers, make 
phone calls or make coffee! These interruptions communicate that this process, 
and those involved in it, are not highly valued. The space simply needs to be 
adequate in size, clean and tidy, ideally with natural light and air, and with 
appropriate furniture. I feel compelled to add here that I am not a big fan of bean 
bags! Yes, I know they are comfortable, and I know they are nice to flop into. But 
it really can be difficult developing a meaningful relationship with someone who is 
at right angles to you! 
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Attendance. Once established, it is important that the programme does not play 
second best to the other demands of the institution. If people have to meet with 
counsellors, medical staff or other workers; these meetings need to be arranged 
to fall outside the hours of the programme. Pulling people from a group to attend 
something else not only disrupts the group process but devalues the overall 
event. It is difficult for participants to respect something not respected by those 
around them. 

Deciding who has what responsibility. Workers involved in the programme 
need to be clear about their roles. As a guest, and especially if there is a person 
from the institution sitting in (which I am happy for) I find it really useful to know 
who will do what. For example, if there is a knock at the door to ask a group 
member to attend an appointment, it needs to be totally clear as to what action 
will take place (hopefully a polite refusal to allow this) and it needs to be clear 
who will (probably privately) make this refusal. This will usually be the JJ worker 
while I continue the group. A sign on the day which says 'Group in Progress. 
Please do not disturb', is not a bad idea. 

Building the programme itself. 

Some significant ingredients 

Reflecting that which it seeks to instil. If a programme seeks to encourage 
people to respect others, then the process must respect the participants. If it 
seeks to encourage self control then there must be opportunities for this to occur 
within the programme. If, as commented above, choice and decision making are 
being developed, then there must be opportunities for these processes within a 
group. These must also be genuinely present and not just expressed verbally. 

Setting group rules-or not? The notion of rules is an important one in 
considering the above issue. I often do not set rules. I know this is unusual and I 
am quite happy to set rules if the group members or co-worker wish to do so. In 
considering whether rules are the best way of achieving this, it is useful to 
consider the participants and their context. 

 Participants are already likely to be exposed to many other rules, usually fixed 
by someone else, these being something out of their control and not of their 
making. This is not the climate needed in many groups. 

 Some of the participants are likely to be angry, annoyed, frustrated, bored or 
aggressive from other events within the institution or prior to their arrival in it. 
Rules do not often contain these feelings nor the attendant behaviours. What 
is needed is a process which will allow for these to be present in a non-
destructive way. 

 Some participants are likely to bring with them compelling life issues about 
which they have strong feelings. Here again they may not always be readily 
able to manage these issues in accordance with rules. 
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 Rules will not guarantee success. Having the rule 'no insults' written up on the 
wall will not guarantee respect. 

 Some of the group are likely to be accustomed to, even attracted to, the idea 
of breaking rules. The spirit of a rule can be broken while actually obeying the 
rule itself. A look, a gesture, a tone can be just as an actual voiced insult. 

 Rules can become an obvious target when emotions run high when 
addressing difficult or sensitive issues. Rules become 'something to break, 
and a way of departing from a difficult moment. 

Establishing and maintaining positive group dynamics. It is the establishing 
of a productive creative and respectful process which I consider to be of the 
essence. The setting of rules or not, can be determined after a consideration of 
these questions. 

 What atmosphere needs to be set so that this group can do its work? 
 What are the issues that need addressing at the beginning? 
 And as the process develops: 
 What are the mechanisms in this group, for managing: 

o Pain 
o Misunderstanding 
o Difference 
o differences of opinion 
o conflict 

 What are the mechanisms for promoting: 
o Exchange 
o Challenge 
o risk taking 
o understanding 
o compassion 
o joy and humour 

Confidentiality. This issue is continually discussed and so deserves a specific 
comment here. Groups certainly need guidelines on which to proceed, they need 
structure and a respectful process. It is our job to help create this process. At the 
beginning of a group I will often discuss the idea of confidentiality. Rather than 
asking that people not discuss the group, I offer them three suggestions. Firstly, 
that the group is going to be so fantastic that they will want to tell everyone about 
it! Secondly, if group members don't want us to know things, don't tell us. 
Thirdly, if people do offer us something personal about themselves, it is 
reasonable to be respectful of that. This process is quite different from the setting 
of rules. It is a respectful discussion about how we might proceed. This 
discussion needs to be complemented by a process which builds in a level of 
privacy as well as carefully creating moments where mutually respectful 
exchanges are possible. Such an atmosphere I feel, is much more productive 
than the setting of rules, for a journey which may be at times, emotionally difficult 
and risky. 
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Building choice into a programme. Choice can be built into a programme in 
two simple ways: 

