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Abstract 

The HOPE (Helping Offenders Prosper through Employment) Mentoring Program is a university-based 
program that partners undergraduate mentors with incarcerated juveniles during their time spent in the 
facility and continues mentorship upon reentry to the community. We describe the principles of the men-
toring program and highlight how the HOPE Mentoring Program has been implemented in the state of 
Indiana with juveniles with and without disabilities. 

Placement in residential correctional confine-
ment is a common response to juvenile delin-
quency. A 2014 report released by the U.S. 
Departments of Education and Justice indicated 
that approximately 60,000 juveniles were incar-
cerated in a correctional facility on any given 
day of the year. If correctional confinement is 
intended to change juveniles’ behavior and 
help them grow into law-abiding adults (Suitts, 
Dunn, & Sabree, 2014), community reentry sup-
port is needed since approximately 55% of juve-
niles who are released from confinement return 
to incarceration within one year of release (Davis 
et al., 2014). Clark and Unruh (2010) found that 
juveniles who exited confinement with support 
experienced more success when they returned 
to their communities compared with juveniles 
who received no such support. However, com-
prehensive reentry programming when a juve-
nile leaves residential confinement in Indiana, 
specifically, and the country, in general, is vir-
tually nonexistent (Baltodano, Platt, & Roberts, 
2005; Clark, Mathur, & Helding, 2011; Stephens 
& Arnette, 2000). Mentoring is one such support 
proven to result in positive social outcomes, 
including the reduction of recidivism (Jekielek, 
Moore, & Hair, 2002). In this article, we describe 
the process of education and rehabilitation that 
exists in juvenile correctional facilities in the 

state of Indiana, underscore the personnel and 
policy challenges experienced in juvenile cor-
rectional facilities related to community reen-
try, and discuss the Helping Offenders Prosper 
through Employment (HOPE) Mentoring Pro-
gram which connects undergraduate mentors to 
incarcerated juveniles during incarceration and 
upon community reentry. 

Juvenile Incarceration Process in 
the State of Indiana 

The United States has approximately 2,500 
juvenile residential correctional facilities. All 
correctional facilities are required to edu-
cate juveniles under their care and provide 
reentry support when they return to their 
communities (Sheldon-Sherman, 2010; U.S. 
Departments of Education and Justice, 2014). 
However, there is no uniformity in how juve-
nile correctional facilities implement these two 
related responsibilities for juveniles under 
their custody since education and rehabili-
tative services are determined by each state 
(Suitts et al., 2014). In the state of Indiana, 
the Department of Correction is responsible 
for the custody, care, and education of all 
juveniles placed in a state residential facility 
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(Suitts et al., 2014). There are three residential 
correctional facilities in the state of Indiana— 
two for males and one for females. Although 
the total length of a sentence for some juve-
niles is determined by the juvenile courts, the 
exact release date of most juveniles is deter-
mined by a team who advises the superinten-
dent who oversees all aspects of rehabilitation 
and education in each of the juvenile facilities. 
The release date of each juvenile can be short-
ened or extended, depending on how well 
behavioral or treatment expectations set by 
the team are met. The incarceration process 
in the state of Indiana includes three phases: 
(1) Intake, (2) Rehabilitation and Education, 
and (3) Transition. Each phase is described 
below. 

The Intake phase of incarceration takes approx-
imately two weeks. At intake, each juvenile is 
assessed to determine his or her medical and 
mental health condition, educational status, 
and vocational interests and needs. The intake 
process culminates in the establishment of a 
juvenile-specific rehabilitation and education 
program called the Individualized Learning Plan 
(ILP), which guides treatment throughout the 
duration of incarceration. Juveniles with disabil-
ities have an additional Individualized Education 
Program (IEP) required by the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the federal 
special education law that imposes additional 
service expectations for juvenile correctional 
facilities to provide for students with identified 
special education diagnoses (Ochoa, 2016). 

