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“(Re)Incarceration through Group Homes: Testimonios from Chicana/Latina Rebels” examines 

young women’s experiences of group homes—locked and staff secured facilities that offer youth 

mediated forms of freedoms in a liminal space between foster homes and juvenile hall. Through 

testimoninos of six young women and participant observation during my time as a Child Care 

Worker in one such home, I trace their journeys inside and outside correctional institutions. I 

focus on a facility in the California Inland Empire, a site the young women call the “middle of 

nowhere.” Through a historical, geographic, and critical gender lens, my thesis delves into how 

correctional facilities become what I call “corrective gendered spaces”—a corrective and 

gendered space for young women who are seen as delinquent and deviant. It focuses on four 

sections from the testimonios: Taken to the “Middle of Nowhere,” which highlights the process 

by which these young women are taken away from their loved ones and placed in a group home; 

Alone and Punished, which consists of their reflections of their experiences in the home; 
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Corrective Space- Disciplined and Surveillance, which examines their daily activities and lives 

in the home; and  finally Post-Group Home: Resistencia en el Corazon, which reveals what 

happened to these youth after they left placement and the major role the group home experience 

played in their lives. Together, this research pushes us to critically examine institutions that 

claim to have been “reformed,” but that nevertheless maintain the aim of capturing youth and 

incarcerating them. Most importantly, this work amplifies young women’s’ voices and, applying 

an abolitionist perspective, gives insight into the ways these young women envision freedom.  
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Introduction 
 

We were so restricted to do a lot of things... They wanted to control us, they might as well 
[have] bought us inmate uniforms. – Aliana, 19 

 

From the outside, a group home looks like a regular house. It is usually located in a quiet 

neighborhood, typically with a minivan parked outside. However, as soon as you enter it, you 

can tell it is not a regular home. Aliana, one of the girls that was placed at the Esperanza Group 

Home1 shared how staff watched her every movement and told her what to do, causing profound 

frustration. Leslie, another young woman placed in this group home by a court order, shared “the 

phone mounted to the wall was just like in jail,” contributing to her sense of surveillance.2 

Everything in the home is locked, from cabinets to doors to the refrigerator. Group homes, unlike 

a typical home in the neighborhoods they are placed in, are residential houses that hold juvenile 

offenders and wards of the state. They are used by an array of public welfare agencies, including 

juvenile justice, child welfare, and mental health offices, to supervise, monitor, and “care” for 

youth.3 According to the U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, group 

homes usually house 5-15 clients, who are forcibly placed there through court orders and 

interactions with public agencies.  

Government officials often describe these homes as a mediary in form of containment: 

less restrictive than juvenile detention centers, but more restrictive than family foster care 

 
1 I use Pseudonyms for the young women’s name and also for the group home. It is important to give the 
group home a pseudonym so the young women that I interviewed would not be traced. I choose the name 
Esperanza, which translates to “hope”—in this case the institution of the group home has ho[e for these 
girls to be reformed and domesticated and on the other hand, the young women have hope to one day 
have peace and leave this place. 
2 Interview with Leslie, 2017.  
3 Ryan, Joseph P., Jane Marie Marshall, Denise Herz, and Pedro M. Hernandez. 2008. “Juvenile 
Delinquency in Child Welfare: Investigating Group Home Effects.” Children and Youth Services Review, 
doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2008.02.004. 
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placements. Unlike locked facilities, group homes are staff-secured with fewer restraints on how 

youth can interact within the community. 4 According to state agents, group homes offer youth 

mediated forms of freedoms in a liminal space between prisons and foster homes. In this study, 

however, I counter this narrative by drawing on the experiences of young women who have lived 

in group homes. Through the testimonios of six young women, with whom I spoke on multiple 

occasions over six years, I argue that although group homes claim to replicate a home 

environment, they are not meeting the crucial requirements necessary for supporting young 

women’s mental and emotional well-being. Conversely, these homes are replicating a form of 

corrective punishment through geospatial isolation and systems of incarceration that surveil their 

behavior, all while implying they do the opposite. Consequently, I demonstrate that group homes 

are part of a prison continuum that has long aimed to capture and incarcerate youth. The case of 

group homes reveals this process as it manifests in places that I argue act as “corrective gendered 

spaces.” 

Where state and federal prisons are gaining increased attention with the growth of critical 

prison studies, my work draws important attention to the lesser-known system of group homes, 

which are emblematic of privatization facilities within the neoliberal prison-industrial complex. 

For example, Aliana, a Chicana who was 16 years old when she was transferred to Esperanza 

Group Home from juvenile hall in 2012, underscored how group homes share more in common 

with juvenile detentions than state agencies would suggest: 

A lot of the rules were unnecessary and super strict. Mostly of all of them (laughs) if they 
could keep us like prisoners, I think they would, or that’s just how I sometimes felt. Some 

 
4 Curtis, Patrick A., Gina Alexander, and Lisa A. Lunghofer. 2001. “A Literature Review Comparing the 
Outcomes of Residential Group Care and Therapeutic Foster Care.” Child and Adolescent Social Work 
Journal 18(5):377–92. 
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staff realized that we were humans, we’re not freaking inmates, we’re girls, we’re 
teenagers, we’re not saints you know, but very few.  

Aliana’s reflections about the regime of surveillance inside the group home is one of the 

testimonios, or voices of resistance, on which this project is principally based. Her experience is 

one example among many of how prison-like conditions permeate group homes.  

The daily schedule, constant surveillance, random drug tests, searches, visits from social 

workers and probation officers, and overall disciplinary space of the home blurs the differences 

one might believe exists between a group home and a juvenile hall, and other traditional 

correctional facilities. Indeed, according to the non-profit research organization Prison Policy 

Initiative, around 15,400 youth exist outside traditional correctional facilities in more 

“residential” style facilities that are “less restrictive,” with variation. These facilities range from 

secure military-style boot camps to group homes where youth can leave and attend work or 

school (Sawyer, 2019). Many youth (78%)  continue to be held in “locked facilities rather than 

staff-secured, and conditions in some of these facilities are reportedly worse than prisons” 

(Sawyer, 2019).  Moreover, the Prison Policy Initiative highlights that “9 out of 10 youth in these 

more residential facilities are in residential treatment facilities or group homes” (Sawyer, 2019). 

That is, of the youth held in residential facilities, a large share of them live in group homes. 

Given these circumstances, young women in group homes often developed a rebellious 

attitude and “resistant responses” to the State’s efforts to control them, such as breaking the 

rules, defying the dress code, and even running away. Throughout this study, I analyze and 

explore not only the profound and varied ways that group homes function as a site of 

incarceration—one with strong gendered and racial elements—but I also foreground these young 

women’s testimonios in order to prioritize their stories of resistance as critical lenses into the 

http://arknews.org/index.php/2018/02/14/locked-away-and-forgotten/
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distinct methods of carcerality taking place in group homes. I define their resistance according to 

their daily activities, struggles, and defiance to the group home’s rules. This understanding of 

resistance is similar to what Robin D. G. Kelley calls “infrapolitics” and “hidden transcripts,” 

which he defines as every-day forms of resistance in survival among the Black working-class. In 

Freedom Dreams (1994), Kelley maps the unorganized and clandestine actions of the Black 

working-class: talking loudly on a streetcar or leaving work early to go to dance halls and clubs. 

Similarly, in this study, I unpack how young women resist through everyday actions: defying 

rules, cursing, and refusing to do their chores, among other actions.  Through these testimonios, I 

aim to help both scholars and policy makers understand these young women’s embodied 

experiences and resistance.  

Testimonios are a central part of this project. As I will argue, youth voices are important 

to hear and value as archival material because they demonstrate how group homes function as an 

underrecognized form of carcerality and youths’ resistance to these institutions. Thus, each of the 

one-on-one qualitative interview I conducted covers a series of topics: the process by which 

these young women are placed in a group home and are taken away from their loved ones, their 

reflections on the group home itself, their daily activities, the surveillance and monitoring 

behavior they experienced, and their experiences after being released from the group home. Each 

of these topics reveals the vulnerability of youth, as well as their resilience. Most importantly, 

their testimonios highlight their experiences and amplify their narration of their own lives in the 

juvenile justice system.  

This study is guided by the following four questions: How can we understand the ways 

group homes domesticate and control young girls? How does this knowledge encourage a more 
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critical lens when studying institutions that claim to operate differently than traditional 

correctional facilities? How do young women use their own agency to respond to or resist these 

systems? And, how do we imagine new ways to both support youth and build a future with this 

population? 

 
In the following sections, I map out the background context of group homes, including 

how they work and who is included in their placements. The literature review then outlines the 

conversations of abolitionists’ and activists’ scholarship, as well as historians and feminist 

geographers who speak on the criminalization of youth, carceral feminism, and the concept of 

home. Moreover, I elaborate on my chosen method of testimonios by weaving in literature on 

oral histories and also unpacking the distinct and urgent insights that testimonios offer the 

experiences of the young women who have been placed in Esperanza Group Home. The 

remainder of the study analyzes the testimonios of six young women, for which I use the 

pseudonyms: Aliana, Jennifer, Jessica, Lola, Annie and Leslie. I position the testimonios as 

examples of what Kelly Lytle-Hernandez calls “rebel archives,” by which she means collective 

archives that were left behind and tell a powerful story within the community.  Ultimately, then, 

I argue that these testimonios must be archived in our communities and public libraries if we 

hope to break the chains of oppression and offer youth a compassionate and just future. 

Background: Group Homes 

While the total number of youth in the juvenile justice system has declined in recent 

years, young women are a growing share of those arrested, detained, and committed. This study 

focuses on young women ages 12-18 who have historically been marginalized due to their race 

class, and gender and whose behavior has been domesticated based on gendered roles, such as 

being obedient, lady-like, focusing on childcare, housekeeping, and religiosity. This 
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criminalization has a long legacy that is grounded in the history of boarding schools, reformatory 

schools, and, most recently, group homes.  

Where at the national level African American and American Indian girls have the highest 

rates of residential placement, in California it is Latinas who hold the record. According to the 

Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement in California, “female non-Hispanic black and 

American Indian adolescents have the highest rates of residential placement” (OJJDP, 2017). 

Young girls of color from ages 11 to 17 who are Black, Latina, American Indian, and Asian have 

experienced a rising rate of 370,596 arrests to 390,712, which is a 5.4% increase from 2015 to 

2017 (2017, OJJDP). Furthermore, the Office of Juvenile Justice Department and Delinquency 

Prevention (OJJDP) demonstrates in their Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement that in 

2015 there was a significant disparity in residential placements in the state of California by race, 

with a population that was 55 percent Hispanic and 28 percent Black compared to 13 percent of 

white (2017, OJJDP). Today, young girls account for one of four youths arrested in America. 

Despite this fact, young girls are often ignored in the juvenile justice system after their arrest and 

sentencing. These girls are often dismissed as being poor in character, sexually immoral, 

incorrigible, and bad girls. 

The explicit function of youth group-homes are to serve so-called troubled youth in a 

residential setting and to support them as they transition to adulthood. According to the 

Esperanza Group Home’s mission statement, these residential programs presume to help youth 

by providing a “normal home environment,” counseling, education, and independent living skill 

development. In most group homes, staff members are predominately Latinx and Black. The 

staff “parent the youth” with daily routines consisting of chores, meals, schools, outings, and 
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extracurricular activities and provide help with job searches, college enrollment, and independent 

living. While these are the stated goals of group homes, in practice, this is rarely the case. Rather, 

most staff duties center around surveillance and policing of the youths’ behavior. That is, the 

explicit function of the group homes is support while the implicit function is criminalization. 

In this study, I draw on the insights of literature on deviance, gender deviant, and 

crime/criminality to understand how youth, particularly youth of color, have as been interpreted 

and targeted within the juvenile justice system.  We can understand deviant behavior as 

“behavior which is organizationally defined, processed, and treated as ‘strange,’ ‘abnormal,’ 

‘theft,’ ‘delinquent,’ etc., by the personnel in the social system which has produced the rate (of 

crime).”5 Criminologist Anthony Platt explains this term sociologically, connecting it with how 

different forms of behavior come to be defined as deviant within a society, how individuals 

manifesting such behaviors are organizationally processed to produce rates of deviant behavior 

among segments of the population, and how acts that are officially and unofficially defined as 

deviant are generated by such conditions as family organization. Therefore, these acts of 

deviance are constructed and determined by a large societal scale toward certain groups 

particularly the most marginalized people. 

Another central term I draw upon is Sarah Haley’s definition of gender deviance, a term I 

build on to advance the framework of “corrective gendered space.” Haley speaks on the 

attachment of deviance toward Black women in the chain-gang era. She explains that dominant 

perceptions of Black women as not having white standardized fragility and beauty was 

 
5 Anthony M. Platt, The Child Savers: The Invention of Delinquency (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1969).  
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associated with deviancy. She writes, “Perceived ugliness was one attribute that defined black 

women's deviance from the category 'woman' and justified their imprisonment and assault during 

the nadir of American race relations, from the end of Reconstruction through the Progressive 

era” (Haley 2016, 20). This “perceived ugliness” contradicted the ideal of womanhood, which 

was based on whiteness, fragility, and familial tendencies. Any woman that did not fit this 

description fit the gender deviant label and were to be domesticated.  

This project is also concerned with the notion of crime. Crime, like race, is a social 

construct. It is a behavior or practice that is forbidden by law and subject to punishment, in our 

society, by the government. Critical criminologists scholars Elizabeth Brown and George 

Bargainer define crime as constructed in two parts—“both in terms of what gets defined as crime 

in the penal code (and the related issues of what is enforced, punished more harshly, or ignored 

altogether) and what society comes to deem as the most important types of behavior deserving of 

the exercise of state violence. This means that the particular types of behavior called crimes and 

the various responses to them through the criminal justice system have long been key sites for 

political contestation and negotiation.” 6  Recognizing crime as a social construct is important 

because it acknowledges that people with power, rather than a collective or community, decide 

what is considered moral and immoral youth behavior. These judgements then determine 

decisions about who is incarcerated in juvenile halls or placed in group homes, based on the 

types of crimes they have committed. Related to crime, Criminality is often used to refer to 

criminal characteristics attributed to a specific person, such as a past criminal past record or a 

past action and behaviors that were committed such as theft, vandalism, assaults such as fighting, 

 
6 Elizabeth Brown and George Bargainer, Race and Crime: Geographies of Injustice (Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2018).  
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and public disturbance. Gilberto Rosas refers to criminality and delinquency as constituting 

subjugated realms of knowledge and antinormative practices that suffer erasure in those 

academic formulations that privilege a politics of affirmation (2012).   

Persistent ideas about deviant behavior, gender deviance, and criminality maintain the 

presumption that since these young women broke laws, committed a crime, and have been to 

juvenile hall, they must continue to be criminalized. One way the girls continue to experience 

these characterizations, and how it is replicated in the group home setting, is via staff in the 

group home who have access to what is referred to by staff as the girls’ history packets. The 

packet defines the young women by their offenses, delinquency record, family history, abuse, 

and educational background, among other aspects. I will return to these in order to demonstrate 

the ways in which these young women are criminalized in these settings.  

The history packets defines and shapes the girls’ experiences from the moment they enter 

a group home. Yet, management of youth behavior extends to their social relations, as well as 

their appearance. For instance, when a new young woman is placed in a home, she receives an 

introduction to the rules, regulations, and the consequences of non-compliance. This instruction 

provides a sense of a controlled (and controlling) environment as soon as she steps into the 

home. In terms of social relations, there are a limited number of phone calls girls can make 

beyond their social worker and/or probation officer. Who they are allowed to call depends on 

their status (probation or social work), which is determined by the court based on the crime they 

commit. The impact of these restrictions on their social relations is compounded by the fact that 

they are not allowed to have cell phones in the group home or internet access. In regard to their 

appearance, there is a strict dress-code that the girls are required to follow: no short-shorts, no 
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revealing clothing, and no gang-affiliated attire. The inverse requirement is that they have to be 

properly groomed, act like sophisticated ladies, and by presentable when in public—ideas that 

are steeped in racialized and gendered norms with long histories, which I will return to. 

