Stephen Shears
2438 Cranston St.
Cranston, RI 02920                                                                                                        Date: 02/17/26

Re: RI Department of Children, Youth and Families rule change (214-RICR-60-00-1)
Opposition to rule change; (214-RICR-60-00-1)
As a thirty-eight-year state employee and thirty-six-year employee of the Department of Children Youth and Families, Division of Juvenile Correctional Services, I stand in opposition to the proposed rule change. The Department states it is basing said requested change on the premise that it will align the division title to better fit into the values of the Department and current divisions mission statement, which includes its mandate to provide rehabilitative services to the youth incarcerated at the Rhode Island Training School for Youth; services that it has been providing for my entire thirty-eight year tenure as a then classified Youth Correctional Officer when I was first hired in 1989. This rehabilitative mandate continued when we reclassified as Juvenile Program Workers in 1992, as well as in 1994, when I was again reclassified as a Shift Coordinator, where I continue to serve currently.  In the thirty-eight years of my state service career, I have worked in many capacities and roles. I have been involved in many recruitment drives and activities, served as an instructor in many training academy evolutions, and been an active physical agility test administrator. I have additionally served as a sitting interview panel member for the classification of Juvenile Program Worker. The classification that is responsible for providing the mandated care, custody, and control is the cornerstone that facilitates a safe and secure environment, allowing the last mission statement mandate, otherwise known as the rehabilitation process, to function smoothly. 
The Department, through this proposed rule change, which would rename the current title of the Division from the Division of Juvenile Correctional Services to the proposed Division of Youth Development. This will have you believe that rehabilitation cannot take place because the word ‘correctional’ simply does not fit in with the narrative, purely because it is a word that they believe connotates negativity. Therefore, by simply changing the title through removing the word ‘correctional,’ and replacing it with ‘Youth Development,’ the department believes that it will make our current rehabilitation efforts for the youth at the Rhode Island Training School more effective. In my thirty-eight-year service, I have been witnessed to these types of unnecessary terminology changes, which often  unintentionally cause more harm than good. They provide no increases in funding for educational or rehabilitative programming, and they do not make facilities any safer for either the youth or the staff. 
Juveniles are sentenced to the Rhode Island Training School for Youth for a variety of crimes committed in their communities, under the jurisdiction of the Rhode Island Family Court. The facility in and of itself is a secure, locked facility, it utilizes mantrap doors, secure sallyport garage areas for intakes, and Southern Folger Adams series electrical locks. These types of correctional-based security items and areas are not located in any other types of facilities besides jails, detention centers, and prisons. For many years prior to 2018, we heard administration after administration tell us that if we went over to a fully uniformed staff, that it would have a negative effect on the rehabilitation that we are mandated to provide. Yet in 2018 after two RIOTS, and at the direction of the RI State Police, we changed rom a casually dressed line staff, to fully uniformed and public safety related equipped division. The term ‘Youth Development’ connotates to the public a non-secure, residential treatment program designed for youth that require a less restrictive environment. Our care, custody, and control staff wear full duty uniforms, with uniform shoulder patches that are embroidered with the official Division title as prescribed under RI General Law 42-72 (Chapter 248) that has been in existence since 1979. These patches with the title were agreed upon and authorized through a signed Special Purpose Agreement between the State of Rhode Island and the Union that represents the line staff at the Training School, Local 314 RI Boys and Girls Training School, AFSCME RI Council 94. This agreement was signed into existence in 2018. The language in the agreement states that any and all items in the said agreement can only be changed with the consent of both the state and the Union. No request of the department for a change to that patch can be made other than through that instrument. Changing the title of the division via the Administrative Procedures Act (Public Hearing) would not change the fact that the patch will always have the words Division of Juvenile Corrections on it. 
