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Introduction 
 
In July 2019, the Colorado Department of Human Services, Division of Youth Services (DYS) 
contracted with the Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA) to provide technical 
assistance to Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center. Consulting services included conducting 
detailed analyses of agency and facility policies, procedures, and related documents as well as a 
four-day site visit. The purpose of the engagement was to gather feedback from a nationally 
recognized organization (CJCA) regarding facility operations in the areas of safety, security and 
programming.  
 
It is important to note that the State of Colorado DYS currently operates ten secure facilities.  The 
consultant team’s observations and recommendations for improvement are focused solely on the 
Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center, and are provided in the body of this Summary Findings 
Report. 
 

Background 
 
Colorado Department of Human Services, Division of Youth Services (DYS) 

The Colorado Division of Youth Services (DYS) is a division of the Department of Human 
Services (DHS). At the time of the visit, there were 530 youth committed to DYS.  Approximately 
400 are served in DYS facilities with the remainder housed in congregate care programs statewide. 
The Division is responsible for operating ten secure care facilities. The DYS Mission is to 
collaborate with our partners and to design and deliver high-quality human and health services that 
improve the safety, independence, and well-being of the people of Colorado. 
 
The agency strives to achieve its Mission by providing an array of intervention, supervision, and 
rehabilitation programs and services, while maintaining a focused commitment to public safety. 
There are three main goals that assist DYS in working to achieve its mission. These include: 
 

• Improving short-term and long-term outcomes for youth in their care 
• Supporting families in the rehabilitation process 
• Providing trauma informed care  
• Improving the safety, security and well-being of DYS youths and employees 

DYS uses a Restorative Justice Model and philosophical framework as the foundation for 
programmatic service delivery. There are three main facets or principles that support this model. 
These include Accountability, Competency, and Community Protection defined as: 

• Accountability - When an individual commits an offense, the offender incurs an obligation 
to individual victims and the community 

• Competency Development - Offenders who enter the juvenile justice system should be 
more capable when they leave than when they entered 
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• Community Protection - Juvenile justice has a responsibility to protect the public from 
juveniles in the system 

 
DYS is responsible for all youth committed by the juvenile courts. When a juvenile is adjudicated, 
DYS determines their level of care (secure, community, etc.) during their commitment time. 
Services while in secure care facilities include comprehensive assessments, clinical programming, 
education, vocational training, and skills-based groups. 
 
Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA)  
 
The Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA) is committed to improving outcomes 
for youth and their families engaged in the juvenile justice system.  We work with all juvenile 
justice leaders to provide them with education, resources, training, leadership development, 
research, and best practice opportunities to help them improve their systems, cultures, programs 
and services they provide to the youth entrusted to their care.  We believe in working to ensure 
that only those youth posing a true and significant public safety risk should be placed in secure 
facilities and that when necessary, those facilities should be focused on providing the right type of 
educational, vocational, and treatment programs in a therapeutic and trauma-informed care 
environment.  
 
The Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA) is a national non-profit organization, 
formed in 1994 to improve local juvenile correctional services, programs and practices so youth 
within the systems succeed when they return to the community. The CJCA mission is “To connect, 
develop and strengthen youth corrections leaders so that they may implement and sustain reforms 
in their systems to improve outcomes for youth, families and communities.” Our underlying belief 
is that every youth should leave a correctional program in a better place than when he or she came 
into the program and/or system. 
 
CJCA provides national leadership and leadership development for the individuals responsible for 
the juvenile justice systems. CJCA represents the youth correctional CEOs in 50 states, Puerto 
Rico and major metropolitan counties. We fulfil the organization’s mission through educational 
activities and programs as well as research and technical assistance projects. These education 
activities include up to three annual meetings free for all directors offering sessions on best 
practices and evidence-based approaches.  
 
Additional areas of involvement include working with the Casey Foundation on various projects, 
including the annual Leadership Institute meeting wherein leaders from all CJCA participating 
jurisdictions are invited to attend a two-day leadership training and networking opportunity 
focusing on relevant topics for system improvement and reform, such as developing Trauma 
Informed Care environments.  CJCA’s work also involves partnering with the Council of State 
Governments (CSG) Justice Center to develop and implement its comprehensive Juvenile Justice 
Project as well as assisting Pew Charitable Trusts (Pew) in the educational work of their state 
centered Public Safety Performance Project (PSPP). CJCA’s national level involvement includes 



 
 

 
 
 
 

5 
 

developing national standards for reentry and providing technical assistance to a variety of 
jurisdictions throughout the country on various topics in juvenile justice.   
 