Furthermore, they are assigned chores that rotate weekly. These include washing dishes, 

sweeping, mopping, gardening, setting up dinner, and cooking. They are also required to make 

their bed every morning and clean their room. If this is not completed, they receive “restriction.” 

Restriction is another way of being grounded for defying the rules and includes restrictions on 

phone calls, watching television, and spending time outside, among other consequences.  

History packets and restrictions on social relations are further heightened through staff 

documentation. “Dailies”— which are reports by staff documenting the young women’s behavior 

and activities throughout the day— include the group home’s schedule and how girls respond 

and adhere to their strict schedule. The annotations they receive throughout the day have a major 

impact on the young women. In a second, their day can change based on negative or positive 

evaluations by staff. Through the daily, common and everyday behaviors are translated to 

deviant acts. Languages deemed as inappropriate, such as cursing or even speaking a non-

English language, are reported on dailies. Disobedience in the dress code, instructions, chores, 

and even attitude are also written down. Alternatively, behaviors deemed as positive, such as 

helping staff out, being friendly, or helping other girls in the group home are also reported. In the 

findings, I will demonstrate more about the functions of the group home and how the young 

women explained them.   
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Literature Review  
 

This literature review examines the ways that scholars look at gender violence, 

punishment, discipline, and carcerality. I also explore activist scholars’ work on incarceration, 

focusing on women of color. These scholars offer conversations about women that are often 

devalued. Moreover, their gendered analysis and abolitionist lens—the act of getting rid of a 

system, practice or institution that causes oppression and dehumanization toward marginalized 

people—makes conversations around carceral studies and interdisciplinary fields crucial to 

imagining ways to free youth from places that continue to punish them. My work elaborates on 

abolition scholarship to bring traditionally excluded voices into the field, especially youth. In 

order to do this project, we must recognize two specific aspects of this work. First, we must 

recognize how state violence specifically excerpts violence on women of color and, secondly, we 

must recognize how punishment and discipline have been used as assimilationist tools toward 

women of color in order to normalize a heteronormative domestic gendered sphere.  

During the past decades, women of color researchers such as Juanita Diaz-Cotto, Beth 

Richie, Andrea J. Ritchie, Julia Sudbury, Martha Escobar, Victoria Law, and many more have 

been involved in progressive social movements and have examined the intersections of race, 

class, gender, and sexual orientation and how they frame women’s experiences in the criminal 

justice system. The criminal justice system includes organizations responsible for passing 

criminal laws, preventing crime, and apprehending, processing, and supervising offenders. These 

researchers show how discriminatory policies lead to not only the disproportionate 

criminalization of women of color and their treatment while incarcerated, but also the systematic 

causes behind the persecutions of women of color by criminal justice systems and state agencies. 
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From the important research that activist scholars work on, such as alternative ways to 

deconstruct criminalization and to bring awareness to marginalized communities, policy makers 

and professionals in the juvenile justice system utilize it to create new and reformed laws and 

policies for juveniles.  

Policy maker reformists have been trying to reduce sentences by intervening with youth 

before they are incarcerated. The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) 

consensus study report states:  

Major reforms have been occurring for the past two decades, reducing the use of detention 
and secure confinement; improving conditions of confinement, closing large institutions 
and reinvesting in community-based programs, and retaining most offending juveniles in 
the juvenile justice system rather than transferring them to the criminal justice system 
(McCarthy, Schiraldi, and Shark 2016). 

Although reforms in the juvenile justice system are seen as necessary, it is unclear how effective 

they are or how dangerous they can be. We can see this in terms of where youth are placed 

within these reforms. There are nearly 53,000 youths that are held every day in facilities away 

from their home as a result of juvenile or criminal justice involvement. These facilities include a 

diverse range of detention centers, long-term secure facilities, adult prisons and jails, residential 

treatment groups, and group homes. Further, a very small section of these institutions are 

composed of diagnostics centers, boot camps, shelters, and ranch/wilderness camps. “Reforms” 

tend only to alternate language, rather than significantly transform the aim and purposes of these 

facilities, in this case to liberate youth from being punished. Therefore, abolition action is 

necessary in order to avoid perpetrate the same punishments and carceral conditions experienced 

by youth. 

Prison abolitionists believe there should be more than reforms if we hope to construct a 

just society for the most vulnerable people—BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and People of Color), 
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poor, working class, queer, non-gendered conforming, people with mental illness and disabilities. 

There has been a long history of those who deserve and those who do not. In regard to women, 

the state supports those who are closer to whiteness and the ideal woman figure, as opposed to 

women of color. Abolitionist and activist scholar Beth Richie emphasizes, “Losing one’s 

children through actions of the state pushes women outside of the sphere where they are 

considered ‘real women’ deserving of ‘real protection’ however paternalistic that protection be” 

(114). Richie argues there is no justice for these women that are not considered “real women” 

and are deemed undeserving of attention or care by the state. In a traditionally heteronormative, 

patriarchal society like the United States, in which women are seen as fundamentally responsible 

for raising children and being domestic housewives, not all women in society are seen as morally 

good, pure, and “real” enough to be worthy to deserve protection. There is the added dimension 

of racism that informs this perception of women. Richie writes, “Black women are not 

considered ‘real women’ therefore they do not count to get protection from the government”—

instead their “deviant” family arrangements, their “non-normative” sexuality and their 

“inadequate” parenting are paraded as excuses for their victimization (119). She continues,  

Black women and marginalized women who do not fit into the traditional image of an 
innocent victim, will not receive the protection of a prison nation. And, if she is a 
prostitute, an active substance abuser, undocumented woman, the most marginalized or a 
woman who learns that the state will not protect her she is even less likely to be served by 
the criminal legal system’s very general response to male violence (124).  

 
My work builds on Richie’s conversation about marginalized women that are not being served 

justice, from Indian boarding schools to the reformatory all-girls schools to youth in group 

homes, where girls continue to be locked away in different places due to reforms. Women and 

welfare reforms emphasized on the racially defined gendered script that played out on the “good” 

white mothers who were able to stay home during the 60s in a welfare reform and “good” black 
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mothers must continue working. This elaborates on who is deserving of the protection of the 

state and who is not.  

My work further draws on the work of abolitionist and activist scholar Sarah Haley, who 

examines gendered systems of labor exploitation in the 19th century. She explores the lives of 

imprisoned women who were forced to work for private white families before their prison 

sentences were completed. In No Mercy Here: Gender, Punishment, and the Making of Jim 

Crow Modernity, Haley examines how this new system created a “public-private partnership 

whereby both state employees and ordinary women became wardens, controlling the social lives, 

labors, and futures of imprisoned African-American women” (4).  Haley’s work is part of a 

larger body of scholarship about the centrality of women and gender in histories of racial 

violence.  

Richie and Haley’s groundbreaking work on racial and gender violence in feminist 

carceral studies reveals that scholarship of the mainstream feminist movement is missing critical 

experiences that inform what it means to be a woman in this society, particularly those whose 

lives are fully at the mercy of the state. Haley coins the term “gender deviant” to examine how 

women are cast as deviants based on not only their actions, but very existence. The gender 

deviant challenges the normative white-gender identity championed by the state and society. 

Haley points out the gender deviant is formed by those women who do not fit the dominant 

category of “womanhood,” in this case “white womanhood.” This ideal womanhood was based 

on whiteness, fragility, having a family, and deemed as good mothers. Any woman that did not 

fit this category was considered a threat to white hegemonic society and deemed undeserving of 

protection or justice. Richie and Haley have argued that the state claims most marginalized 

deviant women are undeserving and emphasize the racial intersection of gender violence. They 
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both ground abolitionist frameworks in their work and emphasize how this history must be 

looked at in order to abolish gender violence and carceral punishment. This is the body of work 

that I situate in order to be able to imagine freeing youth in corrective gendered spaces.  

While the last section focused on the broad and dominant literature of feminist abolition 

work, this next section looks at the literature on familial and heteronormative homes through two 

historical sites in California that illustrate how young women, specifically Indigenous girls and 

Chicanas/Latinas, have been placed in state-run homes. My work draws on geographic 

conceptions of “home” and what home has meant to scholars in geography, history, and gender 

studies. While in the dominant literature of gender, abolition, and carceral studies, group homes 

are not yet recognized as sites of incarceration, these examples demonstrate the long historical 

trajectory of taking youth from their own communities and domesticating/punishing them as 

‘criminals’ based on their race, culture, and identity in Southern California. Places such as these 

are critical to understanding the entrenched patterns and logics of group homes that continue to 

shape them today.  

Black Feminist Sociologist, Patricia Hill Collins, explores the notion of “family ideal”—

the idealization of the traditional family as a private haven through the relations of space, place, 

and territory.7 She expands on traditional family ideal’s idea about space, place, and territory to 

suggest that families, racial groups, and nation-states require their own unique places or 

“homes.” Homes provide spaces of privacy and security for families, races, and nation-states; 

they serve as sanctuaries for group members. These ideas of home, however, rest on idealized, 

privatized spaces where members can feel a sense of belonging. Furthermore, Home “requires 

 
7 Patricia Hill Collins, “It’s All In the family” Intersections of Gender, Race, and Nation,” Hypatia 13, no. 
3 (1998): 67.  
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certain gendered ideas about private and public space.” 8 Collins expands on the connection of 

women being associated with family, home space becomes seen as private, feminized space that 

is distinct from the public, masculinized space that lies outside its borders. The logic of gendered 

spheres of private and public space, women and men again assume distinctive roles; therefore, 

women are expected to remain in their home “place.” These home places then are created in 

distinct ways to reform and correct women. These spaces are linked with gender through their 

feminization.  

A useful starting point is provided by Tim Creswell, who provides us with a general 

concept of “home” as a geographical ideal. He writes, “For many the most familiar example of 

place and its significance to people, is the idea of home” (Creswell 2004, 40) However, 

throughout his chapter he emphasizes home being many things. For instance, he draws on Gillian 

Rose to explain how women do not share this rosy and protective view of home/place that 

humanistic geographers and white Americans place at the center of its discipline and normative 

views. Rather, these women view home as unsafe and even as a site of exploitation. This place of 

home is also referred to as masculine and heteronormative space where gender violence occurs. 

In the case of group homes, it is a violent place where young women of color are taken in order 

to be reformed and to fit the category of white womanhood. It is a place that the majority of the 

young women in the group homes have not experienced, yet they are forced to construct this 

place in their lives. Therefore, home as a geographical concept is much more complex than at 

first it might appear.  

The idea of disciplining youth in a corrective way has been implemented historically in 

institutions incarcerating youth in this country. The Sherman Institute in Riverside and the 

 
8 Ibid, 67.  
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Ventura School of Girls are crucial to understanding the place of home in the process of 

criminalizing young women of color in California, such as those I work with. In order to 

understand the ways that reforms happen, we need to understand pivotal— yet not openly 

acknowledged— historical events that changed youths’ lives. Historians trace places where 

youth have been captured to either correct or punish them through residential spaces. The 

domestication of women through Indian boarding schools, in this case taking an in depth look at 

the Sherman Institute in Riverside, is the first place that I examine in this literature review. Then 

I turn to the Ventura School of Girls, an all girls’ reformatory school beginning with the 

incarceration of young women during the Sleepy Lagoon Trial (1942). I look specifically into 

this period as the nation-state is forming and incorporating women to this nation by 

domesticating them into ideal gendered roles; not through education, but rather through 

correctional programs and assimilation. Lastly, I examine how Pachucas—who were Mexican 

American young women who contested the proper feminine and womanhood ideal in the post-

WWII era— generally were criminalized based on their behavior and appearance, and how this 

causes a creation of criminalization for girls through an anti-pachuco, anti-Mexican sentiment in 

the United States. 

Punishment can be seen as many things; in this case it is the consequence of not 

performing or behaving ‘normal.’ By being able to tell the public what is normal, institutions 

hold power not just over people who commit crimes, but overall behaviors. According to Michel 

Foucault, physical punishment and torture were used before incarceration. However, they were 

seen as inefficient.9 He speaks on the use of “gentle” punishment represented by stepping away 

from excessive force and toward a more generalized and controlled means of punishment. 

 
9 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: Random House, 1975).  
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Therefore, pain as punishment was eliminated, but evolved to take people’s rights away. The 

idea of punishment shifted by putting people in prisons and with it came the expansion of the 

carceral state.  

The idea of disciplining youth in a corrective way has a long history of implementation in 

institutions that have been incarcerating youth in this country. The making of Indian Boarding 

schools in the 1800s in the U.S. is an important historical process in the way that youth were 

taken away from their communities. Archuleta, Child, and Lomawaima speak through a settler 

colonialism lens on the removal and elimination of Native American children: “Indian boarding 

schools were key components in the process of cultural genocide against Native cultures, and 

were designed to physically, ideologically, and emotionally remove Indian children from their 

families, homes, and tribal affiliations” (2000, 19). The goal to assimilate and domesticate 

Native Americans into a white American society was vital for the making of white place in this 

country. By stripping youth of their geographic place, language, community, and cultural 

customs, they were also stripping the existence of non-normative and Otherness. Settler 

colonialism is a structure, not an event, that has functioned across education. By removing 

children from their communities, the state was structuring a white gendered society. The purpose 

of these boarding schools served to train students for future jobs that would make them remain in 

domestic and trade jobs, but most importantly to be assimilated into a white middle-class.  

One unique aspect of Indian schools’ vocational training was the “outing program,” 

which meant that teenage boys and girls were placed in rural homesteads and middle-class urban 

households to work as farm hands and domestic servants. Through the outing program, boarding 

school officials encouraged students to enter the homes of the white American middle-class and, 

like a sponge, to soak up their values.”  Moreover, at the Sherman Institute, young women 
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received training in order “to become both good housewives and adept live-in domestic workers” 

(Trafzer, Keller, and Sisquoc 2006, 182). Their work took place in the surrounding white 

community. School teachers and administrators strongly believed that the acculturation of the 

Native students would be brought about by complete immersion in white society. These 

administrators also envisioned the outing system as an opportunity to further train young female 

students as “domestic wage workers,” and good homemakers. The Superintendent Hall 

articulated the goal of the outing system along domestic roles to make a good home:  

[A heavy portion of female instruction] will be devoted entirely to training girls to be 
competent to accept and fill positions in the better homes of California. To succeed in such 
homes the pupils must not only know the practical plan of caring for the homes and 
furnishings, but come in direct contact with the articles of furniture, etc. and know the 
meaning and uses of same, and to arrange a home of their own and receive practical 
instruction as will fit them to make a small home attractive…They will thus learn what home 
means, and the method of making and keeping one. (182) 

 
The meaning of becoming good homemakers and creating homes is fundamental in this reading. 

Through these programs and placements, the women were being molded into that correct 

gendered role model. 

 
The role of becoming a woman and creating a dignified “home” was stressed for young 

women at the Sherman Institute. These young women received advice on “how to conduct 

themselves.” Furthermore, Graduate Student from University of Washington, Seattle,  Katrina A. 

