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Additionally, many youth in custody suffer from past trauma, substance abuse issues as well as cognitive, 
developmental and/or mental health problems that impact their ability to remember, articulate, and 
understand many of their experiences. An interviewer must be sensitive to these issues and accommodate 
them.  
 
It is strongly recommended that an interviewer who is new to this work with youth review current 
resources and materials that address the nuances and considerations of effective and undamaging interview 
techniques.  
 
Establish Informed Consent 
At the outset, during, and at the close of any interview, it is important to get the informed consent of the 
youth. Informed consent means that the interviewee understands and evaluates the risks and benefits of an 
interview and agrees to proceed with the interview. In order to establish informed consent, you should 
explain why you are doing the interview, what you will be asking about, how you will use the information 
the youth gives you, and that, given this understanding, the youth freely agrees to speak with you. A good 
way to do this is by asking the youth directly, “Do you understand?” and “Do you have any questions?” But 
this should not be the only way you evaluate this understanding. Make sure to let the youth know that s/he 
can ask you questions at any time during the interview. It is also always important to give the interviewee 
multiple opportunities to decline or revoke consent, or limit its scope. 
 
Particularly if the interviewee is in a custodial setting, it is important to describe and directly discuss the 
possible risks involved, which can include retaliation or mistreatment from staff or other inmates.  
 
If the youth is still under the age of 18, you should research the law of capacity to consent before 
conducting an interview. It may be necessary to contact a parent or guardian prior to interviewing a youth 
under the age of majority.   
 
If you plan on using a youth’s story or testimony in your public education work and in advocacy, or if you 
want permission to use the youth’s name, you should make sure to secure the necessary releases from the 
youth and/or guardian (and evaluate and discuss all risks involved). It is a good practice to use consent and 
release forms to memorialize your discussion and agreement on these issues.  
 
You should also be sure the youth understands that the interview is not to address the crime(s), 
conviction(s) or sentence(s) and related matters, and that you are not assisting in his/her delinquency or 
criminal case(s). 
 
Discuss Confidentiality and Its Limits 
Before you begin or take any notes, and before you end the interview, it is important that you discuss the 
confidentiality of the interview, whether and with whom you will share the information you were given – 
including identifying information. You should also discuss under what circumstances you might be forced to 
disclose information and to whom. These circumstances will vary depending upon whether you are an 
attorney interviewing the youth in a legal capacity; whether there is a civil or criminal action pending for or 
against the youth; and whether you suspect child abuse has occurred and you or your organization are 
subject to a mandatory child abuse reporting statute.    
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There is extensive literature on the ethics, risks and best-practices for fact-finding interviews (and various fact

http://apps.americanbar.org/litigation/committees/childrights/video/1006-interviewing-childclient.html
http://apps.americanbar.org/litigation/committees/childrights/video/1006-interviewing-childclient.html
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segregation, or for protection. I’m just concerned that they are mostly left alone in their cells for days, weeks, months or 
longer. It doesn’t matter why.”] 
 
Juvenile Justice System Experience 

 What date did you enter this facility? 

 How old were you? 

 Did you know what to expect? How? 

 How were you transported? 

 Did you get an initial screening? [You may have to describe what this is.] 

 What do you remember about any discussion facility staff had with you about where you would be 

housed? 

 Where were you placed? 

 What was the inside of your cell/dorm like? 

 Did you have cell mates? 

 What were they like? 

 How old were they? 

 What were your thoughts and feelings when you first entered the facility? 

 
Conditions Generally  
[Skip if youth was placed directly into isolation/
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If the youth was placed in protective custody:  

 Were you given the choice of whether to be placed in isolation or not? 

o If the youth asked to be placed in protective custody ask: 

 Why did you request to be placed in isolation? 

 When did you make the request? 

 What were you told about isolation before you were placed in the cell? 

 How long did you stay in protective isolation? 

 Did you ever change your mind? 

 Were you ever given the option to return to your previous housing arrangement? 