CJCA is well known for its development of Performance-based Standards (PbS) - a data-driven 
improvement model grounded in research that holds juvenile justice facilities and programs to the 
highest standards of operations, programs and services. PbS won the 2004 Innovations in 
American Government Award for effectively and uniquely addressing conditions of confinement. 
PbS supports integration if its model through training, technical assistance, expert coaching and 
resources. For more information, please visit: www.pbstandards.org. 
 
Consulting Team 
 
The Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA) consulting team included the CJCA 
Executive Director and Assistant Executive Director- Michael Dempsey and Wendi Faulkner, 
respectively. A brief explanation of professional background is provided below for reference. Both 
individuals participated in the policy, procedure, and document analyses and conducted the onsite 
visit to Lookout Mountain.  
 
Michael Dempsey, Executive Director  
Contact Information: (E) michael.dempsey@cjca.net     (c) 765-617-6562          www.cjca.net 
 
Prior to joining CJCA, Michael previously served as Executive Director of the Indiana Department 
of Corrections, Division of Youth Services from 2009 to 2015.   He began his work with the 
Indiana Department of Corrections as Superintendent of the Pendleton Juvenile Correctional 
Facility in June 2006. Prior to moving to Indiana, he served as the Superintendent of the Kansas 
Juvenile Correctional Complex for approximately two and a half years. He began his career in 
corrections with the Missouri Department of Corrections, starting as a Corrections Officer at the 
Missouri State Penitentiary in 1985. Since that time, Mike has held positions as a Correctional 
Sergeant, Lieutenant, Captain and Major. He has also held positions as Correctional Training 
Officer, Internal Affairs Investigator, Assistant Superintendent and Associate Superintendent. 
 
He has extensive experience with CJCA and Performance-based Standards (PbS).  He served as 
president of the CJCA Board of Directors for two years (2012-2014), and on the PbS Board of 
Directors for four years, two of those years as president.  Mike was an active member of CJCA 
while he was director of Indiana DYS. Mike has over 30 years of experience working in both adult 
and juvenile correctional and detention facility settings and continues to be committed to assisting 
juvenile justice systems on improving conditions of confinement, reforming systems, and 
improving long-term outcomes for youth. 
 
Mike holds a Bachelor of Science degree in Public Administration and Criminal Justice and has 
been actively involved with the American Correctional Association (ACA) as a member and 
certified auditor. He has served as the President/COO of Youth Opportunity Investments and 
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brings a unique experience and perspective in both the public and private sectors in the juvenile 
justice field. 
 
 
Wendi Faulkner, Assistant Executive Director  
Contact Information:     (E) wendi.faulkner@cjca.net       (c) 614-556-7887 

Prior to joining CJCA, Wendi Faulkner served as the Deputy Director of the Division of Facility 
Support for the Ohio Department of Youth Services. She was responsible for security, operations, 
and treatment within DYS facilities. The Division also includes oversight of Medical and Mental 
Health Services and the Buckeye United School District. Serving as a trusted advisor, Wendi 
served as a mentor to those who worked under her leadership. 
 
With over 23 years of experience in criminal and juvenile justice, Wendi has served on numerous 
national and statewide policy committees and councils. During her career, she has presented to 
various audiences on a wide range of criminal justice topics. Her breadth and scope of the criminal 
justice field, specifically correctional administration, makes her not only a leader, but also a subject 
matter expert.  
 
Wendi is a strong advocate of system reform, which includes encouraging systems to develop 
innovative and effective educational opportunities for youth. To fulfill this passion, she has served 
on the boards of two charter schools: Columbus Preparatory Academy and Columbus Arts and 
Technology Academy. Wendi was also a member of the Executive Committee for Buckeye 
Charter School Boards, which is charged with strengthening charter school boards throughout the 
state of Ohio. 
 
Wendi earned a Bachelor of Arts degree and a Master’s degree in Business Administration from 
Franklin University (Ohio) with a concentration in Leadership.  
 

Methodology 
 
The onsite TA visit to Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center was conducted between July 22nd-
July 25th, 2019. The consulting team consisted of the Executive Director of CJCA, Michael 
Dempsey and Assistant Executive Director of CJCA, Wendi Faulkner. The facility visit ranged 
between five and six hours per day and included a meeting with facility leaders, a facility tour, 
conversations with youth and staff, and a brief review of documents related to daily operations 
(i.e. shift schedules, programming schedules, log books detailing perimeter checks, etc.). The 
purpose of the tour was to gather additional information about the program, identify any 
operational risks (i.e. safety and security breaches), and to determine alignment with best practices 
in the field of juvenile justice.  
 