The Rehabilitation and Education phase of incarcer-
ation is guided by the ILP and the IEP. Indiana’s 
juvenile correctional facilities identify four 
levels of skill acquisition in the Rehabilitation 
and Education phase: (1) acknowledgement, 
(2) understanding, (3) application, and (4) dem-
onstration. In the first level, the juvenile works 
to develop the skill to acknowledge the behavior 
he or she engaged in that resulted in incarcera-
tion. In the second level, the youth develops the 
skill to understand and gain insight about that 
antisocial behavior and why it is problematic. 
The third level is application. Once the juvenile 

understands the problematic behavior, oppor-
tunities for him or her to learn and practice 
appropriate behavior become the focus of reha-
bilitation and education. Demonstration is the 
final level of the Rehabilitation and Education 
phase. In this level, the expectation is that the 
juvenile will demonstrate the application of 
adaptive behavior in new contexts and situa-
tions within the facility. Juveniles move from 
one level to the next based on achieving behav-
ioral and treatment goals communicated to 
them via regularly scheduled bimonthly con-
sultations with the juvenile’s treatment team. 
The treatment team generally includes the 
juvenile’s counselor, a security guard, and an 
education representative. Juveniles who do not 
meet behavioral goals can be retained at each 
level until the specific behavioral or treatment 
requirements are met. If behavioral expecta-
tions worsen, juveniles can be demoted to a 
lower level. 

In the state of Indiana, the Transition phase 
involves two steps. The first step of transition is 
referred to as Transition Administrative Release 
Committee (ARC). Transition ARC refers to the 
phase when a juvenile has maintained behav-
ioral criteria at Level 4 and meets the behav-
ioral and treatment requirements established 
at intake and mandated by the courts which 
sent the juvenile to confinement. Like every 
other level of rehabilitation, remaining in the 
Transition ARC phase is contingent upon the 
juvenile’s behavior. For example, if a juve-
nile was at the Transition ARC level and he 
or she engaged in a behavioral or treatment 
violation, the treatment team could decide 
to retain him or her longer at the Transition 
ARC level or demote the juvenile to a previ-
ous level, thus extending the juvenile’s stay 
and postponing release. The second step of 
the Transition phase is Release ARC. Release 
ARC includes a final team meeting with the 
juvenile to sign release papers and make 
final arrangements for the return to his or her 
home placement and community. The length 
of the Release ARC is brief, usually a few 
days in length. As with the Transition ARC 
phase, the juvenile’s exit can be prolonged if 
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a behavioral violation occurs. The total length 
of stay for girls on average is between four 
and six months. The total length of stay for 
boys is slightly longer, approximately five to 
eight months. 

The first author of this article has conducted 
research and has worked directly with staff and 
juveniles in the correctional facilities. A doctoral 
dissertation examining the process of transi-
tion from correctional confinement using best 
practice principles, derived from a comprehen-
sive literature review, showed that the state of 
Indiana faces the same barriers to community 
reentry when juveniles transition from correc-
tional confinement (Spegel, 2016). Ochoa, Levy, 
Spegel, and Ovares (2015) and Ochoa (2016) 
also note that many of the academic and behav-
ioral gains made by juvenile offenders during 
the time of correctional confinement are lost 
upon return to the community. 

Barriers to Community Reentry 

Limited vocational support and lack of sus-
tained community reentry are two barriers 
to community reintegration. Many juvenile 
offenders have poor vocational attainment and 
lack work experience. Because correctional 
institutions tend to have limited resources, 
many juvenile offenders are denied the oppor-
tunity to attend vocational and training pro-
grams while under the supervision of the 
juvenile justice system (Steinberg, Chung, & 
Little, 2004). These deficits directly affect ex-
offenders’ ability to gain and maintain employ-
ment (Abrams & Snyder, 2010; Petersilia, 2003; 
Visher, Winterfield, & Coggeshall, 2005). The 
risk of remaining unemployed for long peri-
ods of time appears to be even more prob-
lematic among juvenile offenders compared 
to adult offenders (Osgood, Foster, Flanagan, 
& Ruth, 2005). Chung, Little, Steinberg, and 
Altschuler (2005) found that delinquent juve-
niles were seven times more likely than their 
nondelinquent peers to be unemployed during 
adulthood. 

The most neglected aspect of education sup-
port for juveniles involved with the criminal 
justice system is when the juvenile offender 
returns to the community (Clark et al., 2011). 
According to Osher, Amos, and Gonsoulin 
(2012), transition is a bidirectional coordi-
nated set of activities that facilitates the suc-
cessful movement of a juvenile offender from 
the community to a correctional facility, and 
from confinement back to the community. 
Successful reintegration into a community is 
marked by socially and legally appropriate 
behavior, and by avoiding any further contact 
with the criminal justice system. The process 
of reintegrating students from juvenile cor-
rectional facilities to their home communities 
poses challenges (Nellis & Wayman, 2009). 
One obstacle to transition is that the juveniles 
often return to the same social and economic 
conditions that led to their incarceration. 
Additionally, juvenile offenders leave facili-
ties with limited life skills, support to return 
to school, or support to find and maintain 
employment. Put simply, there is poor access 
to and inefficient coordination of transition 
services once students leave confinement 
(Ochoa et al., 2015). Informed by a compre-
hensive review of the literature on transition 
and research conducted by Ochoa, the authors 
of this article designed a program in which 
undergraduate students provide mentoring 
support to incarcerated juveniles. 