Paxton, argues that the Sherman Boarding school tried to force the Protestant idea of “true 

womanhood” and emphasizes the guidelines that the Sherman Institute had for the outing of girls 

was to be “polite, clean, attentive, and agreeable,” which all reflect the larger Victorian gender 

ethos of the “cult of true womanhood” and “separate spheres” (2006, 183). Similar to the 

functioning of youth group homes today, the Sherman Institute had these guidelines for the girls: 
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1. Never say you don’t know how to do a task that you know but your employer wants done 
differently 

2. Adapt to [your] lady’s way.  
3. Keep your room clean and picked up. 
4. Keep your door open to relieve odor.  

 
Praxton expands on how by living in a white, middle-class home, young Native women received 

hands-on instruction in the “habits of order, of personal cleanliness and neatness, and of industry 

and thrift, which displace the old habits of aimless living, ambition, and shiftlessness” (2006, 

183).  These guidelines are crucial to understand and examine how the place of a home is created 

through a dominant white narrative. A white middle-class perspective defines what constitutes a 

dignified home. Historian Margaret D. Jacobs highlights that from the moment Indigenous 

children arrived at these institutions, white authorities sought to abruptly scrub away the 

children’s prior identities and to immerse them in a new way of life. Equivalently, Jacobs 

describes this process is how these institutions today are continuously using an assimilationist 

tool toward youth.  

Like boarding schools, all-girls reformatory schools not only punished young girls, but 

also ensured they were able to be disciplined in their actions and appearance. California’s Sleepy 

Lagoon Trial of 1942 is a significant event that had a violent turnout for the young women who 

were involved. Historian Miroslava Chávez-Garcia emphasizes the use of the latest theories of 

delinquency, intelligence, heredity, and race intersected and shaped the experiences of children 

and youths of color who, for various reasons, ended up caught in the web of the juvenile justice 

system. The death of young Jose Gallardo Diaz marked a historical period in the ways that youth 

were being criminalized and imprisoned. Diaz was found unconscious and dying near a 

swimming hole known as the Sleepy Lagoon in Commerce, California in 1942. Shortly after 

Diaz was taken to the hospital, he died. In response, the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) 
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was quick to round up six hundred Mexican American youth by a citywide search led by the 

LAPD. Eventually twenty-two to twenty-four alleged members were accused of the murder of 

Diaz. This resulted the Grand Jury indicting twenty-four youth to be charged with conspiracy to 

commit murder and two charges of assault with a deadly weapon. On October 13, 1942 twenty-

two boys ages 16-22 were charged with different verdicts. They were later acquitted. Lesser 

known is that young women were also involved in this trial. 

In most of the reports of the Sleepy Lagoon Trial, there is no mention of the girls that 

were arrested. The young women of the 38th Street Gang refused to testify against the boys during 

the trial. As a result of their refusal, they were sent to the Ventura School for girls without a 

benefit or trial by jury. Miroslava Chávez-Garcia delves into this case and highlights how the 

young women, who called themselves pachucas, were characterized similarly to the men—

deviant, criminals, and gang members. However, the justice system uniquely charged their 

sexuality and morality leading to harsher consequences than the male defendants. Historian 

Elizabeth R. Escobedo explores the criminalization of young pachucas during World War II. 

During this era, young Mexican Americans who identified as Pachucas were labeled as “gang 

affiliated.” They, themselves used this style as a fashion rebel, using the style and behavior as a 

way to challenge ideas of respectability and to assert an identity distinctive from white 

Americans. Pachucas defied a mainstream notion of proper feminine decorum and endangered 

rigid, static definitions of Mexican femininity. The Pachuca came to represent a female figure 

whose dangerous sexuality demanded restraint. This symbolism of a woman that embodied the 

refusal of being Americanized and assimilated was a huge threat to the nation. It is important to 

explore the criminalization of Mexican Americans known as Pachucas and how their gender 

deviancy was criminalized as a radical alternative form of femininity.   
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This case shows how convictions are gendered and how girls are charged punitively for 

betraying normative gender roles. The women were sentenced to a female only state reformatory, 

Ventura School for Girls. The males’ convictions were later overturned on appeal and were 

released after two years of imprisonment, but the girls stayed behind bars until “maturity,” or 

twenty-one years of age. The Ventura School for Girls, where the young women found 

themselves sentenced to placement, was known at the time for its “draconian disciplinary 

measures” (Escobedo 2013, 23). Due to these so-called measures, Escobedo highlights the 

importance of knowing these reformed institutions that punish. “The reformatory known as an 

attractive location and academic prestigious name of which masked a repressive atmosphere, 

typically housed girls with long histories of delinquency, sexual promiscuity, and unsatisfactory 

stays at other reform institutions” (23).    

Escobedo details how the juvenile authorities began to use the words “pachuco-type” and 

“pachuca” to describe several young women of Mexican descent brought before the court. 

According to legal records, a pachuca could typically be identified by her “controversial 

clothing, company, and behavior” (25). The association with cultural identity and even fashion-

attire was easily stereotyped into what constitutes into a criminal or troubled woman in this era, 

or the gender deviant. During this time, these young girls were labeled as “Mexican girl 

hoodlums” (62) and were paroled from the Ventura School, but remained wards of the California 

Youth Authority until they reached twenty-one years of age. To be paroled and wards of the state 

in their everyday lives means not being free. To be on parole means to be released temporarily 

before a sentence, but one needs to be on “good behavior,” meaning obeying rules especially 

those that do not disrupt the public image. To be a “ward of the state” means a minor who is 

placed in legal custody by the state. Because youth are seen as not worth being dignified or 
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rightfully seen as human beings, the state takes control of them and punishes them through a 

reformatory process; a process that continues to operate in carceral institutions such as group 

homes.  

The juvenile court’s treatment of Pachucas reveals the gendered criminalization that 

parallels the experiences of youth in group homes today. Significantly, young women labeled as 

pachucas by the juvenile court were not charged with crimes committed against others. Rather, 

“authorities brought them before the court because they lacked adequate supervision, roamed 

neighborhoods, and stayed out late with companions deemed “undesirable”— allegations based 

largely upon assumptions of pathological, unrestrained sexual behavior” (25).  For instance, 

Escobedo highlights the case of Eva Flores, a fifteen-year old woman brought in the Juvenile 

Court for various crimes, such as intoxication, fighting, failing to return home at night, and petty 

theft. Important here, Eva’s behavior and her style of dress (Pachuca) raised concern among 

juvenile officials. Currently, many young women continue to be arrested for non-violent crimes 

such as these mentioned above.  

As the racialization of place is seen through the making of Indian Boarding schools in the 

Sherman Institute and the Ventura School of Girls, group homes not only continue to incarcerate 

young girls, but also continue to domesticate and train girls to be “good” American women by 

placing them in a home— where they “belong” according to white middle-class norms. Gillian 

Rose emphasizes how even humanities scholarship idealizes “place” as “home.” In regard to the 

home that is being built for these young women of color, it is a violent home that continues to be 

repressive through punitive ideals of gender deviance and criminality.   

 It is important to tie this together in how the past century there has been a profound 

change in involvement of women within the criminal justice system. According to the Sentencing 
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Project, the female prison population stands nearly eight times higher than in 1980. Girls of 

color are much more likely to be incarcerated than white girls; the placement of rate for all girls 

is 47 per 100,000 girls (between 12 and 17 years old). It is important to stress that it is for non-

violent offenses that girls are convicted and taken into group homes. According to the U.S. 

Department of Justice, a nonviolent crime is defined as offenses with property, drug, and public 

order which are not threatful or harmful on actual attack upon a victim. The most typical 

nonviolent crimes involve drug trafficking and/or possession, burglary, and larceny. Eighty 

percent of all girls’ detentions in 2011 were for low-level offenses: 22 percent were for simple 

assaults and public order offenses; 22 percent were for property and drug offenses; 36 percent 

were for status offenses or technical violations. Thirty-eight percent of the lowest level offenses 

include truancy and curfew violations which are from girls, and most importantly more than half 

of youth incarcerated for running away are girls.  

That the places of reform in which young women are incarcerated take on appearance of 

housing is significant. They are being housed as their punishment as criminals in order to be 

reformed as “good” women into white America. Historian Margaret D. Jacobs explains how in 

an attempt to “rehabilitate” prisoners of war, Richard Henry Pratt— the man who originated the 

boarding school ideal of  “killing the Indian and saving the man”--originated the idea of 

organizing the Indian children into military-like companies and drilling them as the military 

trained its recruits” (Jacobs 2009, 26). Participants in the book shared how in those days the 

Indians schools were like jails and ran along military lines. I argue that through the years and the 

constant reforms of slowly killing the Indian and saving the man, today these corrective 

gendered spaces have been killing the gender deviant and saving the ideal womanhood.  
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Methods  

 
This study is based on long-term qualitative interviews (testimonios) that I conducted 

with six young women formerly at the group homes where I once worked in Southern California. 

Between 2015 and 2016, I worked in two group homes in the Inland Empire (IE)—an area that 

the U.S. Census Bureau defines as Riverside- San Bernardino and Ontario metropolitan area east 

of Los Angeles. This work shows how group homes have similar surveillance systems and 

carceral conditions as other correctional institutions. It also demonstrates how group homes are 

replacing the youth’s homes in a geographical location that has historically been marginalized. 

I focus on the Inland Empire (IE), which is about 60 to 100 miles located east from Los 

Angele, where the group homes I analyze are located. The IE is a vital place to do research and 

look more into because it is one the most impoverished places in California. The IE is also 

known for its population growth and warehousing industry that ties the U.S. economy to an 

international trades system that stretches from Los Angeles to the Pacific Ocean.10  There are 

five prisons in the Inland Empire and nine jails, total, in Riverside and San Bernardino Counties. 

There are five jails, or correctional facilities, in Riverside County, all managed by the Sherriff’s 

Department Correction Division, one of the largest jail operations in the state and throughout the 

country.11 There are four main adult jail facilities in San Bernardino County also managed by the 

Sheriff’s Department and other law enforcement agencies that book on average 85,000 people 

annually. 12 Moreover, there are three juvenile halls in San Bernardino County and three juvenile 

 
10 Juan D. De Lara. Inland Shift: Race, Space, and Capital in Southern California. Oakland, California: 
University of California Press. 2018.  
11 “Corrections: Inmates & Jails.” Riverside County Sheriff’s Department. 
http://www.riversidesheriff.org/corrections/ (accessed January 2, 2020).  
 
12 San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department. http://wp.sbcounty.gov/sheriff/corrections/ (accessed 
January 2, 2020).  

http://www.riversidesheriff.org/corrections/
http://wp.sbcounty.gov/sheriff/corrections/
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halls and one Youth Treatment Center in Riverside County. Group homes range from private 

facilities to state-run facilities. Although they are not very common to track down, there are 

about 15 youth group homes in Riverside County and around 20 in San Bernardino County.   

In the following sections, I will explain my positionality in this work, as well as my prior 

job experience and duties in the group homes, where I was formerly employed. Then I will share 

how I was able to interview the young women who were placed in the group homes and why I 

use testimonios as opposed to oral history. Lastly, I share how I conducted qualitative one-one-

one interviews and where they took place.  

Working as a staff member at Esperanza gave me the knowledge to see how these 

particular institutions work approach their role of guardian to the young women. The position of 

a Child Care Worker entailed implementing duties such as escorting the girls to school, court 

dates and hearings, weekend outings to the movies, park and other extracurricular activities, and 

leading them in house chores. Moreover, as staff at this facility, we were enforced and trained 

not to get too emotionally or socially close to the youth. Nevertheless, I strongly empathized 

with them. My positionality lies as a person with a similar background as these girls; being a 

child of immigrants, working class background, and living in a household with trauma, 

addiction, and mental illness. I was raised in the IE and attended K-12 education there. I also 

attended community college and had to work several part-time jobs to sustain myself. My last 

few years at community college, a friend told me that she worked at a group home and knew I 

would be interested. It was then that I started my situated knowledge for two years in the youth 

group home facility as staff under the position of a Child Care Worker. Over this two-year 

period, I worked in two different homes, with young women ages 12-18 from different 
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racial/ethnic, cultural, and social backgrounds. The majority of girls that I worked with were 

Latina and Black youth, as well as a smaller population of white youth. 

I use participant observation and training materials from my work at the group homes for 

this project. As a childcare worker, I was responsible for taking the young women to school, 

court dates, family visits, weekend outings, and other important and mandatory events. The 

majority of the time my job description entailed supervising the young women at the home, 

including recording their behavior, chores, and if they used foul language or if they spoke 

another language which was not allowed. As staff we had to document almost everything 

throughout their day in their dailies. We attended a staff meeting once a week to talk about 

updates to the group home facility. We were also required to debrief about the young women’s 

week and about new young women, or “clients” as they were called at Esperanza. The majority 

of the meeting time, the staff would focus on the young women’s behavior and would 

collectively create new goals for the girls. For example, goals might include encouraging the 

girls to clean their room, cursing less, being positive, and reaching a higher level of status. These 

levels ranged from one to five, one being the lowest and five being the highest in behavior. 

These level statuses gave them privileges, such as sleeping at a later time, watching television for 

a longer period of time, having longer phone calls, and even being able to go on home visits if 

their probation or/and social worker approved it. 

Overall, there was very little staff training. Employed for two years, I offer a perspective 

through the inside of the home and the way that this space surveillances the youth’s behavior, 

dress code, and language, corrects the way they perform, and portrays the normative 

heteronormative dynamic setting of what a “home” look like and should be. It is also important 

to acknowledge that the majority of the staff working at the group home entered with good-
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intentions and tried to provide care and compassion toward the young women they worked with. 

Nevertheless, the reproduction of criminalizing youth surveillance needs to be recognized and 

accounted for. These group homes continue to be run as child-saving institutions. Criminologist 

Anthony S. Platt argued that “the child-saving movement tried to do for the criminal justice 

system what industrialists and corporate leaders were trying to do for the economy— that is, 

achieve order, stability, and control, while preserving the existing class system and distribution 

of wealth” (Platt 1997, xxii). Order, stability, and control are the most important aspects of group 

homes. It is how they maintain social order instead of investing in care and essential priorities for 

the young women who reside there. The structure of the institution created a work environment 

that policed the young women in a form that continued to reproduce a system of oppression 

despite the individual motivations of staff. 

The young women at Esperanza would enter and leave at great frequency. Most stayed 

about three to six months, but there were a few that I was able to know more in depth because 

they stayed six months to a little over a year. Aliana, one of the girls I knew on a personal level, 

showed me how resilient youth are, how much they endure in correctional institutions and in life 

in general. Through Aliana, I interviewed five girls after their stay at the group home. Lastly, 

Jennifer recommended I interview Annie, who had been in a different group home and who I had 

not met before.  

Most of the interviews took place in public spaces, such as a restaurant and coffee shops. 

Others were held at their residence. The interviews lasted about sixty to ninety minutes.  I 

conducted follow up interviews about 6 months to a year after I interviewed them for the first 

time. I continued to keep in contact with them through phone calls, text messages, social media, 

and small reunions, wherein we came together to catch up on life celebrations. I also draw on 
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interactions with them from when I was employed at the group home, such as informal 

conversation in the kitchen and home visits, notes, and participant observation. 

 In this work, I use testimonios as opposed to oral history or in-depth interviews to 

highlight the girls own voices and their experiences just as they have shared. Testimonio 

emerged from Latin America and has traditionally been used as a strategy for giving a collective 

voice to those who have experienced persecution, silencing and other forms of oppression. Oral 

history on the other hand, allows individuals to speak to their own experience and to capture 

previously unrecorded accounts.13 Smith states “Testimonio, as a genre, is notoriously fluid and 

difficult to categorize, because the word ‘testimonio’ can describe anything written by a first-

person witness who wishes to tell her/his story of trauma” (Smith 2010, 26).  Arnaldo Cruz-

Malavé building on explains testimonios as someone witnessing and/or experiencing an “abject 

social state that is more than individual, that is indeed collective” (2017, 228). He elaborates:  

These are the unspeakable background or referents that haunt the witness or  
testimonialista’s (testimionios’s narrator or speaking subject)  act of “coming to voice” of 
truth -telling and “speaking back” to the social powers that be in order to transform his or 
her unspeakable experience of trauma into consciousness, collective memory, political 
action, and theory (228).  