The consulting engagement focused predominantly on the secure care portions of one DYS 
facility:  



 
 

 
 
 
 

7 
 

• Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center (LMYSC) 

Prior to the onsite visit the CJCA consultants conducted an extensive analysis of agency policies 
and procedures; facility operations manuals; copies of facility logbooks; youth and family 
manuals; and additional documents related to operations (i.e. quality assurance/audit reports, 
incident reports, Individualized Support Plans and Facility Improvement Plans).  
 
Limitations 

There are inherent limitations in this type of assessment. The team did not interview every staff 
member at the facility, nor did it visit the facility over an extended period of time. The limited 
time on-site also prevented the team from observing all operational posts involved in a 24/7 
secure facility, although the team made efforts to tour and observe operations during normal 
business and non-business hours. Nevertheless, the review of policies, available data, and 
records; the extensive interviews conducted with administrators, staff, and youth; the 
experience of the members of the team; the observations made throughout the facility; the team 
members’ reported experience with the PbS and JDAI standards; and the receipt of consistent 
information from multiple sources provided a strong foundation of information for developing 
this report. 

In addition, it is important to note that this process inherently focuses attention on the areas of 
concern as well as the two main incidents in question and may not fully explore all of the 
strengths of the facility and agency.  

 

Facility Description 
 
Brief descriptions of the facility that received the onsite technical support are provided below.  
 
All facilities are operated by the Colorado Division of Youth Services (DYS) and serve youth 
between the ages of 12 and 21. All youth have a history of risk and delinquent behaviors, and the 
majority of youth also have formal clinical mental health diagnoses.  
 
Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center (LMYSC) 
 
The Lookout Mountain Youth Services Center is located in Golden, Colorado.  The intensive 
secure treatment program operates under the leadership of Kristen Withrow, DYS Associate 
Director and current Interim Director at LMYSC, allows for a population of 140 male juvenile 
offenders.  LMYSC provides for the care and supervision of youth committed by the District court 
to the custody of the CDHS Division of Youth Services (DYS). At the time the onsite visit, there 
were seventy-one youth in the facility.  
 
LMYSC offers comprehensive services to committed youth and their families.  Using cognitive 
behavioral and social learning modalities, Lookout Mountain’s programming provides an 
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environment where therapeutic and strength-based relationships may develop. Services consist of 
academic and career technology programming, recreation and medical and dental care. Spiritual 
growth opportunities and pastoral care are provided when requested by Youth for Christ and 
Straight Ahead Colorado. Treatment services are provided for substance abuse, family, mental 
health and offense specific treatment needs.  Programming is grounded in the principles of 
Restorative Community Justice (RCJ). 
 
In collaboration with regional Client Managers, Lookout Mountain utilizes a multi-disciplinary 
team (MDT) approach.  The MDT process provides a structured setting for the development of 
individualized treatment plans, treatment plan review, and case related decision-making. MDT 
members include the youth, the family, natural community supports, the Client Manager, 
representatives from various facility disciplines including clinical, education, line staff and 
medical providers, when appropriate. The youth’s case plan and their individual treatment plan 
guide service provision throughout their placement at LMYSC, by identifying and addressing 
goals, objectives, and target interventions. 
 

DYS Assessment Overview 
 

 
Detailed analyses were conducted of local policies, procedures, and other documents related to 
program operations. Among the documents reviewed were facility procedures, youth orientation 
handbooks, unit programming schedules, agency quality assurance reports and site evaluation 
reports, to name a few. Valuable themes emerged though this review regarding strengths and areas 
for improvement for the Lookout Mountain Program. A series of recommendations are offered 
herein to provide DYS with more specific guidance regarding ways to enhance the operations of 
Lookout Mountain. For ease of reading these items have been broken out into four categories, 
many of which are closely related. These categories are: 1) Agency and Facility Culture; 2) Safety 
and Security; 3) Programming (which includes Evidence-Based Practices, assessments, etc.); and 
4) Quality Assurance. 
 
Our assessment and this report is focused and based on CDHS’s current understanding of 
conditions at LMYSC, CDHS requested that the CJCA’s review provide the necessary 
investigatory methods, and reference the needed industry standards and best practices, to provide 
a focused assessment in the identified areas. 

