TEXAS CRIMINAL JUSTICE COALITION
PRIORITY RECOMMENDATION FOR THE SUNSET ADVISORY COMMISSION
DIVERSION FROM SOLITARY CONFINEMENT FOR YOUTH IN TDCJ
INTENT – Prohibit the use of solitary confinement of youth housed within the Texas Department of Criminal Justice
(TDCJ).
TDCJ should adopt and standardize a modified version of the current Alternative Treatment
Program (ATP) for all youth, ages 14-18, housed within TDCJ.
The ATP is implemented within the Youthful Offender Program1 at TDCJ. Its goal is to redirect
incarcerated youth toward successful rehabilitation through specialized, individual treatment, daily
assignments, group sessions, and progress reviews. The ATP bypasses solitary, administrative
segregation custody, instead allowing incarcerated adolescents to identify and examine their socially
unacceptable behavior in a pro-social setting, and develop more socially appropriate responses. This
can reduce violence and increase incarcerated adolescents’ mental health and coping for years to
come. Already, the five-year old ATP program is estimated to have an 80-90% success rate in
diverting youth from solitary confinement.2
For adolescents between the ages of 18 and 25 who do not qualify for the ATP, we also advise
against the use of administrative segregation, given the harmful impact of isolation on cognitive
development.
BACKGROUND
Current TDCJ policy does not set minimum ages for assignment of individuals to solitary
confinement. This means incarcerated individuals as young as 14 who have been adjudicated as
adults and sentenced to prison may serve indeterminate lengths in isolation.
For positive youth development to occur, five programming components must be present:
competence, confidence, character, connection, and caring.3 The use of isolation not only ignores
these components, it perpetuates the harmful exposure of youth to traumatic experiences.4 Indeed,
research on the developing brain and the effects of trauma shows the following:
•
•

•

The brain is reorganizing during adolescence (ages 14 to 25), which is a critical brain growth
period.5
By age 16, adolescents are similar in cognitive functioning to adults, but they lack the ability to
regulate their emotions, leading to a disconnect between what they think and how they feel.
This is psychological and social development that continues into adulthood.6
Stress and trauma during this time of brain growth cause the development of socially negative
behavior due to chemical changes in the brain, signaling the brain to eliminate unused or
undesired connections permanently. This leaves the body in a heightened state of fear and
manifests as impulsiveness (e.g., theft, aggression) and impaired logical judgment (e.g., rule
breaking).7

Ultimately, TDCJ’s mission is to “promote positive change in offender behavior,” and to
“reintegrate offenders into society.”8 Current policy allowing for incarcerated youth and adolescents
to be assigned to long-term isolation detracts from that mission, while also potentially resulting in
higher recidivism rates among the adolescents who are denied access to rehabilitation and education
programs. While in isolation, adolescents’ developing brains stagnate, and they do not learn to
control impulses or develop their cognitive functions. The environment is not conducive to
contemplation and remorse, but instead fosters fear, violence, disregard for others, and impulsive
behavior.
Instead, TDCJ should utilize a modified version of ATP for all youth eligible for
segregation. Doing so would not only provide youth with the most effective process for
internalizing the consequences of their actions, it would also reduce the likelihood of youth violently
re-offending.
NOTE: Implementation of this recommendation would likely result in cost savings.
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