 
Rina Benmayor elaborates on testimonio:  
 

A voice that is oppositional and propositional, involves an urgent voice of resistance to 
social injustices, an urgency to speak out, a collective vision, and a collaborative process 
and interpretation thus, expressing the central values of situated knowledge production, 
embodied theorizing and community engagement (2012).  
 

Latina feminists emphasize in Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Testimonios how 

testimonio can be a powerful method for feminist research praxis by helping the speaker feel 

comfortable and tapping into the familiar storytelling that harkened back to our mothers’ and 

 
13 Smith, 26 and Cruz Malavé, 228.  
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other relatives’ kitchen.14 Similarly, in this case most interviews took place in non-carceral 

places, such as the young women’s homes, a restaurant, a coffee shop, and public places. I 

position testimonios as a form of resistance, in a space where the carceral system has oppressed 

the voices of these young women to speak out to their own experience over those of an 

authoritarian system that not only marginalizes them but does not believe them and does not give 

them space or time to speak their truth. These six testimonios speak on youths’ experiences in the 

streets, juvenile hall, foster homes, their placement in group homes, and lastly on their own 

resistance to surviving and making it through what is known as “the outs” or outside of locked 

up facilities.   

The directedness and “vernacular language”15 in the testimonies are very crucial in this 

work, because it explains their own lives and stories of how they felt and what emotions were 

going through them as they share their testimonio. Therefore, I transcribed the young women’s 

words verbatim using the exact words they use when interviewing to honor their voices. I try my 

best to not omit anything that they say and explicitly use the bold and brave words they use, such 

as curse words and the language they used, whether they spoke Spanish or their own slang 

language, because it is this powerful way that they express their own trajectory in these 

correctional institutions. Thus, it is important to acknowledge their use of language through these 

testimonios because it was this same language that was policed and looked down on in these 

group homes.  

 
14 Luz del Alba Acevedo. Telling to Live: Latina feminist testimonios. Durham: Duke University Press, 
2001. 
  
 
15 Arnaldo Cruz-Malavè, “Testimonio,” in Keywords for Latina/o Studies, eds. Lawrence La Fountain-
Stokes, Nancy Raquel Mirabal, and Deborah R. Vargas (New York: New York University Press, 2017).  
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The girls that I interviewed ranged in age from 15 to 18 when they were in placement. 

They were all minors when I started working with them and were over 18 years old when I 

interviewed them. I recorded all the interviews and had a set of questions prepared in advance, 

but I mostly followed the young women’s conversation as they talked about their experiences. I 

used snowball sampling and I was able to have access to talk to these girls after they were out of 

the group home and interview them because I developed a friendship and kept myself involved 

in their upbringing as they left the group home. 

Aliana is the first young person I interviewed, a Chicana and child of immigrants who at 

the time was 19 years old. While at the group home, she was frequently worried for her siblings 

and even the other young women who were placed at the group home. She would motivate them, 

have them talk about their feelings, and even had them communicate if they had fights with one 

another. It was important that I interview Aliana because she had experienced being in many 

foster homes, was incarcerated in juvenile hall, and had been placed in more than one group 

home. She was initially placed in Esperanza for getting into a fight after school and was 

considered a threat to the public, especially other youth and a troubled teenager. Not only has she 

been through all of these experiences, but her four siblings have also been in the system. During 

the interview, we met at a coffee shop and caught up since the last time we saw each other.  She 

encouraged me to interview other girls that she kept in contact with who she thought would be 

willing to share their story.  

With Aliana’s help, I next interviewed Lola, who was 18 years old and also a child of 

immigrants. We met at a restaurant and she also told me how she was doing after being out of 

placement. Lola did not experience being in foster homes but was on probation and was placed at 
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Esperanza because she had been arrested several times for drug possession and running away 

from home. The judge appointed her to serve a six-month term in placement.  

Jennifer identifies as third generation Latina and Filipina. I interviewed her at her 

residence with her baby present. Jennifer had been in the foster home system since she was 14 

years old or, as she describes it, she was “put all over the place.” After running away from foster 

homes, she was arrested and then taken to Esperanza. Jennifer ran away from Esperanza and 

never returned. I interviewed her after she aged out of social services when she was 19 years old.  

Jessica, a Latina young woman, invited me to her house—where she was renting from her 

sister. I interviewed her there with her two kids. She had been in over 20 foster homes since she 

was 8 years old, she shared that her mother neglected her and her siblings. She ran away from 

foster homes and ended up taken to placement instead. She stayed at Esperanza until she turned 

18 years old and was released.  

Leslie is another young woman I interviewed. She is a white young woman and had been 

placed in many foster homes since she was young. Leslie was at Esperanza for over a year and, 

even though she ran away, she was able to come back to the group home until she “aged out” 

from social services at 21 years old. Leslie’s experiences have been very similar to the other 

young women such as fighting, running, away, and using substances. But she has not been 

incarcerated and/or on probation. I chose to include her in my work because I think it is 

important to see how her experience of life after the group home diverged from that of the other 

girls, even though her experience was very similar within the group home.   

Lastly, I interviewed Annie, who identifies as Mexican American. She was very close to 

Jennifer and recommended by her. Annie reached out to me introducing herself and was very 

excited to share her testimonio and experience at Esperanza. She was twelve when she first was 
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incarcerated for “assaulting” her dad—getting into a fight with him. She then was placed in 

foster home and was moved around frequently. Annie was also placed into group homes and then 

finally placed at Esperanza.  

I knew most of the young women, but they all knew one another. Having connections 

between the girls was important because trust is a vital aspect in these youths’ lives. They 

mentioned knowing that I had interviewed each one of them opened up the space and trust to 

share their stories. While interviewing the young women, they encouraged me to have more 

young women share their experiences as they had. They all shared many relatable experiences; 

growing up, how they started getting put into the juvenile justice system, running away, using 

drugs, and getting into fights. However, what I found increasingly important as I interviewed 

them was what happened to them after being at Esperanza. They were taken out, or kicked out as 

they described it, and they did not receive support in transitioning into adults and no one was 

concerned with how they were doing. 

In general, most of the young women were not from the region where they were placed. 

Rather, they were taken from their communities in Orange, Los Angeles, San Bernardino 

counties and placed in distant Inland Empire cities, which they viewed as small and isolated.  

Demographically, 49% of the population in Riverside county are considered Latinx and 51% of 

the population in San Bernardino are Latinx.16 The IE is known for its citrus trees and 

 

16 “Race and Ethnicity in San Bernardino County, California (County)” Statistical Atlas. 
https://statisticalatlas.com/county/California/San-Bernardino-County/Race-and-Ethnicity (accessed 
March 14, 2020).  

 

https://statisticalatlas.com/county/California/San-Bernardino-County/Race-and-Ethnicity
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warehouses, where goods come to California and are then shipped off elsewhere.17 It is also 

known as a small suburbia with a desert landscape, where many people migrate for jobs and 

affordable housing. The IE is not only an area of California that is often ignored, but it is a 

massive place where incarceration is occurring rapidly. We will see through the testimonios how 

corrective gendered spaces have geographically separated young women from their loved ones in 

order to punish them through geospatial isolation and corrective discipline.  

Findings 
 
Research on the juvenile justice system is typically based on statistics and conviction-

data that risks reducing youth to numbers. Little work draws on youths’ voices and personal 

experiences in examining why they are locked up and punished. Conversely, as seen in the 

literature review, there are many abolitionists who center youth and women of color in an effort 

to identify new ways of supporting youth and younger generations. Building on the work of 

abolitionists, I offer an alternative to purely statistics driven inquiry by using testimonios from 

young women of color who have not had the opportunity to have their side of the story be told or 

heard.  

Testimonios offer a counter narrative to the logics of the juvenile justice system, logics 

that claim to rehabilitate and help youth contribute to society.18 In aim, the ideals behind the 

formation of the juvenile court revolve around rehabilitation, helping juveniles who have 

 
17 Genevieve Carpio, Collisions at the Crossroads: How Place and Mobility Make Race (Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2019).  
 
18 OJJDP supports the efforts of states, tribes, and communities to develop and implement effective and 
equitable juvenile justice systems that enhance public safety, ensure youth are held appropriately 
accountable to both crime victims and communities, and empower youth to live productive, law-abiding 
lives. 
(https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/about#:~:text=OJJDP%20supports%20the%20efforts%20of,productive%2C%20la
w%2Dabiding%20lives.) 

https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/about#:~:text=OJJDP%20supports%20the%20efforts%20of,productive%2C%20law%2Dabiding%20lives.
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/about#:~:text=OJJDP%20supports%20the%20efforts%20of,productive%2C%20law%2Dabiding%20lives.
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difficult home lives or who face mental health challenges.19 Yet, through each testimonio, young 

woman share their personal stories and experiences of being placed in a group home. These 

testimonios must be heard, they must be believed, and they must be recognized as important 

archival work if we hope to eliminate the systems that fail young women, judge them, and 

continue to punish them. In this work, I draw inspiration from Kelly-Lytle Hernandez’s rebel 

archives, or the records left behind from incarcerated people, journalists, musicians, migrants, 

mothers, and other voices from communities which include manifestos, songs, flyers, and secret 

codes, among other obfuscated remains.20 I argue that these testimonios are also rebels, like the 

youth who made them, because of the resilience they hold and the stories they convey. It is 

crucial they are read, and it is imperative to recognize that there are so many more youth that 

need to tell their stories, be heard, and most importantly to be believed. Without such accounts 

we are left vulnerable to carceral logics that suggest incarceration decreases crime and 

rehabilitates people through spatial confinement and punishment. My approach draws on Cherie 

Moraga’s theory of flesh and the Latina Feminist Group book Telling to Live Latina Testimonios, 

which demonstrate the urgent call of Chicanas/Latinas for autonomy and survival in oppressive 

institutions in the United States.21  It is through personal lived experiences, such as those found 

in testimonios, where urgency rises to bring light to carceral conditions for young women that 

have been historically punished. These experiences not only keep these women together, but also 

keep them stronger and united by sharing them with one another.  

 
19 Elizabeth S. Scott and Thomas Grisso. “The Evolution of Adolescence: A Developmental Perspective 
on Juvenile Justice Report” Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 88:1, 1997.   
20 Kelly Lytle-Hernandez, City of Inmates: Conquest, Rebellion, and the Rise of Human Caging in Los 
Angeles, 1771-1965. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2017.  
21 Cherie Moraga, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Toni Cade Bambara. This Bridge Called my Back: writings by 
radical women of color. New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color Press, 1983. The Latina Feminist 
Group, Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Testimonios. Durham: Duke University Press, 2001.  
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I organized my analyses of the testimonios around four aspects of group home life. The 

first highlights the process of how these young women are taken away from their loved ones and 

placed in a group home—in this case to Esperanza. The second consists of their reflections about 

their experiences in the group home, including how their time was organized and how they felt 

while there. The third bears witness to their daily activities and lives in the group home. This 

includes surveillance, staff monitoring, and the other carceral conditions they lived under. Lastly, 

these testimonios reveal what happened to youth after they left Esperanza. This includes how 

they felt once they were released and their reflections on how the group home experience played 

a major role in their lives.  

My analysis of the testimonios highlight shared experiences around these four aspects of 

youth group homes so that we can get a better sense of how placement occurs, how it is inside of 

these homes, and the outcomes of these places after the young women are out. It is imperative to 

examine these aspects of group home life through the young women’s perspectives, because they 

are the ones who have first-hand experience. These young women are the ones that should be 

telling these stories and should let us know how these institutions benefit them or/and punish 

them. Furthermore, the testimonios encourage others to learn how formerly incarcerated youth 

self-articulate what they need before and after they leave these placements. Their perspectives 

add important insights that challenge ongoing debates about incarceration, which have been 

focused on where to place youth, rather than focusing on the importance of being close to loved 

ones, having resources for addiction, mental illness, and even resources for those who do not 

have anywhere else to live.22   

 
22 Samantha Ehrmann, Nina Hyland, and Charles Puzzanchera. “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System” 
Juvenile Justice Statistics National Report Series Bulletin, April 2019. Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention  
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While testimonios offer important insights into the present, they also offer insights into 

the long history of how institutions implemented punishment toward women that do not fit the 

norm in society over time. Historian Margaret D. Jacobs points out, “reformers and policy 

makers often insisted that they were engaged in a humanitarian enterprise to rescue indigenous 

children from the supposedly backward environments in which they lived” (2009, 40). From this 

perspective, historical strategies of carcerality, such as the genocidal tactic of Native Americans' 

experience in boarding schools, offer connective context into how the ongoing logics of 

punishing and incarcerating youth remain through geospatial isolation and corrective discipline, 

concepts I will expand on further on. As for my central argument in these findings, the voices 

herein will clarify how these group homes and other locked up facilities need to be dismantled in 

order to reimagine a new and free space for youth.  

Taken Away to the “Middle of No-Where” 
 

This first section focuses on how the young women are taken away from their loved ones 

to the Esperanza Group Home in Riverside County, east of Los Angeles. According to the 

majority of these women, this specific group home is located in the “the middle of nowhere.” 

Although some of the young women are from the Inland Empire, in which Riverside County lies, 

they are not familiar with the small town in which Esperanza is located, about 45 miles south of 

the City of Riverside, the county seat. The view of the desert and mountains surround this 

particular small suburban town, where you have to drive 20-30 miles from a freeway and to a 

highway in order to arrive. The setting of this place is important to take into consideration in how 

these young women are displaced. It is critical to analyze how distance is used as a way of 

separation and punishment through carcerality. For instance, K. Tsiananina, Brenda Child, 

Margaret Archuleta, Margaret D. Jacobs, and Clifford Trafzer’s scholarship confirm how 



  
   

38 
 
 
 
 

legacies of boarding schools and family separations across great geographic distances have 

always been used by the state to discipline, manage, and keep power. Normative gender roles 

were key components to remaining in the schools. If they were violated, young women suffered 

convictions and were taken to correctional institutions, such as Ventura all-girls reformatory 

school. Similar to the way American Indian children and young Latinas were removed from their 

communities and loved ones, young women continue to be taken and placed into a “home” 

setting to be normalized. Despite the parallels in removing children and youth from their loved 

ones, it is in no way equivalent to Indigenous people’s experiences and history of genocide, 

dispossession, and family separation.  

I place great emphasis on how most young girls do not have a home where they have the 

“normal dynamic family”—which portrays the heteronormative family with a mother and father 

and ideal “home” that depicts an idealized white middle-class background—or as Patricia Hill 

Collins points out “the family ideal” (1998, 62). The majority of these youth are children of 

immigrants, single-parents, parents who work long hours, parents who come from addictions, 

and other vulnerable experiences. There is very little emotional, mental, and financial support for 

both the parents and these young women. So, let us slow down and really listen to what they 

have to share. As these young women share their recollections of life before the group home and 

how they were placed, much surfaces about how they felt emotionally and mentally about being 

taken from their loved ones and being punished. Through their testimonios, they share their 

experience of how they got to the middle of nowhere. 

 
Jennifer invited me to her home for the interview. She welcomed me in, and we talked in 

the room that she was renting from a family that lived in the house. While interviewing we sat 

across one another and she was holding her small six-month baby boy. Jennifer began by sharing 
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that she lived with her mom before she was four years old and then grew up with her aunt and 

uncle from four to fourteen years old. She continued sharing, “after 14 years old, I got put in the 

system and then I was just all over the place.” She did not feel comfortable in the foster homes 

where she was placed and started running away.  “I started getting into a lot of trouble, but that’s 

when I started running away. I would run away for weeks at a time.” Afterwards, she expressed 

that another foster mom told her she just had to go to school and did not care what else she did. 

