
Better was Never Good Enough
FIGHTING THE ABUSIVE, FAUX NONPROFIT PLACEMENT INDUSTRY



National Data

 OJJDP Statistics of Youth in Residential Placement

 2017

 42,000 youth placed out of home in residential facilities 

 26,000 of these were post-adjudication

 2019 Early Estimates

 13,221 in state correctional facilities

 14,248 in local detention facilities

 10,060 in private residential facilities 



In Search of Alternatives to Incarceration

 What do we mean when we say “group home” or ”alternative 
placement” 

 These placements were used as part of a solution

 Problem solved? OR Problem created?

 Staggering overreliance on group homes 

 Time to step back and ask some difficult questions

 How much better are group homes really? Are they any 
good at all? Are they even worse than we think?

 What part do we play in their continued use and existence? 

 How do we argue against the very places we’ve been 
arguing in favor of for so long?

 Recenter on the goal



What good is 

a group 

home? What 

is the harm?

(This video is available as a link on the Summit website - right below the link for this PDF)



The Myth of Safe Placement



The Dangers of Out-of-Home Placement

 Group home placements mirror the dangers of secure placement

 Increases likelihood of recidivism

 Harms educational attainment

 Impacts lifetime wages

 Impacts future health outcomes, including mental health

 Environmental hazards: primary vector for the spread of COVID-19

 Fails to deliver on public safety promises

 Harm to youth and their families



Spotlight 

on 

Clarinda 

Academy
THE FLAGSHIP PROGRAM OF 

SEQUEL YOUTH AND FAMILY 

SERVICES



Reframing the Discussion

 Harm of detention/incarceration vs. Harm of removal

 Close to Home vs. At Home

 Behavior Management vs. Family Support

 Community Based Alternatives vs. Community Driven Solutions

 Personal Responsibility (child) vs. Public Accountability (system)



Licensing and Investigations

 Locate available information about facilities used in your jurisdiction

 State reporting

 Pennsylvania --

https://www.humanservices.state.pa.us/HUMAN_SERVICE_PROVIDER_DIRECTORY/

 Michigan – https://cwl-search.apps.lara.state.mi.us/

 California – https://www.ccld.dss.ca.gov/carefacilitysearch/

 Investigations and Letters

 https://www.disabilityrightswa.org/reports/let-us-come-home/

 https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-foster-care-abuse-neglect-sequel/

 Review lawsuits and complaints

 Google works too...



Adolescent Development Research

Age of Opportunity and Vulnerability

▪ Adolescence is the last sensitive and highly plastic period of brain
development.

▪ Opportunity to ameliorate the negative effects of past childhood
trauma.

▪ Trauma during this period can have a profound effect on a
person’s success in later life



Research on Group Care Outcomes

 Impedes Healthy Development

 Increases Problematic Behavior

 Decreases Academic Achievement/Educational Attainment

 Increases Likelihood of Psychological, Emotional, and Physical Harm

Consensus Statement on Group Care, American Orthopsychiatric Association

(2014)

Group Care in the United States: A Brief Overview of Prevalence, Problematic

Outcomes, and Alternatives (2017), L. Zajac.



The Racial 

and Ethnic 

Impact of 

Out-of-Home 

Placement

More incarceration/out-of-home placement

for youth in the system = much more for Black

and Brown youth

The deeper into the system Black and Brown

youth go, the greater the disparities

Reduction of out-of-home placements system

side increases the rate of disparities for Black

and Brown youth



Disproportionate 

Placement of 

LGBTQ Youth

Youth who identify as LGBTQ are far more

likely than straight youth to be placed out-of-

home.

LGBTQ youth are twice as straight/cis-gender

youth to be detained or placed out of home

for technical violations of probation, warrants,

or status offenses.



The Economic Cost of Out-of-Home Placement

Daily: 
$588

Annually: 
$214,620



Faux Not-for-Profit

 Residential Treatment and Group Homes are big business

 Non-profit facility -- For Profit Parent Company

 Sequel Youth and Family Services

 Sequel’s total revenues 200.4 million in 2016;  $185.7 million in 2015, and $163.6 million in
2014

 Major investment from a CA private equity firm

 Rite of Passage, Inc.

 Revenue

 Revolving Door

 National Accreditation (warning)

 The Joint Commission -- $132M in revenue in 2013

 The Journal found that not only did about 350 hospitals have [TJC] accreditation while in
violation of Medicare safety requirements in 2014, but 60% of them also had such violations
in the preceding three years.