As a result of our assessment, we found three overarching concerns which we believe represent 
the main contributing factors to the concerns in the conditions of confinement and recent incidents 
of violence at LMYSC.  These overarching factors will be discussed in the following sections, but 
involve the following concerns: 
 

1. Substantial drug problems within the facility; 
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8. Increase in aggravated and violent offender sentences with a vast majority placed at 
Lookout Mountain. Matching programming with the increase in sentence severity has 
been and will continue to be difficult. 

 
9. Reform efforts currently underway take time and there may be struggles throughout the 

process. Larger youth centers have a more difficult time with change (more youth and 
more staff). 

 
10. Introduction of drug contraband into the youth center have exacerbated the problems 

in the facility. This undoubtedly contributed to the increase in gang activity, fights, 
assaults, and restraints. 

 
11. The behavioral management program did not have the staffing or training to maintain 

and implement the program as designed. The lack of program incentives and/or 
appropriate consequences for behaviors, resulted in staff and youth losing the foundation 
of rules and rewards to promote positive growth and ultimately created a very unstable 
environment.   

 
12. Physical plant issues with bedroom windows and approachability issues with the secure 

perimeter fence. 
 

Strengths, Areas for Improvement, and Recommendations 
 

The team observed a number of important strengths at the facility. We particularly noted the 
following: 

A. Agency and facility administrators are highly motivated, committed and open to new ideas 
about reforms, and are sincerely interested in raising the level of practice at the facility. The 
agency and facility leadership expressed great interest in learning about new approaches to 
the problems identified at LMYSC. Although the facility is facing a number of serious 
challenges, as outlined below, it is clear that there are dedicated professionals at both the 
agency and facility level who are committed to improving conditions of confinement, 
reducing incidents of violence and improving the overall culture and atmosphere of the 
facility.  

B. There is an impressive level of commitment and caring attitudes with the direct care staff.  
The majority of the facility staff are at Lookout Mountain because they truly care about the 
youth and want to make a difference in their lives.  They understand the importance of 
their roles and want to improve the culture and atmosphere of the facility in order to 
provide a safe and effective environment for treatment for the youth entrusted to their care. 

C. The school at the facility is an active, engaging place that provides a supportive culture and 
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program for students. The school has a number of important and beneficial programs and 
appears to be keeping youth actively engaged in the classrooms.  The education space and 
post-secondary options are excellent.  During discussion with both staff and youth, 
everyone spoke highly of the education program and believed it to be one of the strengths of 
the facility.  

D. Quality vocational programs that are relevant provide youth with skill development that 
can aid in their successful re-entry back to the community.  

 
Agency and Facility Culture 

 
The success of any initiative depends on a variety of factors and requires support from executive 
level administrators and high-level facility managers. Interviews with the DYS leadership and staff 
revealed that all leaders are committed to keeping youth safe and reforming the lives of youth. 
These strengths will be highlighted in subsequent sections of this report. The most successful 
programs have strong leadership who can support staff, motivate staff to engage in the change 
process, and provide a clear vision and direction for where the agency is heading.  
 
During the onsite visit, interactions with facility leaders and staff indicate they are committed to 
their work and to helping youth in their care. The majority of staff appeared to embrace the 
evidence-based practices philosophy and a strengths-based approach to working with youth. Youth 
interviews revealed that youth feel some staff care about them and are helping youth turn their 
lives around. Staff described wanting their role to be more of a mentor and articulated they want 
to be active advocates for youth to achieve their goals. Research shows establishing appropriate 
and healthy relationships with youth is a hallmark of a good program and perhaps, the most critical 
factor in preventing assaults and the unnecessary use of isolation. 
 
Lookout Mountain is currently working to strengthen their leadership/management teams. In 
addition, there appears to be issues with the current pay structure and the agency may benefit from 
looking at their higher classifications and adjusting their pay scale accordingly. DYS should 
consider increasing their efforts to demonstrate support for staff by formally acknowledging them 
through “thank you” emails and/or acknowledgments during monthly staff meetings. Other 
facilities throughout the country have worked to increase the cohesiveness of their leadership team 
by reading a leadership books as a team and meeting weekly to discuss each chapter. The 
consultants applaud DYS for recognizing the role a strong leadership team plays in a program’s 
success. Therefore, focusing on a high level of cohesiveness provides the foundation for achieving 
the facility and agency’s mission and ultimately will lead to more positive outcomes for youth. 
The DYS leadership team should consider requiring all facilities to develop specific plans to 
enhance teamwork among their respective leadership teams. 
 