 Did you ever request to be taken out of isolation? 

 Did you ever discuss this with facility officials? 

o If the youth did not ask to be placed in protective custody ask: 

 What were you told about the reason for your placement? 

 Did you ever ask to be taken out of solitary confinement/protective custody? 

 Were you ever told how you might get out of solitary confinement/protective 

custody? 

 
If the youth was placed in disciplinary isolation:  

 Were you notified of the facility rules when you arrived there? 

 Did you understand them? 

 Why were you placed in isolation? 

 Were you given a description of the violation/ticket in writing? 

 Was there a hearing? Did you get to attend? 

 Were you allowed to have witnesses?   Did you have a lawyer or someone to represent you? 

 Were you given the chance to appeal? 

 
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 How long were you placed in medical isolation? 

 Did you ever ask to be taken out of isolation? 

 Was there a way for you to make a request to be taken out of isolation? 

 Did you ever discuss this with any facility official? 

 
General Conditions in Isolation/Solitary Confinement 

 Describe the inside of the cell? 

 How big was it? 

 What did it smell like? 

 Was it hot/cold (summer/winter)? 

 Were there windows? How many? 

 Could you see the sky? 

 What were the walls and door made out of? 

 Could you see anything from the inside of the cell?  

 What was inside the cell (bed, desk, toilet, etc.)? 

 Did you have water and hygiene supplies in the isolation room/cell? 

 [If the youth did not have a toilet] What happened if you needed to use the bathroom when you 

were in isolation? 

 What noises could you hear from inside your cell? 

 What did you think when you were first put there? 

 If you spent longer than a day in isolation, what was a typical day like? What did you do all day? 

 How much did you sleep while you were in isolation? 

 How often did you see or talk to other people when you were in isolation? 

 
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 What was the feeling you had most often? 

 Were you angry or afraid? 

 How would you describe how you felt or acted while in isolation? 

 Did you have any strategies for making the time pass or making it easier to be in isolation? 

 Do you remember the hardest thing about being in isolation—or the most difficult moment? 

 Did you feel like you were a different person when you left solitary? 

 What did you want or need most when you were in isolation? 

 Did you have dreams or nightmares? 

 Did you ever try to hurt yourself? If so, did you ever talk about that with anyone? 

 Did it feel like you were being punished? 

 
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 Have you ever been diagnosed with a learning disability or another disability? 

 Do you have an “individual education plan” (IEP) (where your school, teachers and 

parent/guardians discuss how you learn best)?  

 Did the facility ever discuss your IEP with you—or make changes to it? 

 Were your parents/guardians notified? 

 Did you get out-of-cell time for other programming? 

 Which programs? 

 How often? (Every day?) 

 How much each time? 

 Were these activities with other youth? 

 Were there things you would have liked to do but couldn’t? 

 
Further Research 

 Do you have any documents related to your time in isolation/solitary confinement (hearing 

documents, violations notices/tickets, findings letters, medical records, evaluations, grievances, 

etc.)?  

 Do you have any documents related to mistreatment you experienced while in custody of the 

juvenile justice system (grievance, etc.)?  

 Have you heard of someone being placed in isolation for a long time, or longer than you? What is 

the longest time you have heard of? Do you know the reason/s that person was placed in isolation? 

Can you give me that person’s contact information? 

 Is there anyone else in the facility (teacher, mentor, social worker, doctor, pastor, priest) who 

would know about youth in isolation and who we could contact? 

 
If the Youth Has Been Released  

 When were you released? 

 Were you in solitary confinement up until you were released? 

 What did you first feel when you were released? 

 What did you most want to do or where did you most want to go when you got out? Did you do it? 

 
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 What do you want to do when you get out? 

 What advice would you give to someone who was entering the juvenile justice system at your age? 

 I’ve asked you a lot of questions, but I don’t always ask the right ones. Is there anything I didn’t ask 

about that you think is important for people to know? 

 
 