She says:  

What?! This is a good house then...but then I started getting arrested, getting into fights 
and stuff like that and it got too much. After that foster home, I went into the (names that 
group home) then ran away and went to other group homes but was there for only a bit, 
cause I ran away. 

 
Jennifer believed that having a place to stay, but being able to do anything she liked, would be a 

good thing for her. Soon after is when she realized this was not a positive living style for her. 

Since then, she has been incarcerated six times in juvenile hall. When not in detention, Jennifer 

often ran away from foster homes.  

When I would run away it was only for 2 weeks...so they found a new home and the other 
times they [the charges] were for drug use ummm and one was for police invading and 
GTA (grand theft auto) uh and one was for vandalism and domestic violence, and then I 
think that was it.  

 
Jennifer was arrested and incarcerated for various charges. She then was on the run again for six 

months with a friend. Later, Jennifer was in a car accident. However, her social worker did not 

want to send her to a group home since she needed time to recover. As a result, her social worker 

gave her options. Jennifer called her mom (who was incarcerated) to see where she wanted her to 

go. Her mom wanted her to go to her grandfather’s home –who lived in another town.  

 
 …he lived in Hesperia in the middle of nowhere and that’s where I got into meth again 
too cause there’s nothing to do out there (laughs)...and I started noticing I got too into it 
cause I started losing weight a lot. And I ran away for a month and got into a car 
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accident. It was a small car accident and I got charged with a DUI and not having a 
license and got my permit taken away and they put me in some other group home and I 
ran away. And then I went back to the (names group home) and after the last time they 
didn't put me in any other group homes. That’s where I met his (looks at her baby) dad 
and I was on the run with him and I never got caught again and I aged out.  

 
  

Jennifer describes how it was for her moving to her grandfather’s house. She did not know 

anyone at first and felt no one cared about her. Shortly after, she met a couple of people and 

started using meth again. She realized she was frequently using, because she was eating but was 

losing a lot of weight. After a few months she ran away from her grandfather’s place too. Her 

grandfather reported her missing and instructed the police if they found Jennifer, not to bring her 

back. After she was arrested for running away, she was put into four different group homes. 

Running away for Jennifer was familiar. She did it habitually. Jennifer’s sense of not having a 

stable place or support made running away safer than being in a place for long. Rather than these 

carceral places supporting her and aiding her in her fight against addiction, it directed her to 

leave. Since she had a history of running away, social services did not want to move her too far 

away. In response, Jennifer refused to sign papers to continue getting financial aid or support in 

housing. Rather, she chose to leave the system. 

Victorville, Hesperia, and other similar cities are desert regions described by the girls as 

“the middle of nowhere,” that are very similar to the place where the group homes I examine are 

located. These places are isolated and most girls that are placed here often end up consuming 

heavier drugs than those that led to their placement, such as methamphetamine and heroin. 

According to one of the local daily newspapers serving the Inland Empire, “Riverside County 

has become the single largest drug trafficking distribution center in the United States, built on a 

web of highways, nondescript suburbia and empty desert, according to the Drug Enforcement 
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Administration.”23 Because of lack of resources in this large geographic region there is more 

access to transport drugs. Jennifer describes how how girls end up using drugs with other people 

in the region even if they are not familiar with the area at first. They find ways and develop 

relationships to access drugs. Group homes claim to provide a safe environment, but they lack 

critical resources to aid young women with addictions and mental illnesses. Jennifer also talked 

about the isolation of this facility and how it can worsen their situation:  

At the group home at first, I thought it was locked down, they would have passcodes, 
alarms in the hallways. I was like damn. I would not jump out of this two-story building, 
but I have jumped out of one. I was just you know playing it off. Lights and TV would 
turn off at the same time. It was scary and thinking that I was in the middle of nowhere. 
But then I would think I get it is for the safety of us. We’re in the middle of nowhere. 
This is gonna have to be a lock down.   

 
 Jennifer explained that authorities placed them far from home for the young women’s safety, but 

that some of their approaches were extreme. Although she realized that it was dangerous to run 

away due to the setting of this home, far from major routes or her social networks, she still 

decided to leave. She attributed her urgent need to leave on the discomfort of her placement. 

Jennifer’s story of being placed far from home shows how the carceral state functions to keep 

these young women away from “trouble” through a strategy of geographic isolation that assumes 

they will stay there. She expresses that she “needed to leave,” that leaving Esperanza was on her 

mind since she first stepped foot in there. Her persistence of escape was a means of survival and 

freedom at the same time. She had no one she knew or felt close to during these difficult 

moments of her life. Jennifer was one out two young women I interviewed who ran away from 

Esperanza and did not return.  

 
23 Brett Kelman, and Brad Beath. “How Riverside County became America’s drug pipeline.”  The Desert 
Sun and USA TODAY. November 11, 2015.  
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In the last section, we discussed how Jennifer had a history of running away and 

eventually also ran away from Esperanza and enacted her own agency. In this next testimonio 

Lola experiences being taken away to juvenile hall and away from her mother due to drug use. 

The emerging element of fear which exists through the carceral state is depicted by her. Lola and 

I met in a Chinese restaurant one afternoon. We ate, caught up on how she had been since she 

was released from Esperanza, and then proceeded with the interview. As we began the interview, 

she recalls the last time she was incarcerated before getting placed into Esperanza: 

I was in there [juvenile hall] because my mom kicked me out of the house and I went to 
live with my boyfriend. Then she reported me missing after a while and the cops were 
looking for me. When the cops found me, I was super twacked out to the max with 
crystal meth, so they took me to juvenile hall. 

 
After being incarcerated, the judge ordered Lola to return to live with her mother. In her 

testimonio, she mentioned how she felt things were not right, which led to a physical fight with 

her mom. Her mother then called the police and she was charged with battery assault.  

I got probation and all of that. When I got out and they would be checking up on me but I 
was still doing drugs and everything so whenever they found me they locked me up 
because I was high, and it was terrible. It got to me like the last time. The third time that I 
went to juvenile hall, it was when I got interviewed for placement and I was taken to, 
what was it?, [refers to the group homes name]. 

 
It is crucial to understand that Lola had a history of addiction and drug usage when she was 

incarcerated and placed in Esperanza.24 She was not offered support with this aspect of her life, 

but rather was incarcerated for using substances; in her case, meth. She was incarcerated in 

juvenile detention on three separate occasions for a total of nine months for using drugs, fighting 

with her mom, and running away. Her experience reflects that of many young women facing 

 
24 According to statistics from the Office of Justice Programs’ OJJDP, on any given day, more than 
43,000 young people—many suffering from substance abuse and mental illness, or both—are in juvenile 
corrections and treatment programs. 
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arrest. According to a 2019 report from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention, “Females accounted for a small proportion of youth arrests for violent offenses in 

2015” including simple assault (37%), and disorderly conduct (35%). As a result of frequent 

fights, Lola’s mom supported law enforcement’s decision to take Lola to juvenile hall and to be 

disciplined. Some families supported the carceral apparatus, especially when they did not have 

the resources to address hardships beyond their control, in this case helping Jessica with her 

addiction. After the last time that she was arrested, Jessica was placed in a group home for the 

first time (instead of being sent to juvenile detention). She testified:  

The process of being sent to a group home was a little scary to me mainly because I did 
not know anything about those places or how they would be. It was also a new 
experience, but it was scary.  

 
Lola felt strange and scared living with “a bunch of strange people,” she was nervous about not 

getting accepted by the young women and staff.  

But as like with the time as you get to know everybody, I mean not everyone is going to 
like you and you’re not going to like everybody but as you get to know everybody, I 
guess it gets better. It’s also the way you take it, cause obviously if you don’t talk to 
nobody it is like a lockdown you know.  You’re there, you’re not able to do anything, not 
even go out by yourself, you just sit down in the table (laughs) and that’s some of the 
things that bothered me. 

 
Lola arrived at the group home on probation with an addiction issue and clinical depression. Her 

depression was exacerbated by life at Esperanza, where she felt alone and feared not knowing 

what would happen. She experienced a deep frustration at not being able to do many things such 

as being able to have alone time or even go outside by herself. The sense of being locked down 

lingered the carceral space of this home. Lola’s experience of frustration at the lock down state 

of Esperanza, lashing out, and feeling confined were not unique. In the next testimonio, we hear 

Jessica’s overall frustrations at being placed in several foster homes and leaving them before 

getting to Esperanza.  
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My first-time interviewing Jessica was in the front yard of the house she lived in with her 

ex-boyfriend and two children. She was renting a room in her sister’s house at the time. Her 

sister lived there with her husband and two kids as well. We laid out a blanket in the grass and 

her baby girl was laying outside on a play mat with us. Her older son was inside taking a nap and 

she continuously checked up on him as we talked. We were also vigilant because her social 

worker planned to come over later that day to check up on her. She began by sharing her 

experiences with me about being placed in the foster home system: 

I was placed in a foster home because my mom was doing drugs and we were basically 
neglected, and she was never home. I had a social worker tell me this, so I honestly can’t 
keep count, she told me that I was [in] over twenty foster homes since I was eight years 
old. 

 
Jessica had several foster parents and had many different experiences, mostly negative. She 

shared how she was physically abused one time by one of her foster parents. I asked her if she 

ever ran away from foster homes and she replied:  

Yes, (laughs) all the time. I was twelve when I started smoking marijuana and [drinking] 
alcohol, I believe I was about twelve also, around the time because where I was it was 
everywhere. Before I was at the group home, I lived with one of my best friends. We kind 
of grew up together. She took me in and then that’s when I met (names ex-boyfriend). I 
believe I was 15. I started sneaking out to see him and then they found out. They gave me 
a chance, but I just wanted to be with him. And so, um I ran away like about four days 
and uh and finally I decided to go back home to find all my things packed (laughs).  

 
After this incident, Jessica had to go to court and did not know she would end up in a group 

home. She believed and had been told that she would be placed in another foster home. She was 

fine with this decision as long as she was allowed to see her ex-boyfriend. However, to her 

surprise, she was placed in a group home, this time at Esperanza. She recalled, “I wasn’t 

listening, they didn’t want to put me in another foster home cause they knew I ran away all the 

time or not do what they asked. I was fifteen when I went and turned 16 at the group home.” 

 



  
   

45 
 
 
 
 

In Jessica’s time of isolation, her ex-boyfriend was especially important to her. Similarly, 

many girls shared that their partners were the only support they had during these times when they 

were taken away. Their partners were the only people who kept these young women motivated in 

the group home and reminded them that one day they would get out. Phone calls were very 

important for these youth to stay connected to their loved ones. In this case, Jessica would talk a 

lot on the phone with her ex-boyfriend. At times, she would get in trouble and receive 

restrictions, because she was on the phone longer than allowed. Jessica shared that she felt these 

conversations were all she had and talking on the phone was all she looked forward to while 

being at Esperanza. Even though she was tempted to run away from the group home, she stayed 

because she feared being placed even further away. Most young women relied on their partners 

to get them through a tough situation where they were placed far from home and expected to 

behave in specific ways dictated by the state without any other familial support.  

 
Jessica mentions that she was not a “horrible kid,” but it was common for her to run away 

when she did not feel comfortable. She shared:  

 
First of all, it was far. I didn’t have a car you can leave. Purposely they put me far so I 
wouldn’t run away, because they know I have a history of doing that. A part of me was 
thankful because it did straighten me out. I wasn’t all into drugs or partying, but my main 
thing was um you know I just felt like when I didn’t feel comfortable somewhere, I 
would just leave the situation and would run away a lot and that wasn’t good either. I 
wasn’t a horrible kid. 
 

Jessica’s understanding as to why she was taken to a group home is similar to one by Jennifer. 

Both young women internalized the logic of the state: That they had committed bad actions, such 

as using drugs and running away, and needed to be taken far from loved ones. Common 

behaviors, such as youth using drugs and running away, continue to be the highest reason for 

young women’s incarceration. However, the toll of placement in group homes on young women 
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suggests that these actions should not be answered with displacements that result in girls feeling 

unsafe where they are placed. It is important to dismantle the idea that these behaviors are 

deviant and should be penalized. Lived experiences, such as those shared by Jennifer and Jessica, 

provide a different lens for why it is that young women turn to substance abuse and running 

away when faced with geographic isolation.  

Annie, who I met through Jennifer, had similar experiences as the other women in her 

upbringing and her ultimate path to the group home. Annie was raised by her mother and, at 11 

years old, began to be placed in foster care and group homes. She was incarcerated in juvenile 

detention many times prior to turning 18 years old. She depicts the first time she was arrested, 

“First time was because I assaulted my dad, except that time I spent two days and one night [in 

juvenile detention]. Ended up on probation. That was when I was twelve. I ended going to juvie a 

lot mostly for awol, and probation violations.”  As a twelve-year-old, Annie both experienced 

her first time in juvenile hall and being placed in a foster home.  

After I left my first foster home I got sent to a different home and it only took a weekend 
and on Monday or Tuesday my social worker picked me up in the morning and sent me 
to a high-level group home in the middle of nowhere. I got set up thinking I was going to 
stay in foster care but since I isolated myself and was not eating. The new foster lady 
called my social worker behind my back and didn't want to deal with me or my behavior.  

 
Annie expresses her interpretation of why she was placed in the group home: 

Not caring about anything, emotionally expressing myself with my actions. Running 
away, AWOL, being active. Being a bad influence on others 

 
These actions are the highest causes of why they continue to be incarcerated. The young women, 

themselves, often placed the blame for their behavior on themselves, rather than really delving 

into lack of resources, care, and the continuous cycle of punishment faced when left alone.  

In the last testimonios, four young women of color share their experiences of being 

arrested, incarcerated, and placed in foster homes. In this next testimonio, we see a connection 
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with foster home placement, running away, and using drugs to survive. Leslie, a white young 

woman, had similar experiences to the other young women, yet they were also distinct in 

important ways. Leslie and I met in her hometown which is also located in the Inland Empire, in 

San Bernardino County. This town is also a desert region located in the Victor Valley portion of 

the Mojave Desert. We met at a local coffee shop near where she was living at the time. We 

grabbed some coffee and talked outside at a small table while she held her baby girl. She began 

sharing her upbringing in the foster care system:  

I was in my foster home from age eight to nine before moving with my grandma who 
took guardianship over me and I was in another foster home at seventeen for less than a 
month after I graduated high school while staying in a group home. My total time spent 
in group homes was about fifteen months. The reason I was in a group home was because 
after I was hospitalized for reckless and self-destructing behavior which my family 
decided they couldn’t handle, so they turned me over to the state. 

  
Leslie is the only white young woman that I interviewed. She was in the foster care system and 

then lived with her grandmother for a while, but later she was turned in to social services due to 

disruptive behavior. Her father is incarcerated, and her mother lives out of the country. She does 

not speak with her. She did not share too much about her upbringing. Leslie also had experiences 

with consuming heavier drugs, such as meth and heroin and running away, but as opposed to the 

other young women, she never went to juvenile detention. She was never on probation and when 

she did run away from a foster home, she was accepted back to Esperanza until she aged out as 

an adult (18 years old). This is very significant to analyze because most of the other young 

women of color that are Latinas and Black were incarcerated or charged similar to Leslie’s 

experiences.25 According to the Sentencing Project “though 85% of incarcerated youth are boys, 

girls make up a much higher proportion of those incarcerated for status offenses such as truancy 

 
25 Sickmund, M., Sladky, T.J., Kang, W. , and Puzzanchera, C. (2017) “Easy Access to the 
Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement.” The Sentencing Project.  
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and curfew violations are girls of color and more than half of the youth incarcerated for running 

away are girls” (2015).  Also, “Nationwide, Hispanic youth were 61 % more likely than white 

youth to be in placement” (2015).   