Empirical Support for Mentoring 

Mentoring is one of the oldest forms of 
community-based interventions for youth, 
the concept for which is attributed to Homer’s 
The Odyssey, and has formally existed in 
the U.S. since the early 1900s (Colley, 2000). 
DuBois and colleagues (2011) reported that as 
of 2011, there were over 5,000 mentoring pro-
grams in the U.S., reaching an estimated 3 mil-
lion American youth. The Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention appro-
priated $769 million for mentoring since 2008 
(OJJDP, 2016). The benefits of mentoring are 
extolled by educators and policymakers alike. 
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The Big Brothers Big Sisters of America (2016) 
program, one of the most well-researched 
mentoring programs, has been credited for 
decreasing incidents of violence, drug use, and 
school absences among participants 18 months 
after mentoring. Research on other mentoring 
programs has produced empirical evidence 
which confirms that mentoring can have sig-
nificant, positive impacts on youth who are in 
need of emotional and instrumental support, 
which refers to more tangible assistance such 
as helping a juvenile obtain a bus pass to get 
to an interview or providing a practice book 
to prepare for the General Education Degree 
(GED) examination. Jones, Clark, and Quiros 
(2012) assert that one of the most important 
roles of mentors is to help youth improve 
goal-setting skills and inspire hope for the 
future. In addition, mentors are important in 
helping mobilize existing resources for men-
tees as they work toward their goals, helping 
connect them to community resources and 
keeping them engaged (Lerner, 2005). 

A review of literature on mentoring programs 
conducted by Matz (2014) showed mentoring 
juveniles when they return to their home com-
munity after correctional confinement had pos-
itive effects and reduced the risk of recidivism. 
Similarly, in 2016, the Center for Promise pub-
lished a report in which they interviewed 120 
high school dropouts who eventually returned 
to get their diploma about the catalysts for 
them deciding to drop out and later deciding 
to resume their education. The results from 
the report found that positive relationships 
helped mentees face challenging life events. 
When questioned about why they dropped out 
of school, students reported it was often due 
to a lack of support particularly in regards to 
academic achievement. Conversely, when the 
same students were asked about the reason 
they decided to return to school, the students 
often attributed the decision to return to school 
to a mentor or person who encouraged them or 
helped them overcome the barriers to gradua-
tion. Importantly, these outside supports were 
most effective when they provided a combi-
nation of consistent and stable emotional and 

instrumental support. The report indicated 
that many of the youth studied lacked these 
critical relationships in their natural networks. 
The researchers asserted that formal mentors 
can fill that gap, encouraging and developing 
their mentee while helping connect them to 
other community resources that can help them 
succeed academically and vocationally. The 
Center for Promise report followed decades of 
research in child development that emphasized 
the importance of healthy relationships during 
childhood and adolescence (Benson, Scales, 
Hamilton, & Semsa, 2006; Theokas & Lerner, 
2006). 

Gaps in resources, opportunities, and pos-
itive relationships can be particularly large 
for incarcerated juveniles and even more so 
for juveniles with disabilities, who often need 
more and have fewer supports than other 
peers (Clark et al., 2011). Students facing an 
“opportunity gap” are 81% more likely to 
participate in extracurricular activities if they 
are being mentored (Bruce & Bridgeland, 
2014). In another study of youth in correc-
tional facilities, one group of juveniles was 
provided enhanced transition services as 
they left juvenile confinement and returned 
to their communities (Clark et al., 2011). They 
were 64% less likely to recidivate within a 
month than those without enhanced services. 
The enhanced transition services included 
academic and vocational assessments; cre-
ating résumés; and obtaining copies of vital 
records, transcripts, credit analyses, certif-
icates or diplomas, and samples of work, in 
addition to the basic services all students in 
facilities received. Enhanced services were 
provided by transition coordinators in the 
study who were formally employed by the 
correctional facilities but whose work resem-
bled the work of a mentor (Clark et al., 2011). 