Attendance. The obvious way is for a person to be able to choose whether or not 
they attend a programme. Of course this runs the risk of a person choosing not to 
attend. But this is the nature of choice. Constant coercion does not help a person 
learn how to make a choice. However, for a choice to be made meaningfully a 
person needs to be aware of just what it is that they are making a choice about. 
Consequently, an effective way of doing this is to 'invite' (the invitation might be 
very forceful) people to attend the first 20 minutes of a programme, at the end of 
which they may make a choice whether to stay or leave. This puts the 
responsibility with the worker to create an interesting, engaging and useful 
process. Not an unreasonable responsibility. 

Attendance Building Choice.  Having made the above comment, I acknowledge 
that it will not always be the case (or even desirable) that every person will be 
permitted to choose, nor is it always necessary that they do. But whether they 
choose to attend or are compelled to, choice can still be built into the process of 
a programme. People can choose particular issues/topics they wish to explore, 
which parts of important life moments they will offer others, and their vehicle of 
expression at any one time, whether for instance if it is verbal or non-verbal, 
through a physical action, a drawing or single word or phrase. The context is one 
of containment, and yet these are real choices. They are real exchanges, real 
processes, even though they are taking place within an institution. 

Don't ask people to do anything that will set them up later. There are 
relationships which exist outside the programme; roles, positions. Having a rule 
about confidentiality will not necessarily guarantee that what happens within a 
group will not go outside it. But because you may still want to work on important 
and personal issues, there are productive ways of doing this which ensure some 
safety, including writing or drawing in privacy, asking people to keep details of 
stories to themselves but share the theme of what happened, and by asking 
people to think about rather than talk about, intimate aspects of their lives. 

Providing some distance, and some safety. The language used can suggest 
some distance: ‘Imagine that you are... ‘ Or: ‘What if...’ Or: ‘If you do decide to...’ 

Maintaining privacy. It is not necessary for all the details of people's lives to be 
made public for issues of sensitivity and importance to be addressed. People’s 
responses can be discussed rather than their actual life events. (See the later 
example). 

Finding the fit. This idea is of importance to every group, but has particular 
importance here because of the context. The process, the activities, strategies 
and language used within it, need to actually fit for the participants. Sensitivity for 
one person may not be revealed by their choice of words or by physical affection. 
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It may be shown in an act of kindness or generosity. It is important that such 
things are not defined by the expectations and the social and personal 
background of the social welfare field. This is a challenge to the creativity of the 
worker who may come from a different culture or social grouping, to find ways of 
creating a process which fits for the participants but equally one which extends 
them and takes them to new possibilities of themselves. 

Inviting Success. Success is motivating, encouraging. It’s reverse is not. 

Language  The language used at all stages and points in this process, including 
the language used with the participants, that used in discussions with JJ staff and 
any descriptions of the programme, has, I believe, a significant impact on the 
way a programme is conceived, delivered and received. Thinking or talking about 
young people as 'non-compliant' or 'defiant' does not seem optimistic nor 
constructive. It is the task of those of us who run programmes to create a 
process which will fire the imaginations of the participants. It is not up to them to 
'comply' with our wishes. Saying to participants; ‘you have to be here so let's 
make the most of it’ hardly sounds like wild enthusiasm. As workers we need to 
genuinely enjoy, be excited by, take seriously and responsibly, the programmes 
we present. We can be totally genuine when we say to the participants that they 
really are lucky to be here! They will have a great time! It may be tough at times, 
fun at times, and sometimes the energy might even drop if we are off our game, 
but we guarantee to commit our utmost to making it worthwhile. And our hope for 
this programme is that it will change all our lives! 

Participants expressingf success.  Our expectations about how our participants 
respond to this life changing experience need to be realistic. Expressions of 
success may not always be in polite middle class terms. Nor even in words. In 
fact we may well have to create opportunities for people to give us some 
feedback about the whole event. And possibly to do so without speaking. 
(through for example, theatre, or drawings or cartoons). 

I was taken by the actions of a young man who was on an order (thus compelled 
to attend the group), but who was not actually locked up. After spending some 
sessions on looking at ways of being more in charge of his life, he reported that 
he had got fed up with his boss at work and had told his boss to help with the 
cleaning up. To my delight, the young man wasn't given the sack but his boss 
actually helped him! I'm not sure if it was wise to extend the idea of taking charge 
to actually telling the boss what to do! But what was good was that the young 
man did actually exercise his own judgement and decided to act. He made a 
choice and was certainly more in charge of his life! 
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Activities 

The following quite simple activity includes a number of ingredients which, when 
present, seem to contribute significantly to the successful use of activities. It is a 
fair example of helpful ingredients in any activity.  