Although culture change takes time (often several years), facility site visits revealed there is a need 
to increase demonstration and/or awareness of the evidence that positive changes and 
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improvements are being made (i.e. safety security measures, increased quality assurance 
mechanisms, implementing evidence-based practices, etc.). The majority of facility units appear 
to be unstable. Youth interviews revealed they do not understand the daily routine and expectations 
as well as how they progress through the program (i.e. behavioral management system, achieving 
SMART case plan goals, etc.) and believe everything is based on staff emotions of the day.   
 
Most juvenile facilities have a formal process for gathering youth input, which is an indication of 
a healthy facility environment. In terms of grievances, the agency should have a policy that 
describes the formal process for filing a grievance in a way that youth understand and may utilize. 
Part of the intake process (if not currently occurring) should include providing youth with an 
example of grievance form, a description of their rights   and a clear explanation of the process for 
filing a grievance.  Equally as important, Lookout Mountain would benefit from a formal process 
in place to gather youth input on a regular basis. There was mention of a quasi-youth council which 
meets regularly to provide input into the program and discuss unit issues (and solutions) but no 
evidence could be found of these occurrences. The consultants would encourage increased levels 
of youth involvement and encourage the facility to create a formal mechanism for youth input 
outside of the grievance process. This process creates ownership on behalf of youth and will foster 
better engagement in treatment while youth are in DYS care. 
 
There appears to be a breakdown or no evidence to demonstrate that the facility has or is working 
toward more positive relationships with their local communities. This is typically seen in facilities 
having an active volunteer program, bringing healthy role models to the facility to donate their 
time with youth. It is understood that the screening process currently in place in Colorado is 
prohibitive, however effort to develop and maintain a volunteer program has shown to be helpful 
in the rehabilitation of youth in Juvenile Justice.  Community support is a critical factor in a 
program’s success.  
 
The agency is in the process of standardizing the operational procedures across the division. This 
standardization will increase efficiency across the system, provide clear guidance/expectations to 
staff, and allow for continuity for those youth who may reside in several facilities throughout their 
stay with DYS. The consultants applaud the agency for devoting the time and resources to this 
investment.  
 
Areas for Improvement and Recommendations 
 
As previously mentioned, the agency is implementing a number of significant changes including 
additional evidence-based treatment models in the facility; quality control mechanisms; and safety 
and security measures. As expected, some facility staff are embracing these changes while others 
struggle. As a result, staff fears for safety have increased.  It is important that the agency recognizes 
these fears and takes steps to discuss them with staff and determine appropriate steps to alleviate 
these fears. There is a feeling of unrest and uneasiness within the overall atmosphere of the facility, 
this unrest and fear for safety most certainly impact the relationship between staff and youth and 
contributes the number of incidents of violence. This is typical for all systems undergoing change. 
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The following areas for improvement have been identified and recommendations for enhancement 
have been provided. The agency and facility leaders will need to prioritize these recommendations 
based on perceived value/impact on the agency’s overall mission and key goals.  
 
Recommendation: Increase support for facility managers and direct care staff through regular site 
visits. DYS has experienced difficult times in the past year that have included issues around 
retention.  These crisis situations often lead to staff feeling overworked and not supported by upper 
management. While most facility managers stated they felt support by the DYS Executive Team, 
the suggestion was offered to increase the Executive Team’s presence at the facilities through 
regular site visits. It is important that these site visits not be conducted only in response to serious 
incidents but also as part of routine “check-ins” to take advantage of opportunities to praise the 
good work being done with youth. These positive visits will demonstrate support for facility 
leadership, mid-level managers, and direct care staff and consequently increase staff morale.   
 
In addition, when a post-incident visit must occur, the Executive Team should be aware of its 
communication style and messaging. Consistent with the agency’s trauma-informed care and 
strengths-based approach, the team should highlight what facility staff did well in handling the 
significant event (i.e. staff using de-escalation strategies; staff “tapping out” and asking another 
staff to step in when s/he was not effective in de-escalating youth, etc.). While it is important to 
provide constructive feedback, it is critical for leadership to remember that significant incidents 
are traumatic for both youth and staff and staff are doing their best with the skills they have. The 
Executive Team is encouraged to make a concerted effort to find opportunities to praise managers 
and direct care staff.  
 
Recommendation: Increase cohesiveness among all levels of facility staff through open dialogue 
during regular monthly meetings, specific team building exercises, activities, retreats, etc. 
Consider implementing cycle-trainings that include staff from the different sites and/or programs, 
this would allow an opportunity to build comradery and support, while obtaining necessary 
training. This will increase understanding and support for one another as well as breakdown any 
myths that currently exist (i.e. certain unit are the “gang” units while others do not hold youth 
accountable, etc.) 
 