Lastly, Aliana’s testimonios speak to the unique case of not only being physically taken 

away from loved ones, but emotionally as well. We both met at a coffee shop one afternoon in 

the town where Esperanza is located. We grabbed some coffee and sat outside a table and began 

talking. She began sharing with me how it was that she got arrested and ended up at Esperanza.  

It was over something so stupid; I’ve done so much worse shit and I get caught over the 
stupidest thing ever. My freshman year [in high school] I got into a fight with this girl 
over the stupidest thing ever, you know…. Just drama. 
 

Aliana shared that the fight was very violent and that the girl she fought ended up “snitching” on 

her–revealing to law enforcement who fought her. She ended up confessing to fighting with the 

girl. She went back and forth to court for about six months and the judge appointed her to be 

incarcerated in juvenile detention for one month before being placed at the group home for a 

year. Aliana shared that the girl’s parents were trying to sue Aliana’s parents, but they could not 

because she was in foster care.  

So, they wanted me to have some sort of punishment, cause the punishment was gonna be 
paying for that. So, they decided to put me into juvenile hall, just for that stupid fight. 
Like 6 months later I went to juvenile hall for that month. They gave me a month to serve 
juvenile hall, but I ended up doing two and a half months because I was waiting for a 
group home to approve me. They were taking a long time to get back to me.  
 

Aliana was not able to go back to her grandparents (foster parents) because she had a felony of 

aggression and they could not have her there since they had other foster children living with 

them. This is how she ended up being placed in the group home by the juvenile justice system 

for a year. Before getting out of juvenile hall, Aliana’s probation officer had told her she was 

going to be placed in a group home. She did not know when she was leaving. One day without 
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warning, they told her to get her stuff ready. She had no idea who was picking her up. She 

remembers hearing “she’s a group home pick up.” Group home staff then picked her up outside 

the juvenile hall.  

While on the road, Aliana remembers that the staff explained to her what a group home 

was and where it was located. Aliana was shocked by its location. It is important to note that 

Aliana had a unique case. She was considered a “ward of the state” from Orange County because 

she was born there, but her and her family lived in that small town where Esperanza was located. 

The staff was surprised. Generally, young women are taken far from where they live. Aliana 

shared that she believed that her offense was not terrible and that she does not have an illicit 

history, so maybe that is why they let her stay in placement in this small town, rather than having 

her go to a group home in Orange County or someplace else that was not near her family.  

This place is the middle of nowhere to the other young women. For Aliana, it is 

considered home. She shared that her sister worked in a local retail store in town and Aliana 

would want to go see her. The staff at Esperanza did not know her sister worked there, but once 

they found out they discussed if she was allowed to go to that retail store. This created a lot of 

discussion and barriers among staff to not have Aliana be in contact with her family when in 

public. She angrily expressed, “Oh my gosh if I’m not allowed to see my sister, if they’re not 

letting me, I didn’t know what to do (in regard to running away).” She recalled how there were 

staff meetings about what to do if she saw her family. She continued, “was I not supposed to talk 

to them?” She shared that she considered it punishment. She mocks staff “so if we see her family 

do, we let her talk to her?” and she said, “Come on that’s my fucking sister!” Although she 

shared her strong frustration, she was really happy to be geographically close to her loved ones. 

She would call her grandma and tell her to go to church. She mentioned how they could not deny 



  
   

50 
 
 
 
 

her the right to go to church, so this would be the place where she would see them and say hello 

once in a while. Despite Aliana being physically close to her loved ones, it is powerful to see the 

group home’s determination in not allowing her to have access to her family.  

 Through the framework of corrective gendered space, this section analyzed the 

geographic confinement of punishing these six young women by removing, isolating, and 

disciplining them and placing them in a home throughout a historical cycle. According to 

statistics from the Office of Justice Programs’ OJJDP, on any given day, more than 43,000 

young people—suffering from substance abuse and mental illness, or both—are in juvenile 

corrections and treatment programs. The state has used family separations through carceral 

apparatuses such as boarding schools, foster homes, group homes, juvenile detentions, detention 

centers, and other correctional institutions in different manifestations. Sometimes running away 

from the middle of nowhere has been a sense of agency and resistance for these young women. 

We will turn to the next section of the testimonios about their feelings transitioning to the middle 

of nowhere, and the beginning of their punishment.  

Alone and Punished 
 

In the previous section, we followed the young women’s life experiences growing up and 

being taken to the middle of nowhere. This section will focus on the affective dimension of this 

process. It consists of the young women’s reflections on the group home, its organization, and 

their emotional experiences at Esperanza. Rarely during their time at Esperanza were these 

young women asked how they felt emotionally and mentally. However, during the interviews, 

they frequently connected their emotions to their stories. I noticed the repetition of specific 

words, such as “lonely,” “frustrated,” and “alone” that these young women shared as they were 

expressing and vocalizing their feelings for the first time. These six young women mentioned 
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how empowered they were to be able to share their experiences and life trajectory across 

testimonios, because it allowed them to reveal their side of the story, as opposed to what people 

thought of them and how they were defined in the system.   

Through geospatial isolation of space and the corrective discipline that the juvenile 

justice system enacted on the young women’s actions, they felt alone and unsupported. What was 

being done to communicate or call their loved ones as in order to feel support? What did they do 

in distress? This section brings witness of how they turned to one another and shared their 

feelings to create their own sense of home, despite what the state and group home intended to do. 

Aliana describes the treatment she received both in foster homes and Esperanza as shaping her 

and her siblings’ experiences of loneliness and frustration: 

That impacted us because we already felt like not that it was our fault but like that, why 
did that happen to us? We were little kids and we were like “why us?” It did affect me 
and my oldest brother the most –the most rebellious ones.  

 
She did not understand why in the position they were as kids; they received emotional and 

mental unfair treatment. Corrective discipline could also take on corporeal forms. Aliana shared 

how one set of her foster parents physically abused her younger brother. At first, she would not 

speak up or do anything; but then, she became very angry and started defending her brother and 

demanding that they not hit him. However, standing up to her foster parents often meant that she 

would get in trouble and hit, as well. Finally, at nine years old, she told her social worker that her 

brother was being physically abused, at which point they were removed from that foster home.  

I think this is where I started getting rebellious when I went into that new foster home. 
We were always treated so differently. That’s what always got us at every foster home, 
we were treated so differently, so different you know like I don't know like that makes 
someone feel really bad. You know like ‘why, like ‘I didn't ask for this, you know I didn't 
ask to be in a foster home, I didn't ask for my mom to be the person she is you know, like 
why do I deserve this? I’m being judged for stuff that happened to me that I didn't ask 
for, for none of this you know. Like they would treat us like we made those decisions, 
you know, and it wasn't ok. It was stupid! 
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After these earlier incidents, Aliana constantly communicated with her social worker when they 

were treated poorly, violently, or harmed in any way. Aliana was always vocal about the 

injustices that occurred not only to her and her siblings, but also to the other young women that 

were placed in the group home with her. She was concerned about their emotional and mental 

well-being and would encourage the young women to share their stories and how they were 

feeling daily. This created a strong sense of community between the young women at Esperanza. 

Even though they did not communicate with the majority of the staff, they had one another to 

talk to about their daily activities and feelings. As Aliana stated, it was not fair that they were 

treated poorly because of situations that they did not ask to be in, so she made sure that this 

would not continue for her, her family, and the young women with whom she was placed.  

Unlike Aliana, who spoke out against her and her sibling unjust treatment, Jennifer’s 

emotions manifested in running away. As we learned earlier, when Jennifer felt lonely, she was 

determined to leave and seek a place where she felt safe. Since Esperanza was geographically far 

from her loved ones, Jennifer was determined to leave as soon as she had the opportunity.  

I felt like when they told me it was a locked down and I’d seen it was in the middle of 
nowhere, I was just like, oh my god I’ve never been somewhere like this before. I just 
cried. I cried for the whole straight week.  
 

Jennifer revealed that she cried because she felt so lonely in this place and how far it was from 

her hometown. Having to “suck it up” was necessary for her daily survival in this group home. 

She shared that her determination was to leave and not be so sad:  

I was a little anxious, a little hurt, I felt abandoned. It was all so new, all to surreal and a 
lot to take in at once.  
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From the time she was at Esperanza, she formed close friendships with other young women who 

she felt comfortable with, including Leslie and Annie. Both these young women listened to how 

she was feeling and supported her actions, even running away from Esperanza.  

 
Jessica also had a history of running away from group homes and foster homes. Her ex-

boyfriend was the only person that she felt cared for her, and not being able to talk to him or see 

him made staying at Esperanza emotionally draining.  

Honestly… you know I hated it because um the only reason I hated it was because I 
didn’t get to see (says ex-boyfriend’s name) cause I felt like (ex-boyfriend) was the only 
one that was there for me you know not even my family. They never called me, or you 
know were really there for me, so I felt alone, and I always wanted that love or at least a 
phone call or get to see him because I felt I didn’t have no one. Basically, I felt like I was 
in a cage.  
 

 Jessica emphasizes the loneliness of not having someone to support her during her difficult time 

of confinement at Esperanza. Most young women felt lonely and unsupported. They expressed 

how it was challenging to be in a good mood or feel happy at Esperanza, measures by which they 

were assessed by staff on their dailies. Having phone calls from loved ones was very important 

to their well-being. Although, some young women’s day would be better when they were able to 

talk for a limited time on the phone with their loved ones, it was more difficult on other young 

women. In this case, Jessica experienced loneliness added to depression and anxiety when she 

could not be on the phone with her ex-boyfriend. To say the least, it was very daunting for these 

young women because they did not have enough phone calls from loved ones.  Lola recalled, 

“But, at the group home I always felt alone, sad, far, empty, and like I said before it was scary 

especially if you don’t have communication with your family it can get pretty lonely.” Her 

emptiness embodies all the emotions within fear, loneliness, and no sense of support in these 

vulnerable times.  
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When most young women get to placement, they are often made more aware that they 

never had this ideal home with their family or loved ones—for instance, having their own room, 

allowance and being taken out to outings, among other material aspects. This creates conflict 

within the young women, as they grapple with the sense of not having had an ideal home or 

family dynamic. Lola shared that when she lived with her mom, she had to sleep in the living 

room due to the size of the space. Lola shared the ambivalence of being placed in the group 

home and concern about whether the other girls would accept her or not.  

It [the group home] was more like a home then my home obviously and it depends you 
know because there’s people that have family that supports them and is there for them 
and you know helps them out, and I didn’t have that. So, the help I was getting any little 
help or things like that were good. It was supporting enough, for me but umm... (pauses) 
there was up and downs. When I first got there, I was super sad I wanted to leave I didn’t 
want to talk to nobody.  
 

In her testimonio, Lola points out something crucial and interesting—the sense of the group 

home being more of a home than her home. The group home projects the structure of an “ideal” 

home to these young women when they are first placed there. The language that group homes 

use revolves around a hegemonic home environment and the structure of a white middle-class 

family. The attempts to make an ideal home environment at Esperanza actually tended to 

exacerbate the young women’s feeling of isolation and unfamiliarity. Annie shared how her 

experience of being isolated and misunderstood during her stay at Esperanza. She felt she could 

not speak to anyone because she would receive “subliminal” messages, judgement, and would be 

misunderstood. She decided to keep to herself, but this would affect her more over time. She 

recalled, “It was terrible. It was isolated from the town, up the mountain, so many girls in one 

spot, you had to go everywhere with a group or everyone and staff.” The ideas of “home” were 
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replications of white middle-class hegemonic ideal that often hurt the emotional wellbeing of the 

young women staying at Esperanza, pointing to a larger disconnect and failure of care. 

 Therapy was given to the young women at Esperanza. For many of these young women, 

it was their first-time receiving therapy and talking to someone in this profession. Most young 

women stated how they did not feel comfortable sharing their stories with the therapist since they 

already felt judged in the group home. They also felt like the therapists felt sorry for them and 

they did not want to have people pity them. Another factor was the representation of the 

therapists. Most of these young women are women of color and the majority of their therapist 

were white women—this made a difference to them and led to feelings of distrust. Annie shares 

how it was mandatory for her to see a therapist since the judged requested it.  She shares how she 

had so much confusion and anger mixed with depression. She constantly felt misunderstood and 

not listened or cared for.  

It sucked seeing so many kids in the same situation for numerous different reasons. I feel 
like we are all looked at and treated different in a way to where we can’t stand up for 
ourselves because we are minors at the time. Or it depends on someone’s situation, if 
they have anyone, or some type support as well. 

 
The most emphasized common feeling from all these young women is the lack of support and 

love at the time. Annie’s feelings of not being able stand up for herself or not having any 

support, was similar feelings all these young women felt. They relied on each other to survive at 

Esperanza and even on the staff who tried to get close to them.  

Leslie was the only one that was short when it came to her emotions, especially being at 

Esperanza. However, she expressed a lot of frustration with the rules of the group home and the 

intense surveillance and monitoring of the staff. She revealed that being placed in the group 

home did take her off the streets and away from “hard core drugs.” However, she stated, “What 

you could do in the streets, you could do in here. Basically, anything you were able to do outside 
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of the group home you can do inside. Girls were still getting high inside the group homes and 

offered the other girls.” Leslie shared that she still smoked and did other things that she was able 

to do outside. Most often the young women were able to get away with drinking and using 

substances without staff knowing, but not everyone did. Leslie did not mind the consequences 

because she did not fear the threat of being taken somewhere else, since she had nowhere else to 

go or “nothing to lose.” In general, Leslie did not show vulnerability at the time when she was at 

Esperanza. However, she was compassionate with the other young women and cared for them, 

but rarely gave in to her emotions. She strongly emphasized that they had to be tough in order to 

survive and not be taken advantage of in the group home. Acting tough but caring for one 

another was a form of agency that these young women had to enact in their daily lives at 

Esperanza.  

Staff also had a major influence on the girls’ emotions. For instance, if staff were to begin 

their shifts upset and would take it out on the young women, or vice versa listened to how they 

felt and empowered them, they would be affected by any these actions. Staff members at 

Esperanza had a crucial role because they were the only direct adult contact that these young 

women had to look up to or be in conversation with. The young women’s courageous act of 

sharing their testimonio emphasized their emotions by sharing how they felt during this transition 

into the juvenile justice and foster care system, and overall their feelings at the beginning and 

throughout living at Esperanza. This created a sense of emotional bonding between them over 

time.  

Through this section it is important to see the contradiction that Esperanza offers on 

providing a home environment with material aspects, and even though there are resources that 

every youth deserves, it is not addressing the problem that they are going through. Conversely, in 
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effect, they make it more difficult for the girls to feel safe, supported, and loved. While this last 

section focused on how they felt getting to placement this next section reveals another sense of 

emotions: frustration, anger, and even comparing the group home with juvenile detention due to 

the surveillance, intense monitoring of staff, and unnecessary rules that the group home 

provided. I want to thank these six young brave women for being brave and vulnerable within 

this section of their lives.  

Corrective Space- Disciplined and Surveillance 
 

These following testimonio excerpts speak to the ways Esperanza staff monitored young 

women’s behavior, including their daily routines, activities, chores, language, and dress code. 

Examining the policing of their bodies and actions, this section argues that group homes and 

their staff mirror juvenile detentions in their rules and regulatory functions, the limitations on 

space and behavior, and the regulated schedules. The testimonios depict a series of what I call 

“corrective gendered spaces,” where young women are disciplined to kill any gender “deviancy” 

in their behavior and language and to integrate into proper womanhood, becoming sophisticated 

and well-behaved ladies as the group home would use these terms toward these young women. 

build on Sarah Haley’s notion of “gender deviance,” which perceives womanhood according to 

their beauty and fragility standards speaking to gendered violence in places where women are 

molded to be corrected and behave in accordance with certain heteronormative norms. As 

opposed to the previous two sections, these testimonios reveal collective anger and frustration in 

response to the gendered policies that Esperanza implemented. My analytical focus is their anger 

and frustration because it is through those emotions that they express themselves, create their 

own agency, and survive daily at Esperanza.  
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In their testimonios, the young women liken group homes to juvenile detention centers in 

terms of surveillance, punishment, and isolation, a comparison on which I will expand on below. 