The HOPE Mentoring Program 

The HOPE Mentoring Program is designed to 
provide employment-related support to juve-
niles in residential correctional confinement. 
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Employability skills are emphasized because 
research shows that employment is a protective 
factor against crime and recidivism (Graffam, 
Shinkfield, Lavelle, & McPherson, 2004). The 
HOPE Mentoring Program is university-based, 
meaning that undergraduate students are 
recruited to serve as HOPE mentors from a 
variety of academic majors. The first step to 
becoming a HOPE mentor is to clear a back-
ground screening requirement set forth by the 
Indiana Department of Correction. The second 
step is to complete five online training modules 
created specifically for the HOPE Mentoring 
Program. The training modules cover topics 
such as developmental characteristics of incar-
cerated juveniles, the role of a mentor, policies 
and procedures on mandatory child protective 
services reporting, and expectations for HOPE 
mentors. In addition, suggestions are provided 
to help HOPE mentors develop relationships 
with mentee participants. After completing 
the five training modules, each volunteer is 
required to visit an Indiana juvenile correc-
tional facility to familiarize themselves with 
their operations and introduce themselves to 
facility staff and students. 

Principles of the HOPE Mentoring 
Program 

Once trained, mentors are matched to a mentee 
and the mentoring relationship begins. There 
are three principles that guide the delivery of 
HOPE mentoring. Each principle is described 
below: 

1. Exit Begins at Entry – Risler and O’Rourke 
(2009) recommended that preparation to 
reenter the community after correctional 
confinement should begin from the moment 
the juvenile enters the facility. Correctional 
personnel in Indiana are aware of the impor-
tance of planning for community reentry in 
the early stages of incarceration. However, in 
reality, the fact that there is only one or two 
transition coordinators per facility proves 
challenging. As such, the transition process 
is often rushed and is less thorough than 

best practice recommends. In response to 
this obstacle, the HOPE Mentoring Program 
pairs mentors with juveniles during the 
intake process. Starting mentoring during 
the initial phase of correctional confinement 
helps build a stronger relationship between 
the mentor and mentee and increases the 
probability of sustaining the relationship 
when a juvenile exits confinement. In addi-
tion, because the mentor is connected to the 
mentee during the entire phase of correc-
tional confinement, the mentor also serves 
to support the facility transition coordinator 
by providing individualized support to the 
mentee under his or her direction. In a sense, 
the mentor serves as a bridge between the 
facility and the community by providing 
continuity of services from incarceration 
to release when the juvenile reenters his or 
her community. HOPE mentors meet with 
the correctional facility transition coordina-
tor and the juvenile during the time of con-
finement to plan for the activities that will 
take place after discharge (e.g., confirming 
the address where the mentee is going to 
be released, contacting the school where the 
student will be re-enrolling to make sure 
records are sent, and sending job applica-
tions). Once the juvenile is released, men-
tors continue to meet with the juvenile on 
a weekly basis face-to-face and may have 
daily contact via text messaging, phone 
calls, or e-mails. 

2. Collaboration with Facility Staff and 
Community Organizations – The HOPE 
Mentoring Program is not a stand-alone 
university program. Collaboration is 
an essential component of the program. 
Each juvenile in confinement interacts 
with security and treatment personnel 
within the living unit and education per-
sonnel within the school. However, com-
munication between facility personnel is 
not always optimal, making collabora-
tion between different service providers 
a challenge. Because the HOPE mentor 
is assigned only to one juvenile, that 
HOPE mentor functions as a conduit for 
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communication and collaboration. As pre-
viously mentioned, HOPE mentors assist 
the transition coordinator in the facility to 
accomplish the goals set for each juvenile 
in their ILP or IEP. The HOPE Mentoring 
Program is embedded in the programs 
that already exist in the facility, and men-
tors help each student work toward aca-
demic, treatment, or employment goals 
set by the juvenile and facility staff. As 
such, mentors work as liaisons between 
security, treatment, and school personnel 
when the juvenile is in confinement and 
between the facility, parents, and com-
munity school when the juveniles exit 
correctional confinement. For example, a 
mentor might assist the transition coor-
dinator in communicating with the juve-
nile’s counselor about an upcoming meet-
ing that would otherwise be forgotten. In 
the community, the mentor might help 
school staff secure the appropriate tran-
script records for a juvenile when he or 
she re-enrolls at a community school after 
release from confinement. The more the 
HOPE Mentoring Program is embedded 
as part of the education and rehabilitation 
program, the better resource brokers men-
tors can be for their mentees. Mentors can 
also help explore and provide information 
about which businesses might hire juve-
niles, where students can find academic 
support, which organizations already 
exist to serve youth seeking employment, 
and who else in the community is willing 
to support a mentee as they exit correc-
tional facilities. This information can only 
be obtained through collaboration with 
community organizations brokered by the 
HOPE mentors. 