Recommendation: Develop specific strategies for overcoming staff resistance to change and 
increasing staff engagement or “buy-in.” This work can be done using a brainstorming exercise 
with facility staff during a monthly meeting and developing a formal action plan on how to 
implement these strategies (i.e. lead, specific activity, target dates, etc.) 
 
Recommendation: Create a formal communication plan around the agency policy on staff 
recognition. If DYS chooses to implement this recommendation it will be critical to gather ideas 
from all levels of staff to include direct care staff on what they view as meaningful rewards and 
ways to communicate. This discussion should also include ideas on the frequency of formal 
recognition. 
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(https://youtu.be/TRqJd_tZh1A). Included in these regular discussions with youth should be 
the youth’s right to contact an advocacy center and/or the State of Colorado sexual abuse hotline 
number. This contact information should be displayed on zero tolerance posters throughout all 
facilities.   
 
Recommendation: Develop a detailed response protocol for allegations of sexual abuse and 
provide formal training to all staff. This protocol should include separating the victim and 
perpetrator; preserving the scene (and evidence); contacting the rape advocacy center; transporting 
youth to hospital for a SANE exam (Sexual Assault Nurse Examiner), etc. Having a detailed 
protocol ensures allegations of sexual abuse and sexual assault are handled effectively and ensures 
the safety of all staff and youth.   
 

Programming 
 
Evidence-based practice literature in juvenile justice have shown programs that have the greatest 
impact on youth (reducing the likelihood to recidivate) are those that have structured treatment 
activities between 35 and 50 hours per week (including school hours). Onsite visits revealed that 
the facility is not conducting treatment groups throughout the week and on weekends. Suggested 
treatment groups include the below and /or other evidence-based groups that are appropriate to the 
population and support the individual treatment plan (provided only to serve as examples and are 
not an all-inclusive list):  

o Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) – 1 ½ hours, 1x week 
o Thinking for a Change (1 ½ hour, 1 x week) 
o Seeking Safety (1 ½ hours, 1x week) 
o Relapse Prevention (1 ½ hours, 1 x week) 
o Why Try (1 hour, 1 x week)  

All direct care staff need to be formally trained on these treatment groups. In addition, direct care 
staff are to be responsible for co-facilitating these groups. Research shows that staff involvement 
in programming increases a sense of purpose and commitment to the program and ultimately, 
improves staff morale.  
 
All units should be required to conduct regular fidelity checks of treatment groups. These fidelity 
assessments include group observation, completing a fidelity form, and providing the group 
facilitator with feedback. The fidelity check would include areas such as how well the facilitator 
was prepared; did the facilitator follow the manual; did they demonstrate appropriate listening 
skills; pacing of the group; whether facilitator used verbal praise, tangible reinforcers, and 
appropriate punishers to discourage inappropriate behaviors; did the facilitator teach the new skill 
by first explaining the skill, modeling the skill, and then having youth practice/role play the skill 
(providing youth feedback). Ensuring treatment is a recipe for success in terms of producing 
positive youth/program outcomes. 
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DYS should develop specific programming guidelines for Lookout Mountain (i.e. wake up, group 
at 6 AM; school, etc.) as well as detailed descriptions of the transition and aftercare processes (i.e. 
how to assess aftercare needs; transition team meetings; aftercare planning; specific steps and 
responsibilities of staff; documentation requirements, etc.). In addition, the agency manual should 
outline the criteria for what a youth must do to “complete” the program and includes several 
checklists to ensure quality services are provided (i.e. intake checklists, fidelity forms, monitoring 
sheets that track generalizing of skills in the youth’s high-risk areas etc.).  
 
Similarly, a review of current team meeting structure revealed the agency may want to revise their 
policy to be more comprehensive and trauma focused. All plans should include client strengths 
and weaknesses; SMART goals that reflect each of the risk need assessment domains; and a 
tentative discharge plan. Consistent with the individualized treatment approach, DYS should 
consider using a Specialized Intervention Form (SIF) to help organize strategies for youth who are 
struggling. The SIF outlines specific youth behaviors; expected behavior change; and 
strategies/interventions that will be used to support youth moving in the right direction. The SIF 
plans reviewed were clear, comprehensive, and provided specific examples of expected behaviors 
and support strategies. In addition, youth should be included in the team meetings and group report 
outs should not be used to learn of progress or lack thereof.  
 
Interviews with staff and facility leaders indicate there is not a strong relationship with the local 
community. The consultants would encourage DYS to incorporate numerous volunteers regularly 
participating in facility activities and donating time to work with youth on a weekly basis. 
Examples of volunteers include individuals from local churches, Wild Life Foundation volunteers, 
yoga instructors, musicians, and actors from a local improvisation theater, to name a few.   
 