Sequel Youth and Family Services Becomes Largest Behavioral

Health Organization to Earn National Accreditation from The

Joint Commission

Sequel receives honor after piloting program in 2019

Dallas and Oakbrook Terrace, Ill. Feb. 26, 2020 – Sequel Youth and Family Services today

announced that The Joint Commission has granted Sequel national accreditation (e ective

11/20/2019) after completing the organization’s pilot Behavioral Healthcare System Survey process –

a method designed for evaluating provider systems with multiple service sites seeking accreditation.

The Joint Commission is the nation’s largest and oldest independent standards-setting and

accrediting body in health care. Achieving Joint Commission accreditation re ects a behavioral health

care organization’s commitment to quality and its compliance with rigorous, evidence-based

performance standards focused on quality and client safety.

“Sequel has consistently demonstrated a track record of transparency and openness in working with

The Joint Commission’s single facility accreditation process in the past,” said Diane McCullom, Chief

Clinical O cer for Sequel Youth & Family Services. “We were excited about the opportunity to utilize

their system-wide survey approach for Behavioral Healthcare Accreditation. This robust and

OUR RESPONSE TO CORONAVIRUS (COVID-19)
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RESOURCES CONTACT US CAREERS

Sequel Stories

Contact Us Today!

Sequel Stories

Contact Us Today!

Join Our Team!

Contact Us Today!

Join Our Team!







Keeping Youth at Home

JDAI

Three primary 
focuses

System 
emphasis on 
reducing RED

Use of data to 
inform activities 

and progress

Engagement of 
Youth and 

Families



Keeping Youth at Home

 What can defenders advocate for instead?

 Evidence-based practices

 Transforming probation

 Expanded diversion

 Community-based programming

 Out-patient treatment

 Increased family and youth engagement



Challenging Placements

 Examine state statutes and utilize references to “least restrictive

environment,” “reasonable efforts,” or statutory preferences for family and
community placements

 Motions to educate the bench

 Use adolescent and childhood development research and the research
specific to congregate care

 Fully review the specific placement

 Require robust use of family-based alternatives (including planning and
processes)



Systemwide Challenges

 Examine state statutes and utilize references to

“least restrictive environment,” “reasonable

efforts,” or statutory preferences for family and
community placements

 Motions to educate the bench

 Use adolescent and childhood development

research and the research specific to
congregate care

 Fully review the specific placement

 Require robust use of family-based alternatives
(including planning and processes)

Hagm an didn’t know m uch about what happened inside, only that the place had once been a hospital for unwed m others and, m ore recently, a youth treatm ent center called Riverside
Academ y.’

After the academ y quietly closed last spring, the building becam e a nuisance in the neighborhood. People were breaking into it, sleeping there and using drugs. Hagm an decided to look m ore
closely and m aybe com plain to the new property owner.’

As he walked up to the building, Hagm an saw spray paint on the walls. W hen he got closer, he realized this wasn’t typical graffiti  on an abandoned bui ldi ng.  Thi s was some thi ng di fferent.
’Pray 4 victim s,’ one m essage read. ’We want justice.’’

Next to an entrance, he saw another scrawl: ’We need to talk about Riverside.’ The door was unlocked, so he walked inside.’

There, the spray-painted m essages were m ore explicit: ’Youth were abused here,’ read the graffiti  on one wall, ’systema tically.’ Hagm an grew alarm ed as he photographed the m essages.

Graffit

i

 on the walls of the abandoned Ri verside Ac ademy bui ldi ng in W ichita, Kansas. State investigators did substantiate claim s of abuse at the facility, including excessive use of

force by staff. State offic

i

als also investigated allegations of sexual abuse but ruled that the evi dence was inconclusive.  Courtesy of Chris Hagm an

’They weren't put where they were put by coincidence,’ Hagm an concluded. ’W hoever had written these things on the walls, they purposely wanted these words to be seen and heard.’’

In fact, som ething had happened at Riverside Academ y. Kids had been m istreated there. In the four years before it closed, the facility had been cited 38 tim es byKansas offic

i

als for problems
including excessive force bystaff, poorsupervision, under-qualified me di cal personnel, neglect and bullyi ng by residents,  accordi ng to state licensing records. On e investigation in 2018

concluded that the staff’s indifference toward a child in pain was ’frightening.’

In spite ofall that, the state ofKansas didn’t shut the place down. It closed voluntarily.’

But what happened at Riverside wasn’t an aberration.’’’

Riverside Academ y was run bya for-profit comp any name d Sequel Youth & Fam ily Services, which operates 29 residential treatm ent centers in 15 states for kids with behavioral problem s. It
also operates clinics, outpatient program s, group hom es and dayschools.’

