Stephen Cooper
RI Training School
Shift Coordinator

Re: RI Department of Children, Youth, and Families rule change (214-RICR-60-00-1)

I oppose the title name change FROM: The Division of Juvenile Correctional Services 
TO: The Division of Youth Development

I started my career with DCYF at the RI Training School (RITS) in 2018 as a Juvenile Program Worker. Previously, I worked for 4 years as a Case Manager for people aged 18-21, who had ‘aged out’ of the care of DCYF but were still involved in their voluntary extension of care program. It was a vastly rewarding job trying to help young adults navigate the myriads of challenges that come up in life. I helped these teenagers and young adults secure housing, understand rental leases, communicate with landlords appropriately, fill out federal financial aid forms for college, find and maintain employment, obtain local food source and medical benefits, achieve reliable and safe transportation, and a variety of other life skills. While the specific tasks we worked on were all incredibly important foundational experiences for young adults to have, in hindsight the most crucial lesson I tried to instill was the importance of developing healthy, positive interpersonal relationships. In summary, if you treat others the way you want to be treated, with respect and kindness, you are well on your way to fulfilling the second part of the Vision Statement of DCYF; “…through collaboration, we effectively engage with families and communities, working together to ensure the safety and well-being of the children and youth we serve.”
In this job capacity, I would whole-heartedly say that I was working under the premise of ‘Youth Development’ although it was more specifically,  ‘Adolescent Development’.

Starting at the RI Training School in 2018, I quickly saw that the scope of my job duties as well as environment had changed drastically. I was now thrust into a secure, locked facility. The use of mantrap doors, key card badge readers, over 200 cameras, security gates with razor ribbon, and an intake Sally Port. The only facilities I have seen that utilize these correctional based tools for safety are prisons, jails, and detention centers. There was new leadership in both administration and our union’s local. The new mantra was “change the culture”. This was more than just a pull-string catchphrase. It was in reference to the collective identity of our facility becoming more professional. Many JPWs, including myself, were working 16-hour shifts 3 to 5 days a week. Sacrificing birthdays, holidays, and time with our own families to help maintain care, custody, control, and safety of the people at the RITS.  Line staff were newly outfitted in full duty uniforms and utility belts to help safely manage the Resident population.  This all aligns directly with the identity of a Juvenile Correctional Officer. 
U.S. Legal defines Juvenile Corrections as: “Juvenile corrections refer to the systems and facilities designed to rehabilitate young offenders who have been convicted of crimes. Unlike the adult correctional system, which focuses more on punishment, juvenile corrections emphasize rehabilitation to help youth avoid a future life of crime. This system includes various professionals, such as probation officers and social workers, who work together to provide support and guidance to juvenile offenders.”

Youth Development is not the antithesis of Juvenile Corrections. In fact, they do both aim for healthy independence and positive outcomes. There are, however, stark contrasts that differentiate between the two titles. The Aspen Institute defines Youth Development as: 
“Positive Youth Development is an intentional, prosocial approach that engages youth within their communities, schools, organizations, peer groups, and families in a manner that is productive and constructive; recognizes, utilizes, and enhances young people’s strengths; and promotes positive outcomes for young people by providing opportunities, fostering positive relationships, and furnishing the support needed to build on their leadership strengths.” – Interagency Working Group on Youth Programs.

Many people that work at the RITS take great pride each day in staying steadfast and consistent with the juveniles we work with. It is understood that there is a negative stigma and potential future consequences in labeling any youth as ‘a criminal’ but it is important to recognize mistakes of the past, address, and then correct misconduct and malfeasant behavior. This brings me back to the first part of the Vision Statement of DCYF which is covered by the work done here at the RITS.
 “The Rhode Island Department of Children, Youth & Families leads excellence in service delivery by strengthening PREVENTION, ensuring ACCOUNTABILITY, and respecting the dignity and diversity of every individual and family.”

Juvenile Program Workers, teachers, nurses, probation workers, social workers, and many other professionals all work congruently with youth to help prevent future actions that would get them in trouble with the law. The RI Family Court also teaches juveniles to be accountable for their actions by having them serve time at the RITS for their offense and receive rehabilitative services while there. Of all these professions however, only the JPW job class stays with the juveniles 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year. It takes a village to create lasting change, but I would be hard pressed to argue that there is a more influential group of people than the ones always present.

In summary, we all have personal and professional identities and the titles we have are important. Even accidentally calling someone by the wrong pronoun can be deeply offensive to them. The title of the division being ‘Juvenile Correctional Services” resonates with myself and many others at the RITS because we fundamentally believe in our identity. It helps maintain camaraderie, leads to a sense of belonging, guides choices while on the job, and can help determine goals. An accurate division title also generates potentially better applicants for the job, and helps to root out people who may be better fit in other professions.

Thank you for your time and consideration in regards to this very important matter.

Respectfully,

Stephen Cooper
Shift Coordinator, R.I Training School
Local 314