 
Areas for Improvement and Recommendations 
 
Recommendation: The agency may consider adopting or creating additional 
assessments/questionnaires to measure other responsivity factors such as personality 
characteristics, hobbies, and interests for both staff and youth. Assessing staff professional skills, 
goals, and personal hobbies coupled with having youth complete a short questionnaire inquiring 
about their interests, hobbies, and personality characteristics will allow the program to more 
effectively match youth to their staff advocate. Doing so, will help establish a working relationship 
between two individuals with shared interests. In addition, understanding staff’s professional goals 
and interests will allow the program to support staff in achieving these goals by providing them 
personal growth opportunities (i.e. co-facilitating specific treatment groups).   
 
Recommendation: The behavior management system is not working as it should and is ineffective 
in reducing incidents of violence and/or providing adequate incentives to improve youth behaviors.   
In fact, it was discovered the previous facility director discontinued the behavior management 
system all together. The BMS needs to be reinstituted and staff re-trained on the program. DYS 
should offer several incentives to encourage youth progress in treatment, facilities should continue 
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to work with youth and staff to increase the number and types of reinforcers/incentives. Youth 
needs are ever-changing and incentives must be individualized. Ideas to consider are an individual 
lunch with the facility Superintendent (takeout from a favorite restaurant); special hair products; 
one day to wear his favorite personal t-shirt; first choice seat selection during movie night, etc. 
 
Recommendation: The agency should work to create a program schedule with meaningful 
activities that does not require youth to be in their rooms during shift change, shower time, and/or 
during other regular operational activities. Room confinement time seems to be significant as it 
relates to these operational confinement periods. This is another area where community volunteers 
could be helpful. Research shows separation from the group on a regular basis can trigger trauma 
and lead to acting out behaviors.  Finally, the PbS data related to the daily activity logs, needs to 
be tracked more efficiently and in a manner, which ensures data integrity.  
 
Recommendation: Due process is lacking or is non-existent within the youth disciplinary process. 
Due process has been replaced with the “intervention and sanctions” process. Agency leadership 
should review and restore due process to the disciplinary procedures. Finally, there is a lack of 
consequences for youth, particularly those involved in serious incidents, such as a staff assault.  
The agency needs to review the disciplinary sanctions and consequences to ensure adequate 
sanctions for serious offenses.  
 
Recommendation: It is suggested that the agency immediately reinstitute Religious Services. The 
consultants were told that Religious Services were placed on hold for several weeks. However, 
this is a constitutional right and needs to be the highest priority.   
 
Recommendation: Work to enhance family engagement practices. Family engagement is an 
important element for facility and youth success.  Families have extraordinary strengths and help 
create healthier facility environments.   
 
Recommendation: It is suggested that all facilities adopt the practice of providing monthly 
training refreshers during all-staff meetings. Power Point presentations and corresponding talking 
points could be developed for and used by Leadership or designees each month. Topics to consider 
include adolescent brain development, verbal de-escalation, teaching youth skills, positive youth 
development, staff positioning, etc. These trainings should include experiential learning exercises 
whenever possible. 
 
Recommendation: Continue to devote resources to implementing vocational certification 
programs for youth in DYS facilities (i.e. plumbing, carpentry, etc.). Trade certifications greatly 
increase the likelihood a youth will find employment and consequently, continue to engage in 
prosocial activities. The agency is in the process of increasing the vocational opportunities at 
Lookout Mountain. The consultants would encourage including vocational programs such as 
welding, robotics, landscaping, and construction (i.e. sheet rocking, tiling, flooring, etc.) as well 
as for DYS to continue to explore vocational programs that will allow youth to earn certification 
in specific trades.    
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Recommendation: DYS should ensure that a formal structure exists requiring active youth 
participation in the treatment planning process. Youth engagement may include youth advocating 
for level advancement and/or presenting to the treatment team evidence of behavioral progress. 
These expectations should be clearly described in the youth and parent manuals. 
 
Best practices show programs with the best outcomes are those in which youth are actively 
involved in the development and tracking of their treatment goals. At the time of the onsite visit, 
some facilities required youth to be actively engaged in advocating for their behavior level and 
privileges, while others did not.  
 
Recommendation: Facilities may benefit from additional training and guidance on how best to 
work with gang-affiliated youth. During the onsite visit, staff identified this as an area of need. 
 