However, they also express that at the group homes there was more staff monitoring the 

language they used than in juvenile hall, including cursing or speaking rudely to a staff member 

or another young woman. Were they to break these rules, they were “marked down on the daily,” 

a system used to track their behavior and defiance. 26 Aliana recalled: 

When they would start marking us off for every little thing we would do, that’s when I 
would feel like ‘holy fuck they’re really marking me down because I said shit.’ I started 
feeling judged, not comfortable. They watched every little thing. I even asked, ‘how do 
you even remember this shit?’ This isn’t normal. Everyone curses. Everyone says fuck.  

 

Little minor details such as cursing were being highly monitored. In addition to the language 

they used, the television shows and music the girls listened to were censored. For instance, they 

were not allowed to listen to music or watch TV that had “war language,” violence, “bad media,” 

or curse words. This included reality shows and even music videos that they enjoyed watching 

on VH1 and MTV. The home enforced a 9 PM curfew, after which the girls could no longer 

watch TV. By and large, staff enforced similar restrictions when they were out driving the young 

women on outings. The majority of the staff played “Air1 Worship Now” 90.1 FM Christian 

music, instructing the girls that this was the music they should be listening to. Although this 

angered the girls, these drives were one of the few opportunities they had to leave the home. Few 

expressed their frustration with staff directly for fear of impacting their daily, over which the 

staff members held control.  

 
26 Interview with Jessica at Esperanza Group Home.  
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Censorship was a reoccurring theme in the testimonios. Leslie described one instance 

when she was denied the book One Sheaf, One Vine27 due to its content. She recalled:  

I do remember one time I was refused a book order because they told me it was racist and 
inappropriate, which it wasn’t. It was a book about white people expressing their views 
on racism and nothing more. But they still wouldn’t let me have it. Our reading and the 
topic of our conversations were extremely censored. I would be marked down for things 
such as taking about my past. And I feel that it is so detrimental to the recovery of some 
kids in placement. They would label our stories as war stories and they were punishable. 

 
Leslie’s reading options were problematic to the majority of the young women in Esperanza, 

many who were women of color and viewed her readings as espousing white supremacist and 

racist ideologies. She shared how the person she is today would not have wanted that book, but 

she believed that is was not right to censor reading or talking about the past. Leslie’s beliefs 

made the young women have an open conversation and challenged her way of thinking. As a 

result, Leslie became very close to the other girls and remembers that her points of views were 

changed dramatically. However, expressing their past and talking about certain topics was highly 

regulated. Despite the censorship of reading materials, television, music, and personal histories, 

the testimonios emphasize the significance of coming together—venting, hearing one another 

out, and even breaking the rules together. Frustration and anger allowed the young women to 

bond in reaction to these rules and restrictions in the corrective gendered space.  

Another central concern expressed in the testimonios was the home-enforced dress code. 

Based on their levels—which was marked down on a white board and on their dailies on paper—

young women were given monthly allowances for purchasing hygiene products, clothes, 

makeup, and school supplies. The girls report being prohibited from wearing “revealing" 

 
27 Robert S. Griffin, One Sheaf, One Vine: Racially Conscious White Americans Talk about Race. 2004.  
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clothing, such as spaghetti straps, short-shorts, and “gang-affiliated” clothes, among other dress 

code restrictions. Jennifer shared:  

Sometimes I felt like the dress code was unnecessary. I thought the rules were ok, how in 
the car listening to music with curse words was not allowed, having a clean room all the 
time, not putting the stuff you like up in walls cause of the many different girls in the 
house. Hygiene, cleaning home was ok but the be yourself part and the dressing wise was 
not ok! 

 
The majority of the restrictions that the young women received were authoritarian. The young 

women share their experience of constant discipline and surveillance under strict rules about how 

to dress and behave at Esperanza. Staff strongly policed the way that the young women dressed.  

For instance, the young women strongly felt that it was unnecessary to be told how to dress 

because it was creating a judgmental environment rather than a safe one. Similarly, Aliana 

shares:  

Dress code was so strict. We had to try on everything when we went shopping. They had 
meetings about dress code, what we could and could not buy. They wanted to control us, 
they might as well bought us inmate uniforms. 

  
Gender violence was enacted through the Esperanza dress code. The way that young women 

were expected to dress was already gendered, yet through policing and the surveillance of being 

told how to dress played out through draconian policies. Aliana sums up that they felt controlled 

and felt like prisoners even in the way they dressed.    

In addition to monitoring the girl’s dress, staff also strictly scrutinized phone 

conversations. Girls were only permitted to talk to the people on an official list, one that required 

approval by either their probation officer or a social worker. Based on each girl’s “level,” an 

assessment of their behavior at Esperanza, they received a limited amount of calls ranging from 

10-30 minutes. Aliana recalled “Why were we limited to call only two times [a day] and not talk 

to our family?! That’s some juvenile hall shit, like timed and everything! If you get in trouble 
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you get restriction and you only get a primary call to your PO [probation officer] or social 

worker.” Moreover, Aliana compared the practice to being in juvenile detention, where the only 

phone was a payphone on which they could only receive calls, not call out. More so, they did not 

have any privacy for their conversations. In one group home, the phone was located in the 

hallway of the house, and in another they were required to take their phone calls in front of the 

staff.  They were also required to use English, which was the second language for many of the 

girls. Aliana recalled: 

That got me so mad, you know? How are you gonna tell me I can’t speak my language?! 
Are they even allowed to do that; they’re not even allowed to do that huh? They can’t say 
that. One time I was on the phone with my grandma and staff says: “no speaking Spanish 
I don’t know what you’re saying.”  I was like dude you gotta be fucking kidding me. This 
is my grandma and she does not know English. Are you serious right now?! 

 

The facility manager and staff would claim that using Spanish was not allowed, since non-

Spanish speakers at the group home did not know what was being said. Staff would fear that they 

would be executing a plan to run away and prohibited Spanish even in the young women’s 

conversations with each other and with staff members. Also, if a young woman cursed and yelled 

at a staff member, they would not only get marked on their daily, but would also have money 

deducted from their allowance. It was ten cents to twenty-five cents per curse word. Staff met 

regularly to discuss what were allowable purchases and they required the girls to try everything 

on in advance to ensure compliance. 

The stripping of one’s language was a form of assimilating these youth to womanhood 

and Americanize them. Escobedo, states in her work “A young woman speaking Spanish 

represented a foreign enemy, not a citizen imbued with the proper values of American society” 

(2013, 152).  In addition, court officials continually reprimanded Mexican American girls for 

interacting only with young Latina women or meeting in groups— which this behavior highly 
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interfered with the goal of assimilation. Escobedo shares in her work that one probation officer 

pointed out the “unsatisfactory” behavior of her Mexican American client, remarking that the 

juvenile was “very clannish with Mexican girls and continue[d] to speak Spanish in spite of 

repeated requests not to do so” (39). This as well represented a “dangerous cultural pathology 

that posed a potential threat to the stability of the nation” (39). The link between Escobedo’s 

analysis and Chàvez-Garcia’s work on demonizing young Mexican American youth is important 

to make, because as Escobedo shares a 1943 Los Angeles Times article that explained: “juvenile 

files repeatedly show that a language variance in the home— where the parents speak no English 

and cling to past culture— is a serious factor of delinquency.” The association with the use of 

another language and low standards of living was quick to racialize and criminalize due to not 

being the norm in society. The speaking of Spanish or languages other than English is still being 

prohibited in open spaces and institutions. Young women continue to be disciplined across 

surveillance in language and behavior in places that are being constructed as home settings.  

Phone calls were significant for these young women, in part because it provided them an 

opportunity to Spanish, Spanglish, and curse words. This was the only time they felt a sense of 

freedom talking to their loved ones in their first language and even using curse words to express 

their sense of confinement. Staff were required to monitor the young women while they were on 

the phone. However, the young women would resist, staying longer on the phone and talking in 

Spanish, not minding the consequences that they would receive. Leslie shared how this is 

considered a “right to a child,” and everyone should be allowed to speak to their loved ones:   

I did not follow any of the rules on most days. I did what I wanted with no regard for any 
punishment I’d receive. I despised the rules and all of the restrictions, which plenty of 
them were unnecessary. One example is how they would take away what I considered a 
right to a child--phone calls to even family if you were on restriction or broke a rule. 
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Regardless of the rules, Leslie and the other young women would remain on the phone past their 

time and would refuse to hang up at times. Sometimes they would even motivate each other to 

continue talking longer on the phone or even arrange who would talk on the phone first. 

Resisting to the corrective gendered rules was a collective agency they created together through 

the carceral state of surveillance at Esperanza.  

 
In practice, moving levels sometimes seemed (and may have been) impossible. Besides 

having to follow dress code, not cursing, and completing their chores, they had to also clean their 

room. This caused considerable frustration. As noted by one girl, “Who the fuck cleans their 

room every day? Can I leave my bed undone for a day? Can you not look through my shit!” 

These young women were surveilled in minor aspects of how chores were completed. Lola 

shared, “Damn, because I mean like you’re trying to go up [a level] and they [staff] just brings 

you down; because you didn’t clean the table right, and because they didn’t like it or something.”  

Significantly, Lola expressed that she was put down by a staff member for not doing chores 

correctly. Katrina A. Praxton interprets how regulations at the Sherman Institute for young 

women strongly implemented to develop habits of cleanliness, neatness, and order in order to 

create a “place of a home.” The representation of becoming good homemakers and creating 

homes to the state as it was implemented in the Sherman Institute and the other correctional 

institutions was also fundamental at Esperanza, rather than focusing on the young women’s 

wellbeing.   

Aliana believed if a staff member was strict and vigilant about writing infractions on the 

daily, they would be appraised as a better worker when compared to others. Staff gave a weekly 

report in the staff meetings about the young women’s dailies. Once each young women’s 

progress report was discussed, staff would create weekly goals for them; such as moving up a 
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level, cleaning better, not cursing as much, being more hygienic, being a good role model, and 

much more. These goals were enacted as another corrective gendered space of controlling the 

girls and molding them into proper womanhood. One of the girls disclosed, “The goals…. Ah the 

goals would piss me the fuck off! How is someone gonna make goals for me, can you guys 

consult with us about this and see if we agree with this goal?!” The young women were not 

taking into consideration when it came to staff creating goals for them. Rather than these goals 

inspiring and motivating the girls, it would create opposition.  

When seen in this framework of gender deviancy, resistance to following rules created 

tension between staff and the young women. There were some staff that would offer to help do 

the chores with them, but most of the staff would mark them off for not doing the chores 

correctly. This impeded the girls from moving up a level and receiving additional privileges, 

such as talking to their families and going on family visits or outings on weekends. Lola shares 

that she had to be very strategic when submitting her application to move up a level.  

Si, porque cuando se las daba a ella [staff] obviamente te iba a decir “you know what 
you’re not ready.” Porque ella estaba enojada conmigo, you know but I would always try 
to give them to (other staff’s name) because she would really see what we do. And that’s 
how you’re supposed to be based on what we do and ósea if we do something bad 
according to the rules ella nos decía y los decía pero si hacemos algo mal que no esta 
bien para una staff you know allí si nos regaña. Como te digo las reglas las modificaban 
ellas.  
 

Lola shared that she could not give the application to a certain staff member, because she would 

be stricter. She shared “En algunas ocasiones yo me acuerdo que (staff’s name) se enojo 

conmigo porque había cosas que no le gustaban y creía que eran malas y si me veía feo, y no me 

hablaba, por sus pinches huevos.” Lola expressed that this particular staff member would look at 

her ugly and not speak to her because she did not like Lola’s attitude. Lola strongly expressed 

that many of the staff members would make, or at least modify, their own rules. Lola shared how 
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there were two sets of rules, one created by the group home and the other by the staff. Overall, 

this inconsistency caused more frustration and conflict for the young women.  

Creating emotional and mental wellness was out the window as the staff were controlling 

the lives of these young women in the group home. One of the girls, mentioned, “The sense of 

being watched at every move was frustrating and telling them what to do. I felt that I wasn’t my 

own person, but I was like a puppet on strings.” Being monitored and told what to do at all times 

mirrors the carceral state of juvenile halls. Similar to correction officers surveilling youth in 

juvenile detention centers, staff also function the same way at Esperanza. For instance, the room 

and body searches that would take place at Esperanza when the young women were home and 

were not are similar practices. The logic of surveillance continues, rather in this case takes place 

in a home environment. These inspections create a dispossession of the young women’s own 

sense of being and rather entraps them into another form of incarceration.  

Even physical activity was a challenge for girls at Esperanza, partly because of the 

challenge it posed to gender norms. The majority of the time staff would make excuses or defer 

taking girls to the gym. Since there was a strict ratio that had to be met: four girls to one staff, the 

staff would find it challenging to be able to take all of the girls to the gym, but sometimes staff 

would not want to because their shift would end soon. Most of the young women expressed that 

some staff did not feel like taking them. Not only were behaviors corrected around gendered 

spheres, but also the activities that they were allowed to participate in. One of the sports that the 

young women wanted to be involved in was boxing. However, many of the girls were told that 

boxing was not allowed because it was considered a “violent” sport. The cause of the corrective 

gendered space created the young women not being able to box since it was seen as a more 

masculine sport.  
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 Due to the vast limitations of what the girls can be involved in, they would give up to not 

argue with staff and would stay in to watch TV, sleep, and eat. They lacked motivation to be 

active such as exercising or going on outings, and most staff did not encourage them. Lola shared 

another instance of getting angry because staff would make a “big deal” about the young women 

not following guidelines, in this case going to the gym, “Oh, and the towel that I got wasn’t short 

enough to take to the gym. It was just ridiculous, and I started screaming and telling her: “You 

know go ahead, Fuck you!” Lola explains how it was really difficult for her to get angry, but the 

little things that they would not follow were irritable and how they would get punished upset her.  

Group homes not only work as violent carceral states, but also function as repressive 

gendered space for these young women. Annie sums up how it was living in the corrective 

gendered space of Esperanza:  

It was isolated from the town up the mountain. So many girls in one spot, you had to go 
everywhere with a group or everyone and staff. So many attitudes, personalities, drama, 
set schedules, and time frames, random room searches, come home from school get 
searched. Earn home passes. Timed phone time. Just feeling on maximum lock down. 
Your freedom is gone. Feeling alone was very high. 
 

As in this case, the feeling of “maximum lockdown” sums up all the restrictions that were 

enforced to the young women. Through all the feelings the young women experienced feeling 

alone somehow brought them together. Collectively they created their own resistance from being 

obedient. They built solidarity, humor, and even what Aliana calls “mind-fucking” the staff— 

appearing to agree with staff’s request or telling the staff what they wanted to hear, but in an 

ironic way. They revealed how they also developed a “fuck that” attitude toward the rules at 

Esperanza. For instance, refusing to clean, completing chores, not cursing and they did not care 

for the consequences or receiving restriction. Through this collectiveness, the young women 

communicated with one another which staff they can trust and who they cannot in regard to 
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sharing how they felt. Communication with one another was a crucial aspect of the agency they 

created and continued to remain once they were out of the group home. 

