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(Note: The Grants Pass Daily Courier published this guest
opinion on Aug. 24, 2011.)

By Ken Jerin

When | became superintendent of the Rogue Valley Youth
= Correctional Facility in Grants Pass, | had a conversation

. with the youth. | told them, “I'm the one who has to sign
for you to be paroled. One of the standards | look at is
whether | would want you to be my neighbor.
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“You're going to be somebody’s neighbor,” | said. “And if | don’t want you as my
neighbor, | don’t want you to be somebody else’s neighbor.”

So now the youth sometimes ask me, “Am | being a good neighbor?” They
understand that the Oregon Youth Authority’s goal for them is to be productive,
crime-free citizens after they leave the close-custody facility.

More often than not, they succeed. While the 100 youth are here, they maintain a
rigorous schedule. They are up by 6:45 a.m. They eat meals at specified times.
They are in school 30-35 hours a week. They have seven to 10 hours of treatment
weekly for their behavioral, drug and alcohol, mental health or other issues.

To learn empathy and the value of giving back, they are involved with PAWSitive
Changes to rescue and care for dogs. They craft pens for overseas troops. They
make restitution to their victims. Youth who are doing well mentor other youth,
in itself a form of community service.

Sixty to 70 percent of Rogue Valley YCF youth are from Southern Oregon, so
chances are they will be our neighbors after they are paroled. Odds are good they
will be good neighbors. Not a week goes by that we don’t receive a call from a



former youth telling a staff member, “I’'m doing well and wanted you to know
that.”

You probably have encountered some of these youth. Some work in local
restaurants. | met one former youth working in an Ashland business. Some youth
go on to college. One former youth went to Salem this year and told legislators, “I
wasn’t doing very well and | got in trouble. But over the year in the correctional
facility | learned a lot, | matured, and I’m grateful | went through the system.”

We have a dedicated staff who not only make this a safe place for youth to learn
and reform but also whom you encounter in the community volunteering in youth
sports, the Boys and Girls Club, church and other organizations. Three Rivers
School District operates an excellent high school for us, and the superintendent
and board members come to our spring commencements just as they do for other
high schools in the district.

Nearly 50 community volunteers come into the facility at least monthly. They
conduct religious services, mentor youth and give youth a chance to build
relationships, get direction and discuss treatment with people who aren’t
authority figures. The Southern Oregon Indian Center does biweekly sweat lodges
and weekly Native American groups. It was volunteers who started and
maintained the tradition of bringing in burgers for our youth on Christmas eve.

Hard work, yes. But helping youth offenders become good neighbors also is
satisfying work. Our friends in Southern Oregon who are such good neighbors to
us are essential to our success. Thank you.

Rogue Valley Youth Correctional Facility is one of 10 facilities the Oregon Youth
Authority operates statewide. Ken Jerin may be contacted at
ken.jerin@oya.state.or.us. Although he took over as superintendent only in
January, Jerin has lived in Grants Pass since 1998. He was program director at the
facility from then until 2009, when he was transferred to Salem and put in charge
of security for all 10 OYA facilities.
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