Recommendation: DYS should reconsider whether the implementation of their current model is 
the best model given the facility make-up.  It should also be noted that both staff and youth are 
confused about the model and it appears to be having a negative impact throughout the facility.  
Staff reported that the model was introduced poorly and was implemented poorly.  Staff and youth 
are confused as to which behavioral model they are supposed to be following and which rules 
apply.   
 
Recommendation: Ensure all youth and family manuals are written using language that is easily 
understood by most individuals and not simply a mirror image of agency procedures. All manuals 
should clearly explain the program’s philosophy; type and purpose of treatment groups; the 
behavioral level system and daily ratings; privileges and consequences; and other important 
program information.  
 

Quality Assurance 
 
DYS has had a solid system of risk controls to ensure programs operate consistent with agency 
expectations for several years. The system includes: 

• Audits conducted by the State of Colorado Department of Human Services, Quality 
Assurance/Quality Improvements division; and  

 
Quality Assurance/Quality Improvement (QAQI) oversight has been in place for several 
years. In reviewing some of the recent audit reports, there were non- compliant findings cited, 
however nothing collectively was cited as a findings or brought forward to the degree of what we 
are seeing now. 
 
DYS also uses Performance-based Standards (PbS) at Lookout Mountain to continuously monitor 
and improve program outcomes. PbS is a data-driven improvement model that closely examines 
areas of safety, security, order, health and mental health, justice, programming, reintegration, and 
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family and social supports. PbS professionals provide training, technical assistance, and expert 
coaching to assist DYS facility leaders in improving programing and youth outcomes. More than 
200 facilities in 32 states voluntarily participate in PbS.   
 
The agency’s primary internal audit is conducted by the State of Colorado Department of Human 
Services Research and Evaluation Bureau of Quality Assurance. The purpose of the audit is to 
determine a facility’s compliance with agency policies and procedures in the key areas of 
programming, safety security, youth case plan documentation, staff training, facility inspections 
and searches, to name a few.  
 
Recommendation: 

• Although all DYS facilities participate in Performance-based Standards and collect 
isolation data twice a year, the consultants encourage DYS to require its facilities to collect, 
report, and discuss isolation and other critical outcome measures a minimum of monthly. 
This will ensure facilities adhere to agency expectations and assist in maintaining a culture 
of using isolation as a last resort. Most importantly, by establishing a monthly critical 
outcomes measure report, agency and facility leadership will be better able to monitor these 
outcomes and to respond to them in a more efficient and effective manner.  

• Create an automated report to capture isolation, use of restraint, assaults, fights, youth 
without incident, and other critical incident measures and data points regularly and share 
this information with staff to reduce uninformed myths about the facility. 

 

Conclusion 
 
The State of Colorado DYS clearly has committed leadership and is supported by a dedicated team 
of facility leaders and staff members. The agency is working diligently to create a firm foundation 
for success that adjusts to the recent legislative and agency changes that have been substantial and 
have significantly effected operations in the DYS facilities. With the dedicated and caring staff; 
evidence-based treatment and consultations in decision-making; with a highly developed system 
of risk controls/quality assurance, the key pieces are in place for agency and program success.  
  
While the recommendations in this findings report are extensive, they are intended to assist the 
facility in improving agency and facility operations and most importantly to decrease risk to youth 
and staff and improve long term outcomes for youth entrusted to the care of the Colorado DYS.  
 
In concluding, it is important to note that the current situation and level of violence at LMYSC can 
be corrected.  The overall environment and current conditions were brought on by several agency 
level and legislative factors over the course of several years.  The impact of the legislative changes, 
including the elimination of seclusion and the restrictions placed on the agency around “strip” 
searches, without alternative responses in place, played a crucial role in the downturn of the 
facility.  However, these were not the only issues impacting the sudden change in the environment 
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and the increase in the level of violence.  The current conditions and level of violence developed 
as a result of a culmination of these and the other issues raised in this report.  It was the totality of 
these circumstances that resulted in what we see today, the level of violence, the severe drug 
problem, the unsafe conditions, the culture, the atmosphere, staff turnover and the overwhelming 
feelings of anxiety and fear for safety.  
  
The consultants encourage the DYS to identify those recommendations most critical to the agency 
and facility mission and develop a prioritized implementation/corrective action plan to enhance 
the good work currently being done. The level of commitment to improving conditions and 
providing care and treatment for youth is commendable. 
 
Please contact Michael Dempsey at (781) 843-2663 or via email at Michael.dempsey@cjca.net, if 
you have any questions concerning this report.  
 
 