Thus, Escobedo’s claim of the juvenile court’s treatment toward Pachucas reveals 

gendered criminalization, we can see how it parallels to the experiences of youth in group homes 

today, in this case through a gendered corrective space. Depicting these young women as 

“undesirables”— it is easier to criminalize the young women and correct them through these 

carceral home institutions. The mission of these apparatuses for these young women continue to 

work toward assimilation and domestication, to be converted into “good” gendered citizens—

equally at the historical carceral spaces we have learned about. Anew stripping of the young 

women’s behavior, dress, and language continues to be tools to domesticate youth to proper 

womanhood. Even more significant, through these testimonios we see gender being policed and 

surveilled through draconian measures.  

Post-Group Home: Resistencia en el Corazón 
 

We have seen in the previous sections how the young women were placed at Esperanza, 

how they felt being taken away, and how they were being surveilled and corrected, especially 

around issues of gender deviancy. This last section focuses on how Esperanza and these so-

called home environments effected the young women’s lives years later. Their analyses became 

deeply important as time passed and as they embarked on the search for financial instability, 

secure housing, and integration into the “outside adult world” with little support—as Jennifer 

mentioned. Their own personal evaluation of these institutions should be validated in order for 

policy to create change in the juvenile justice system–since it is these young women that 

experience punishment through the carceral state firsthand.  
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Not only is analyzing previous trajectories of their lives and the surveillance of this 

corrective space in the group home crucial, but it is also important to realize that these 

institutions do not to follow up in supporting these young women once they are released. If the 

purpose of these institutions is to “provide healing through a treatment program that utilized the 

power of a normal home environment, counseling, education, and independent living skill 

development” — as the Esperanza Group Homes and other state— then these institutions should 

be able to extend that support and guidance in the long run for young women to find a safe place 

and space with resources. 

Upon leaving Esperanza, the young women continued to share many commonalities; they 

struggled economically and had very few people they counted on for emotional and financial 

support. Most of the young women finished high school. Although college was not accessible to 

them, some did take classes at a community college. Aliana, Leslie, Jennifer and Jessica became 

mothers after leaving Esperanza and this created a stronger bond between them. They kept in 

contact with one another and attended each other’s baby shower and other celebrations.  

 
AWOLing – Leaving the Middle of nowhere  

 
As we have learned, not all of the women completed the time they were sentenced to serve at 

Esperanza. Jennifer and Leslie ran away and did not return to any group home. Leslie shared that 

she had planned to run away and that the staff and young women knew. She shared how she 

would have wanted someone to have told her not to leave, but nobody stopped her: 

Yes, because I went out of state and started doing drugs again within three hours. I wish I 
wouldn’t have left, but they didn’t do anything to stop me. I felt I had no reason to stay, no 
one gave me a reason to stay and that is why I left.  

 
Even though the young women were close to each other at Esperanza, they felt like there was 

nothing for them there, so they believed they had nothing to lose and left. However, it was 
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another reality for them once they were out of placement. Jennifer and Leslie found it difficult to 

be on their own and continued to lack support. Their partners were the only people they could 

count on at the time. After Esperanza, they both remained in the Inland Empire working and 

raising their kids. Leslie continues to struggle with addiction and has found it difficult to find a 

permanent place since she has been out of Esperanza. Jennifer continues to live with her son, and 

tragically Leslie lost her two daughters to the same system she grew up in.  

Looking for a permanent place after Esperanza/ Lack of Resources  
 
Most of all the young women found it difficult to find a permanent place to live when 

released out of Esperanza. Some of them rented a room in people’s houses, and others stayed 

with their siblings or close relatives, and others were “house hopping” –staying in different 

houses until they found a permanent place.  

 
Jessica, at the time of her testimonio was 19 and was going through a difficult transition 

of finding a permanent place to stay with her two kids and ex-boyfriend:  

Now that I have been out of placement it’s been… I’m not gonna lie, it’s been rocky you 
know cause I’m young and honestly I wish that I (starts crying) I wish I had support from 
like family you know cause we're young and were kind of thrown out to the street like we 
don't really know. Like we don't have family to tell us go to school or tell us you can live 
here, like you know to help us. We just kind of are thrown out to the street and we just 
have to figure it out. It’s been hard but I’m getting through it.  

 
Jessica revealed her hardship at this time and the lack of support in her life. Getting “thrown out 

to the streets” defeats the whole purpose of what most group homes aim to do—"caring and 

providing these young women with safe home environments.” As correctional institutions, 

boarding schools, and other institutes domesticate youth and prepare them to be “good” gendered 

citizens within these spaces, this similar institution continues the pattern of carcerality by 

allowing them to be released without proper guidance, financial support, and stability.   
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Aliana also shared after being released from Esperanza:    

The hardest thing would be adapting to the world. They shelter the fuck out of you and 
expect you to snap back into the real world from one day to another. Having to walk to 
college and work. Being able to hold money. Having a phone. Having to go grocery shopping 
and cooking for yourself.  It sounds crazy but it was kinda like learning how to walk again. 
Just imagine all the restrictions they had go away from one day to another. Not that I’m 
complaining cause it felt great! But it was hard.  

 
Aliana emphasizes having to “snap back”—adapt or even learn in general the real world is what 

the group home entails to teach the young women. They are considered independent once they 

are released, however this carceral apparatus does not see how it continues to abandon them and 

release them without any support. The many restrictions that the young women mentioned 

earlier, such as being prohibited to have cell phones, internet access, limited phone calls, were 

given freely and unlimited once released. These were all new aspects that they had to obtain and 

learn how to access by themselves.    

In a similar fashion, Escobedo highlights how one of the juvenile officials told a young 

Mexican American woman in residence at Ventura School for Girls “begin to plan and be ready 

when you leave Ventura to… be a fine American girl and a good citizen. You will be doing your 

part in our great nation.” Being able to assimilate, be a “good” citizen is the mission of these 

institutions. Such as the Indian boarding schools and group homes of today, it is to be part of the 

White American society and not challenge or be a threat to this country. These young women at 

Esperanza shed light to the hardships of leaving these spaces.  

A major challenge these young women faced was losing the resources they previously had at 

Esperanza. These included monthly allowance for buying clothes, shoes, and hygiene products, 

access to therapy, classes such as anger management, Alcoholic and Narcotics Anonymous, and 

other classes, their own room, bathroom, and weekend outings to amusement parks and other 

places. Collectively, these six young women illuminated specific ways that they felt they were 
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struggling post-Esperanza and how they drew on each other or other friends to help their 

transition. The material aspects that this group home provided them, by state force and based on 

gender compliance and surveillance, was not realistic nor attainable for them after they left, and 

they strongly felt it.   

Regardless of this, Aliana, Jennifer, Jessica, Lola, Annie, and Leslie continue to resist 

everyday life and struggles and continue to survive. They were pushed out and expected to be 

successful, yet with no emotional or financial support, and these young women continue do what 

they can to survive each day. Throughout history, we see how the state continues to primarily 

isolate, punish, and then release young women out with any resources nor support. Annie depicts 

one of the most difficult times once being released from Esperanza, and not having any 

guidance:  

 The hardest thing I had going for myself was signing myself out of foster care, thinking 
I had myself, and my living situation under control, but really in reality I shouldn't have 
made that choice. Because I just ended up being in situations I couldn't or didn’t have any 
control over.  
 

Annie shared how it was two years ago where she felt she was able to have control of her life and 

make better choices:  

I finally am starting to be where I want to be. Yes, it's still hard and a struggle in so many 
ways and scenarios, but I never gave up. I never allowed anything messed up to where I 
showed weakness and bitched out and bow down to anyone when they tried saying so. I 
am a fighter, and a survivor. God gives his strongest soldiers his hardest battles. 
Remember that. 
 

Annie’s words not only speak to her own resistance but also to the other five women and the 

strength they all possess to keep going. With resources or not these young women find their own 

way to survive, live at the best potential they can for them and their loved ones. The material and 

financial resources that were given at Esperanza should continue to be given to them once they 

are released.  
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Esperanza’s “Home”—family ideology being implemented in the long run 
 

The logic of group homes aims for young women to continue with their lives living in a 

“normal home environment.” The family ideal and home ideal that Esperanza portrays again 

does not exist for the majority of these women. Therefore, by creating this domestic and 

paradigm shift of what a home and what success looks like is very complicated. However, these 

young women redefine their own sense of family within their own community and each other.  

While I provided a preliminary framework of corrective gendered space and how the 

institution defines what a home and family look like, the young women actively resist this idea. 

Collins work highlights how women are usually associated with “family” and “home space” and 

is tied with the idea of private, feminized space that is distinct from the public. Collins elaborates 

on the idea of private vs. public, and how these are gendered spheres. For instance, women are 

associated with privatization and men on the other hand, with public. Therefore, women are 

expected to remain in their home “place” through the idea of remaining private (Collins 1998, 

67).  Through resisting silence, obedience, and gendered behavior, these women reclaim what 

family and home is by enacting their own agency, language, and sistership within the corrective 

gendered space of Esperanza.  

Community building- Sisters in Resistance   

 
The community and solidarity that these young women built with one another while at 

Esperanza, and continue to maintain once being out, is a crucial aspect of their resistance as 

women who have been punished by the carceral system. They continue keeping in contact with 

one another and formed their own community and support through social media, phone calls, text 

messaging and social events. They shared: 
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I have a lot of the girls on my social media. We message each other here and there; I 
know we all root for each other. I love seeing how a lot of the girls have grown to be 
amazing mothers.  

Yes, I do communicate with one of the girls I met at my first group home. And, we are 
still hanging out and talking till this day. We never left or forgot each other no matter the 
distance, or circumstances. I love her and she loves me, we grew up together. 
 

 Jennifer also shared the importance of each other’s sistership. She mentioned how she became 

very close to Leslie, that she was able to put “her whole white people thing” aside referring to 

her white supremacy comments during Esperanza but over this place they develop strong 

bonding.  

I don’t want to be friends with some type of girl ...it's an environment when you do get 
into group homes but those are like sisters. You know you're all going through hard stuff 
and I mean you hear their stories; I hear you out. I mean you’re gonna be together for a 
while regardless if you want to or not. Like that’s what I like having their friendship, and 
even after leaving regardless if you got kicked out regardless if you ran away, or if you 
graduated from the program that you still have those friendships. 

Jennifer mentioned how she would have never talked to any of these girls if they were not in the 

group homes; but being inside, made them bond and brought them closer through the 

commonalities they shared. Jennifer also shared how almost all the young women who were in 

placement with her attended her baby shower, although it had been years that they had seen each 

other in person. She noted,   

You would get the girls who you couldn’t relate to. But there was the ones where we just 
clicked. Like sometimes you think that shit you went through was bad or that nobody else 
has gone through it, but I was surprised. So many young strong girls have gone through 
so much shit that half the staff wouldn't even know how to relate. So yes, there was a 
strong sense of community. We'd tell stories like oh shit that happened to you too!? 
Being in a group home away from family or friends brought us together. Some girls 
didn't even have family, so in a sense we became that to each other.   

 
Patricia Hill Collins emphasizes the intersections of family within race, gender, and sexuality 

rather than biologically. Creating this sistership is part of their resistance that they creative as a 

collective in Esperanza. They foreground their connection:  
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A lot of girls shared similar stories so yes it connected us together, some built 
friendships, relationships some even built hatred for some reason but hearing one another 
and living with each other people tend to grow on you but it’s what you make of it. 
Whether you choose to be comfortable or uncomfortable.  

 
Their resistance was daily at Esperanza. The girls made each other laugh, talked each other out 

of running away, and years later, continued to inspire one another and even shared resources as 

women and mothers.  

Conclusion  
 

As we have seen in this study, the corrective gendered space of Esperanza enacts control 

over the young women’s behavior and continues a pattern that mirrors other carceral institutions, 

both past and present. We need to find a way to abolish punishments and spaces that continue to 

oppress youth, specifically women of color. Geospatial confinement and corrective punishment 

history continues to repeat itself through home environments. But that does not mean that it 

needs to continue. 

Understanding why young women continue to get arrested and incarcerated is crucial to 

abolishing carceral state institutions and these corrective gendered spaces. It is important to hear 

why they run away, as well and how young women continue to struggle with addictions. These 

are ways that we can start creating spaces with hope, love, and resources for them and their 

families.  

Because this work draws on abolition and imaging ways to free youth, I asked these six 

powerful women what they would change from Esperanza and other group homes. Their 

observations years later call to the attention of love, support, empathy, and most important care 

toward other young women.  

 
I would make a big difference in group home. Like a little more caring, understanding, 
and not so much like a prison. I wouldn't kick them out so fast how other placements 
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were, unless they made it clear that the placement isn't for them. In this world, you give 
respect to get respect. I don’t know if I make sense, but I know girls in group homes 
aren't understood, heard, or feel like they are safe, for one. They are just hurting. It's not 
home, it doesn't feel like a home. And I would make sure my girls in my group home can 
actually feel safe, comfortable, open, and just work with them instead of making them 
feel alone and against them.   
 
I will never agree with the phone rule. I understand that other girls were in the home and 
we all needed to take turns using the phone but being so far away from your family and 
friends is tough already. I don’t think taking phone time away should’ve been even 
considered a punishment. I don’t agree that ten minutes was enough time once or twice or 
even three times a day. We were rarely able to see our loved ones. We are all dealing 
with our own personal issues in the group home and sometimes there’s absolutely no one 
in the home that you feel like you can go to and it could become harmful physically and 
emotionally, so I think that it’s vital to open up. The phone should be available during 
difficult times at least regardless if we used up our phone time because talking to that one 
person could potentially save us from any unnecessary stress or harm.  

 
The echo of their voices repeating that these placements are not like a home and more like a 

prison goes far beyond what a home should ideally look like. The idea of feeling respected, safe, 

cared about, and understood is far more critical than being in an “ideal home” where there they 

are immersed in surveillance and punishment. Lastly, I leave the last words from Aliana, 

Jennifer, Jessica, Lola, Annie and Leslie to the younger generation of women who continue to be 

placed in these corrective gendered spaces and resist every day in their lives: 

I would tell them to keep pushing. Life is so beautiful when you are in control. Where 
they are now is only temp. [temporary] I would recommend them to stay and push 
through cause it can be worse somewhere else. To know their rights and enforce them.   
 
- Aliana  

 
Don’t fight, don’t run away. It might all seem scary and new or boring and tiring, but get 
help while it’s in front of you, not all things or people are out to get you. 
 
- Jennifer 

 
I’d tell her make sure you don't react first or make the wrong decisions out of anger, 
sadness, any emotion. Because in the end you are doing nothing but making wrong 
choices to where it all comes back in the future. It's just endless problems after problems 
you have to deal with all at once, and your still not happy with where you are at, or with 
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yourself. Be wise, be a leader, not a follower, never think or feel like you have to prove 
yourself to anybody, life’s really a struggle, Why? It's what you make of it. And if you 
choose to do bad make sure you are slick and good at what you do, and not hurting 
yourself living in regret and misery.  
 
-Annie 

 
I think that my experience would definitely help a young woman in a group home or 
going into a group home. I am older now and much more wise. I would share my 
experience I had in the group home, when I got out, and explain to her where I am at now 
in my life. I would also share what I wish the outcome would’ve been.  
 
-Lola 

 
I would like to advise them to take that as an opportunity to think and choose a good way 
of life for their future to use that time to be what they are girls and not to try to grow up 
so quickly.  
 
-Jessica 

 
I would tell them they have roommates who they should respect and could develop 
lifelong friendships with beyond the walls of their group home. I would tell them to take 
advantage of what they are being offered as far as counseling and drug therapy because 
when you are 18 and are responsible for yourself you have to pay for those things. If they 
end up in a home that does levels that they should take advantage of any perks or rewards 
that they can possibly be granted. Overall, they should remember that they will spend the 
least amount of time in their entire lives in the group home. No one stays in a group home 
forever. It is only temporary, and it may even be better than their real home depending on 
their unique case. 
 
-Leslie 
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