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Abstract

Juvenile correctional facilities are responsible for both security and rehabilitation, yet questions remain
about whether staffing practices adequately support the mental health needs of incarcerated youth. This
study examines how staffing qualifications, training, and staff-to-youth ratios in Illinois juvenile
correctional facilities influence the delivery of mental health services, and to what extent these practices
comply with established policies and independent evaluations. A comparative, longitudinal analysis was
conducted from 2014 to 2024, using the American Correctional Association’s Performance-Based
Standards and the National Commission on Correctional Health Care’s guidelines to evaluate
compliance. State-reported data from the Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice (IDJJ) and the Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) were analyzed alongside more than 100 news and
reports from watchdog organizations and news outlets. Findings indicate that while IDJJ reports present
staffing as stable and rarely exceeding the 10 percent vacancy threshold, these figures largely reflect
security staff and exclude mental health and other significant personnel. In practice, vacancies, staff
leaves, and youth population shifts, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, created inconsistencies
in staffing ratios. Significant gaps also exist in government data, which conflict with IDJJ’s own annual
reports acknowledging shortages in critical areas. Independent watchdogs and news coverage confirmed
deficiencies in screenings and staff conduct, though some facilities demonstrated progress, including
access to improved mental health equipment and dedicated clinical staff. These results underscore the
need for more comprehensive reporting, stronger implementation of validated mental health
assessments,
and greater reliance on independent monitoring to ensure juvenile facilities achieve rehabilitative goals.
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