A yearlong investigation led byAPM Reports reveals a com panyfounded on noble ideals that, in the past two decades, has pursued profit

 

and expansion by housing trauma tized ki ds wh i le
trying to keep expenses low.’’

The com pany’s m odel was, as one form er em ployee put it, ’arecipe for destruction’: inexperienced, low-paid staff charged with caring for som e ofthe m ost vulnerable and difficu lt-to-treat
children in the country. And it resulted in dozensofcases ofabuse and neglect, including physical violence, sexual assault, fil

t

hy condi tions, and imp roper restraints that led to nume rous

injuries and one death.

For m uch ofSequel’s 21 years, the com panyeluded public accountability. W hile news reports would occasionally detail scandals at its facilities, the full picture ofthe problem s in Sequel’s
program s was obscured bya patchwork ofoversight bodies spread across m ultiple states and local jurisdictions. W hen conditionsat a facilitybecam e too bad, the com panysim ply closed it.’

For the past year, a team ofpublic radio reporters spread across 10 states conducted the fir

s

t comp rehensive exami nation of Sequel. The team, led by APM Re ports,  revi ewe d thousands of

pages ofrecords to reveal a litanyofproblem s at Sequel facilities.

An excerpt from a 2018 Kansas state investigative report on Riverside Academ y.

Since the beginning of2019, Sequel has shut down eight ofits 36 residential treatm ent centers. Six closures happened under pressure from , oram id investigationsby, state orlocal
governm ents. Additionally, the state ofOhio isin the process ofrevoking Sequel’s license to operate there, and the Alabam a Departm ent ofMental Health has frozen adm issions to two ofits
treatm ent centers.

Disability rights groups in Alabam a, New Mexico, Washington and Ohio have reported excessive use ofrestraints in the com pany’s facilities. The group in Alabam a thisyear also highlighted

’unsafe, squalid living conditionsand a disturbing cultural and program m atic environm ent that further traum atizes extrem ely vulnerable children.’ The group from Ohio raised alarm s about
’pervasive and disturbing problem s em bedded in the treatm ent culture’ at Sequel’s facilitythere.’

APM Reports docum ented 20 cases since 2010 in which governm ent investigationsconcluded that Sequel staff engaged in sexual or rom antic relationships with residents.



The Success of Community-Based Treatment

 Out-of-home placement is not a deterrent for most youth

 Being placed in detention increases the probability of recidivism within two

years of release for low-risk youth by 28%

 Studies have found that youth supervised in the community have a lower

rate of recidivism than those placed out of home, regardless of risk level

 Low risk youth show an increased risk for recidivism for any confinement



What if Your Client is Placed?

 Environment

 Food

 Clothing

 Recreation

 Access

 To counsel

 To family (i.e., mail, visitation,
phone calls)

 Treatment

 Medical care

 Mental Health/Behavioral Health
Services

 Education

 Special Education

 Accreditation/Curriculum

 Conditions

 Solitary/Isolation

 Discipline/Grievance Processes



What if Your Client is Placed?

 Non-Discrimination Policy

 Internal (staff)/External (contractors and
volunteers)

 Intake Processes

 Screening

 Confidentiality

 Housing Decisions

 Monitoring

 Isolation

 Training

 Educational Resources

 Programming and Treatment



Why Does this Matter?

Litigating a Right to Access

 John L. v. Adams, 969 F.3d 228, 1992 U.S.

App. LEXIS 16208

 S.H. v. Stickrath (unreported), 2010 WL

6463874 (2010)



COVID-19 & Emergency Planning

 YLC planning resource-- https://ylc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/YLC-

Toolkit-for-Emergency-Planning-with-Youth-in-Congregate-Care.pdf

 Facility Outbreaks & Protocols

 Isolation, programming, & treatment

 Review changes made during COVID-19 to determine which should

remain in place

https://ylc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/YLC-Toolkit-for-Emergency-Planning-with-Youth-in-Congregate-Care.pdf


The Impact of COVID-19 on Placement

❑ Maryland:
❑ April 2020 Litigation (Office of the Public Defender)

❑ 60-% of Maryland’s youth were released after the State’s chief judge instructed lower courts to
consider the pandemic when considering release

❑ Texas:
❑ Harris County (Houston)

❑ Keeping youth out on the “front end” (disposition)

❑ Detention population is lowest in 30 years

❑ Ohio:
❑ Local detention dropped 37% since April

❑ Youth in state facilities have been given cell phones

❑ State facility population the lowest it has ever been in its history, even following federal civil litigation

**But, each state has not positively impacted its racial and ethnic disparities for youth in 

detention



Leveraging FFPSA & Other Reforms

❑ Understand the congregate care reform landscape
❑ Family First Services & Prevention Act of 2018 (family preservation funding and limits foster

care funding for group care while requiring not increasing delinquency placements and

custody)

❑ Use federal and state laws to bolster alternatives to out of home

placements

❑ Limitations on funding and requirements for group care

placements

❑ Availability of funding and resources for alternatives



Additional Questions?