An activity of privacy. This activity establishes a process which can be used to 
help a person explore an issue while maintaining privacy. The facilitator has the 
role of asking questions but does not need to know the answers to these. So 
while the process is public, the content is private. This approach can be used in a 
group situation or a one-to-one situation; wherever the issue of privacy is 
important. You can decide as you proceed whether the whole process or just 
particular parts, (often the more intimate, embarrassing, frightening, or risky bits), 
are private. The content may be specified; such as: Think of the first time this 
happened; or less specific such as: Think of a time when you were feeling 
distressed; or it can be as open as the following example. 

‘Think of a time when something happened in your life which was significant, 
important in some way. It may have been big/important or small/important. It may 
have been positive or negative. I will not ask you to reveal what this event was 
though of course you may do so if you wish but this is up to you. 

Draw something to represent this event. Now think of how you responded. What 
you thought, how you felt, what you did, and draw something also to represent 
this. I will ask you to comment if you wish, not on the event, but your response to 
it.’ 

NOTE: Discussing this part is usually fine because the event itself remains 
private. However, some people may still prefer to keep this to themselves, which 
is absolutely okay. The person answering the question knows the answer, and 
their knowing is often the most important part of this process. 

‘Thinking back to that event, does it seem that it just had to happen? Or was it 
something you were in charge of? If you were to experience a similar event 
again, do you think you would respond the same? Differently?’ 

If appropriate there could be an exploration here as to what is behind people's 
responses. How come it would be different? Or the same? 

Features of this activity and reasons why it might just be successful! 

It is useful to the process because: 

 It offers a starting point, 
 It can offer the young person and worker a shared language, 

eg. the explosion, the questions. 
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It is engaging (interesting, attention getting) because: 

  Different styles are touched. 
 There is room for expression which is not exclusively verbal. 
 Yet there is still room for verbal expression. 
 There are physical elements. 
 There is a visual element. 
 It differs from the expected. 
 It is respectful. 

It is respectful because: 

 There is choice. 
 There is privacy. 
 It addresses the young person's concerns. 
 It assumes the person is able. (to work through an issue). 

Within such a process, it is usually the case that any fair and sensitive question 
will be responded to. 

More Activities 

Each of the following activities have elements of the above. 

The weather of your week 

Was it a bit cloudy? Some rain? Showers clearing? Cyclonic? Sunny? 
What contributed? Which of those things can you do something about? And 
which can't you? 

Purpose: To explore what impacts on our lives and what we can and can't 
influence. 

Think of a day  

Think of a day that you have had, think of what happened. 
Get up and walk to a chair and sit in it...continue to think of the day...we will try 
and tell you what happened on that day, and what sort of a day it was for you. 

Purpose: To explore the idea that we communicate, give messages, tell others 
something of ourselves, whether we choose to or not. 
To start to develop understanding and empathy between group members. 
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Think of a character 

Imagine yourself as someone. Take on a character...decide where you are 
going...decide whether you are early, on time, or late…walk across the room. 
We will try and guess all the above. 

Purpose The same as the theatre of a day above. 

What's the story here 

Draw a series of images. They may be connected or not. Or you can use 
computer clip art and make the images into an overhead. Simply ask: what's the 
story here? Participants make up and present a story. Or you can specify some 
aspect of the story; offer a starting point. This person has been having a hard 
time lately; what do you think is going on in the story? Or: This person has a 
tough decision to make. What might it be?. 

Purpose: To introduce the idea of looking at the stories of people lives. 

Draw your story 

Draw an event in your life. (This may be a specific event such as something 
which led up to being arrested. Or it may be a period of time covering some 
months prior to a major negative event. Or what led up to a particularly delightful 
or joyous event. 

Purpose: To create a visual representation of an event so that key events, key 
moments or key decisions that can be identified and discussed. 

What do you think? 

Simply ask people to let you know just what they would most like to tell you about 
the workshop/group/project. And (if verbal) to do so with just a word or two. If 
written then with a word, symbol or picture. If physical, then by some gesture or 
movement. (Pick your time carefully to do this!) 

Purpose To provide workers with feedback about their programme. To give 
participants an opportunity to input into the programme. 

 