This Special Purpose Agreement came into existence after years of request by the staff to go over to a uniformed agency and was met by the same rhetoric that Uniforms would be stigmatizing to the youth at the facility, thus preventing staff from participating in the rehabilitative process. After not one bt two RIOTS occurred in 2017, only two month apart. The Rhode Island State Police after conducting a sixty-day review, made the formal recommendation that a uniform be developed in cooperation between the then DCYF Administration and the Union, that being Local 314. Such a Uniformed was designed and signed off on, and policy was created at that tike as to how it would be worn. It has been nine years since that agreement was signed and the staff’s wearing of formal law Enforcement style uniforms has had no discernable and or detrimental effect on our ability to interact positively with youth while engaged in the rehabilitative process. As a matter of fact, our most recent Recidivism report clearly shows that once again our Facility and division, under the still official title of Juvenile Correctional Services does a better job in all areas to rehabilitate youth and ensure that they do not return to the facility than does the non-secure facilities that the state and department contract within the community. 
Another major issue that consistently plagues the agency occurs when we are recruiting for the position of Juvenile Program Worker, otherwise known as the line staff classification job title. The classification job title is misleading at best, but to add the misconception that this is not a correctional related job leads to many prospective applicants deciding that they would be better served career-wise to apply for Adult Department of Corrections or a local Police Department. Many new applicants are surprised to see uniformed staff administering the agility test when they arrive. The department which is currently using the incorrect and illegal title of Youth Development, has the aforementioned recruits believing that they are applying for a job at a residential treatment facility rather than the states’ only secure juvenile facility. That confusion leads many to either fail the agility test or simply not continue with the application process. New applicants are required to undergo the same physical agility test and are furthermore required by law to pass the same psychological exam (MMPI) as all the thirty-nine municipal and state law enforcement agencies. Our new applicants must attend and pass a forty hours per week / eight weeklong formal training academy. Our uniformed staff are equipped with Handcuffs as well a Flex-Cuffs (A zip type of restraint device). They are authorized to use leg irons when  required. Are any of the non-secure facilities equipped with such mechanical restraint type tools of the Law Enforcement and or Correctional profession. The question sounds rhetorical as the answer is no, not in the State Of Rhode Island. 
Our facility is authorized to utilize prone restraint as a means of securing a youth when necessary under RIGL 42-158.3, this statute only applies to Law Enforcement, The RI Department of Corrections and the Elanor Slater Hospital (Benton Center). There are very few secure juvenile detention agencies in the United States that allow and or require these same standards be met for newly hired staff. These RI General laws and  requirements fit with the title Juvenile Correctional Services, not Youth Development. The line staff are legislated into the same Rhode Island retirement system as law enforcement officers, and there is pending legislation in both the Rhode Island House of Representatives and the Rhode Island Senate that will upon passage give them full powers of arrest and add the classifications of Juvenile Program Worker and Shift Coordinator, being the two fully uniformed and equipped employes of the Department and Divisions as ‘Peace Officers.’ That legislation will make them the only fully sworn law enforcement officers in the department. The title change that the department is requesting goes against all logic and factual information that has been presented here in this letter. It will only continue to lower morale,  erode the confidence the line staff have in both the Departments and the Divisions leadership as well as negatively impacting the already dismal recruiting efforts, and it will present yet another unintended and misguided roadblock to hiring quality care, custody, and control staff. 

The word ‘correctional’ is not a term that means that the facility is only punitive, as the departments’ submitted analysis may have you believe. It has been a part of the official title by law as well as their own admission since 1979. A title that our line staff have served under proudly for the last 47 years. Our mission has not changed in all those years, nor has it in my thirty-six as a department employee. To change negative and clinically diagnosed deviant behavior leading to criminality, that behavior must be corrected, through the rehabilitative process which has been the norm during my tenure here at the Division of Juvenile Correctional Services. Changing the name will not make a difference in the daily efforts of staff in conducting the mission of care, custody, control, and rehabilitation as well as the outcomes, as it did not adversely affect the rehabilitative mission when we changed over to full uniforms. It will only let the staff know that their leadership cares very little for what they perceive to be their identity in the Law Enforcement community at large, and signal that the job that they signed up for as Juvenile Correctional uniformed staff is being blatantly disrespected. Changing the Division Title through this proposed rule change, will only serve to lower staff moral and hinder the division and department’s ability to recruit quality staff members for a job that few people can do successfully. 
Respectfully submitted,
Stephen Shears
Member Local 314 RITS
RI Council 94 AFSCME