Brooke Burns, Chief Counsel, 

Juvenile Department

Brooke.Burns@opd.ohio.gov

614.728.9401

Maria F. Ramiu, Senior Staff Attorney Erin Palacios, Staff Attorney

mramiu@ylc.org epalacios@ylc.org

415.543.3379 415.413.4127

mailto:Brooke.Burns@opd.ohio.gov
mailto:mramiu@ylc.org
mailto:epalacios@ylc.org


Resources

 Group Care Research
▪ Consensus Statement on Group Care for Children and

Adolescents: A Statement of Policy of the American
Orthopsychiatric Association (2014)
https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/ort-
0000005.pdf

▪ Group Care in the United States: A Brief Review of
Prevalence, Problematic Outcomes, and Alternatives
(2017), L. Zajac,
https://www.courts.ca.gov/documents/BTB24-PreCon1A-
1.pdf

 Adolescent Development Resources
▪ National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and

Medicine 2019. The Promise of Adolescence: Realizing
Opportunity for All Youth. Washington, DC: The National
Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25388.

▪ National Research Council 2013. Reforming Juvenile
Justice: A Developmental Approach. Washington, DC: The
National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/14685.

▪ Elizabeth S. Scott, Natasha Duell & Laurence Steinberg,
Brain Development, Social Context and Justice Policy,
WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY JOURNAL OF LAW & POLICY, VOL.
57, P. 13, 2018; COLUMBIA PUBLIC LAW RESEARCH PAPER
NO. 14-578 (2018). Available at:
https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/faculty_scholarship/2
087

https://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/features/ort-0000005.pdf
https://www.courts.ca.gov/documents/BTB24-PreCon1A-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.17226/25388
https://doi.org/10.17226/14685
https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/faculty_scholarship/2087


Resources

 Group Care Licensing and Investigations
▪ Pennsylvania—

https://www.humanservices.state.pa.us/HUMAN_SERVICE_PR
OVIDER_DIRECTORY/

▪ Michigan – https://cwl-search.apps.lara.state.mi.us/
▪ California – https://www.ccld.dss.ca.gov/carefacilitysearch/
▪ Investigations and Letters
▪ Let Us Come Home, Disability Rights Washington (2018) 

https://www.disabilityrightswa.org/reports/let-us-come-home/
▪ https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-foster-care-abuse-

neglect-sequel/
▪ Disability Rights Ohio (2020) 
▪ Curtis Gilbert and Lauren Drake, ‘Youth Were Abused Here,’ 

APM Reports (September 28, 2020) 
https://www.apmreports.org/story/2020/09/28/for-profit-
sequel-facilities-children-abused

▪ Alabama Disability Advocacy Program, Monitoring Report 
(July 2, 2020) https://www.childrensrights.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/Sequel-Attachments-A-B-and-
C.pdf and Letter of Concern (July 6, 2020) 
https://www.childrensrights.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/Letter-to-State-re-Sequel-
ADAPCRSPLC.pdf

▪ Michigan Department of Health and Human Services, Division 
of Child Welfare Licensing, Special Investigation Report (June 
17, 2020) 
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdhhs/CI390201235_
SIR_2020C0207030_6_18_2020__Redacted_694555_7.pdf

https://www.humanservices.state.pa.us/HUMAN_SERVICE_PROVIDER_DIRECTORY/
https://cwl-search.apps.lara.state.mi.us/
https://www.ccld.dss.ca.gov/carefacilitysearch/
https://www.disabilityrightswa.org/reports/let-us-come-home/
https://www.opb.org/news/article/oregon-foster-care-abuse-neglect-sequel/
https://www.apmreports.org/story/2020/09/28/for-profit-sequel-facilities-children-abused
https://www.childrensrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Sequel-Attachments-A-B-and-C.pdf
https://www.childrensrights.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Letter-to-State-re-Sequel-ADAPCRSPLC.pdf
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdhhs/CI390201235_SIR_2020C0207030_6_18_2020__Redacted_694555_7.pdf


Resources

 Facility Checklists & Planning Resources
▪ National Juvenile Defender Center Facilities Checklists: 

https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/Juvenile-Facilities-
Checklist-compressed.pdf & https://njdc.info/wp-
content/uploads/Facilities-Checklist_TGNCI_Digital-FINAL.pdf