3. Positive and Responsive Mentoring –The 
HOPE Mentoring Program strives to create 
an environment of hopefulness and positiv-
ity, which inspires and encourages mentees 
toward the goals that have been set. The 
needs and interests of juveniles with disabil-
ities are taken into account within this princi-
ple. For example, if the juvenile has a specific 

reading disability, the mentor designs activ-
ities that are at the appropriate reading level 
or reads anything the juvenile is unable 
to read from a job application. Another 
approach when the juvenile has a disability 
is to work alongside the special education 
coordinator who is trained in special educa-
tion and can guide the mentor as he or she 
works with the juvenile mentee. Nellis and 
Wayman (2009) describe the role of mentors 
as being positive adults who encourage and 
support juveniles. Most incarcerated juve-
niles feel like they are surrounded by adults 
with whom they continue to have negative 
interactions. At home, parents punish them 
for acting out. At school, teachers give them 
office referrals, detentions, and suspensions 
for misbehavior. In the community, law 
enforcement agents arrest them, and judges 
send them to juvenile detention for misbe-
havior. Once in confinement, correction per-
sonnel enforce strict rules from the moment 
a juvenile arrives to the time of release. By 
design, the HOPE Mentoring Program does 
not insist on juveniles accomplishing any-
thing. HOPE mentors show up with activ-
ities for each session, but if the juvenile is 
unwilling or unable to do them, the mentor 
shifts to another activity. In some cases, the 
HOPE mentor simply shows up. A HOPE 
mentor rewards any adaptive behavior of 
the juvenile mentees and remains positive, 
consistent, patient, and respectful regardless 
of the juvenile’s behavior. Counterintuitive 
as it may sound, the non-insistence of HOPE 
mentors for mentees to accomplish any task 
during the weekly session diminishes the 
likelihood that juveniles are going to rebel 
against a mentor by refusing to do a task. 
The mentor relationship is itself the cura-
tive and healing experience. Participation 
in this program is voluntary at every level. 

Helping mentees learn to set goals is one 
of the most important tasks of a mentor 
(Jones et al., 2012). Clinkinbeard and 
Zohra (2011) noted that mentors could 
help mentees enhance their self-esteem 
and develop positive emotions. They also 
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noted that mentors could help mentees 
understand the behaviors that prevent 
juveniles from realizing the goals they 
set for themselves. In short, goal setting 
can provide much needed motivation 
and is thus an important part of mento-
ring a juvenile. In addition to positivity, 
the HOPE Mentoring Program uses a 
responsive approach which means that 
HOPE mentors individualize the activi-
ties and their mentoring style to fit each 
juvenile mentee. For example, mentoring 
activities for older juveniles might focus 
on earning their GEDs or practicing for 
a job interview, while younger juveniles 
who may be years from being old enough 
to work might only explore different 
career options. Mentors are also respon-
sive to behavior, committing to mentoring 
whether the mentee is in a good mood 
or otherwise. If a mentee refuses to par-
ticipate in any of the planned activities 
in a session, the HOPE mentor will hap-
pily sit with the mentee until the session 
is over, and will happily return the next 
week. Mentors may have open conversa-
tions about a mentee’s negative behaviors 
but remain positive, attempting only to 
understand the nature of the juvenile’s 
disinterest. As such, HOPE mentors are 
trained to help juveniles in setting goals, 
both pertaining to their transition out of 
the correctional facility and to long-term 
education and employment. 

Conclusion 

While federal legislature requires juvenile 
correctional facilities to provide education 
and transition services for all juveniles who 
serve a sentence, each state and facility inde-
pendently determines how these services are 
executed. A variety of barriers exist for staff 
and juveniles that often result in many youth 
leaving a facility without transition support, 
returning to their unchanged communities 
with little means to maintain any gains they 
may have made during their sentence. The 

HOPE Mentoring Program uses undergrad-
uate students from college and university 
campuses across Indiana to help bridge this 
resource gap both while the juveniles are in 
confinement and when they are released to 
their communities. By design, the HOPE 
Mentoring Program is guided by three main 
principles: (1) exit begins at entry, (2) collab-
oration with facility staff and community 
organizations, and (3) positive and respon-
sive mentoring. These principles help address 
the need to begin transition planning during 
intake, improve communication between the 
many parties involved in the juveniles’ cor-
rection experiences and reintegration into 
their communities, and increase the juveniles’ 
desire to participate in the program and work 
toward their own academic and vocational 
goals. Ultimately, participation in the HOPE 
Mentoring Program may decrease the likeli-
hood of a juvenile recidivating and increase 
the chances that they will have academic and 
vocational success upon release from a correc-
tional facility. 
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