▪ Advocating for the Most Connected Placement: A Guide to 
Reducing the Use of Group Care, Juvenile Law Center and 
Youth Law Center (2019) https://ylc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/05/Connected-Placements-Toolkit.pdf

▪ Youth Law Center, Making and Emergency Plan with Youth in 
Congregate Care in California https://ylc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/03/YLC-Toolkit-for-Emergency-
Planning-with-Youth-in-Congregate-Care.pdf

▪ Annie E. Casey Foundation: Juvenile Detention Facility 
Assessment (May 20, 2014) available at: 
https://www.aecf.org/resources/juvenile-detention-facility-
assessment/

 Data
▪ Melissa Sickmund, T.J. Sladky, W. Kang, and C. Puzzanchera, 

Easy Access to the Census of Juveniles in Residential 
Placement (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention, 2019). 
https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezacjrp/asp/Age_Sex.asp

▪ OJJDP out-of-home placement statistics 
https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/corrections/qa08201.asp?qa
Date=2018

https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/Juvenile-Facilities-Checklist-compressed.pdf
https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/Facilities-Checklist_TGNCI_Digital-FINAL.pdf
https://ylc.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Connected-Placements-Toolkit.pdf
https://ylc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/YLC-Toolkit-for-Emergency-Planning-with-Youth-in-Congregate-Care.pdf
https://www.aecf.org/resources/juvenile-detention-facility-assessment/
https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezacjrp/asp/Age_Sex.asp
https://www.ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/corrections/qa08201.asp?qaDate=2018


Resources

 Juvenile Justice Reform
▪ Keeping Youth Out of the Deep End of the Juvenile 

Justice System: A Developmental Evaluation Overview of 

the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Deep-End Reform, by 

Urban Institute (Sept. 8, 2020) Available at: 

https://www.aecf.org/resources/keeping-youth-out-of-

the-deep-end-of-the-juvenile-justice-system/

▪ Sticker Shock 2020: The Cost of Incarceration, by Justice 

Policy Institute (Aug. 26, 2020) Available at: 

https://www.aecf.org/resources/sticker-shock-2020//

▪ Edward J. Latessa et al., Using Evidence-Based Decision 

Making to Reduce Recidivism with Youthful Offenders—

LEAD Conference (Washington D.C.: The McCourt School 

of Public Policy, 2017).

 COVID
▪ Annie E. Casey Foundation Post: How Two JDAI Sites Are 

Accelerating Youth Justice Reforms During the Pandemic

(Sept. 8, 2020) available at: 

https://www.aecf.org/blog/how-two-jdai-sites-are-

accelerating-youth-justice-reforms-during-the-pandem/

https://www.aecf.org/resources/keeping-youth-out-of-the-deep-end-of-the-juvenile-justice-system/
https://www.aecf.org/resources/sticker-shock-2020/
https://www.aecf.org/blog/how-two-jdai-sites-are-accelerating-youth-justice-reforms-during-the-pandem/


Resources

 Resources that support the placement of youth closer 
to home (if not actually at home)

▪ https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/Juvenile-Justice-White-Paper-with-
Appendices-1-1.pdf

▪ https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/texas-JJ-reform-closer-to-home.pdf

▪ https://cjjr.georgetown.edu/our-work/yicpm/

▪ https://www.pathwaysstudy.pitt.edu/documents/MacArthur%
20Brief%20Smarter%20Use%20of%20Placement.pdf

“Emerging evidence indicates that parental involvement in juvenile 
justice programming can also help reduce recidivism. While this is 
difficult to achieve with out-of-home placements far from the youth’s 
home, efforts to involve parents are essential to successful re-entry.” 
(page 3)

 Disposition Practice Resources

▪ https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/A-
Developmental-Framework-for-Juvenile-Disposition-and-Post-
Disposition-Advocacy.pdf

▪ http://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/NJDC-
Disposition-Practice-Tool.pdf

▪ https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Role-of-
Defense-Counsel-at-Disposition.pdf

https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Juvenile-Justice-White-Paper-with-Appendices-1-1.pdf
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/texas-JJ-reform-closer-to-home.pdf
https://cjjr.georgetown.edu/our-work/yicpm/
https://www.pathwaysstudy.pitt.edu/documents/MacArthur Brief Smarter Use of Placement.pdf
https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/A-Developmental-Framework-for-Juvenile-Disposition-and-Post-Disposition-Advocacy.pdf
http://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/NJDC-Disposition-Practice-Tool.pdf
https://njdc.info/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Role-of-Defense-Counsel-at-Disposition.pdf



