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Abstract 
In Texas, all individuals that are of school age (5 yrs. to 18 years of age) must be provided a free 
public education no matter where they are located – Hospitals, homebound, alternative schools, 
detention centers, etc. The research shows that teaching a student in any non-traditional environment 
poses extreme risk to student success. There is no higher risk than teaching literacy to incarcerated 
youth in one of the largest Juvenile Detention Centers in the United States. To counter the high-risk 
environment in the detention center, a team of University of Houston-Downtown (UHD) researchers, 
educators and preservice teaching candidates joined in a partnership with educators from the largest 
detention schools in the state. Over a six-year period, they develop a very successful researched 
based literacy program whose successful results have been documented, presented, and published at 
previous IATED Conferences. 

Unfortunately, this past year due to unexpected circumstances, the teacher candidates from the 
teacher preparation program were not able to participate in the service-learning project. The research 
has shown that the UHD teacher candidates are an integral piece of the puzzle in providing a 
successful reading program in the harsh educational environment of the Juvenile Detention Center 
(JUVE). To counter the loss of volunteers, the principal of the school created a unique and innovative 
plan that utilized literacy and technology for both the students in the school and the teacher 
candidates. The result was a revolutionary new idea of using book club within book club conducted 
virtually between the teacher candidate book club and incarcerated youth book club. 

This project was able to engage two groups of students. The teacher candidates were already 
successful in school and loved literacy. They needed to learn how to share that success and love for 
literacy with students from difficult learning environments who were struggling to be successful in 
school. The students in the JUVE Center were struggling to understand how literacy could be an 
important part of their lives because they did not typically love reading and usually had limited use of 
technology. This partnership helped both groups learn how to connect to each other through literacy 
and technology. This program was unique because allowing incarcerated youth to communicate with 
anyone outside the detention center has never been allowed. By resolving problems within the 
system, participants were able to engage in literacy. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The partnership that developed between professors in a teacher preparation program at 
Hispanic/Minority Serving University and teachers and administrators at a juvenile county detention 
center created opportunities to develop literacy programs within the various detention centers. The 
connections that the principals and administrators from the detention centers made with the university 
professors fostered trust and respect for both institutions, developing into a literacy curriculum 
program that involved reading and writing with incarcerated youth in ways that had not been done in 
the past. The detention center principals and administrators invited the professors and their preservice 
teachers to enter the different campuses and work with the youth in various literacy projects such as 
journal writing, book club, and independent reading. This partnership pushed the teachers in the 
detention centers to go beyond the expected curriculum to create a book club within their classes and 
to utilize journal writing as a form of connecting to the literature. The university professors introduced 
the teaching and learning aspect to their preservice teachers as they implemented the literacy 
strategies in the detention center classrooms. This partnership continued to grow both as a face-to-
face and virtual program as needed. One of the strongest indications of success in this program 
happened when the incarcerated youth asked for more books. When they showed interest in reading 
and writing more, the teachers and professors knew that they had the students “hooked” into reading. 
From that point forward, the literacy program became a success with everyone. 
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The beginning of this partnership was difficult because of the many obstacles that the teachers, 
professors, and administrators encountered. One obstacle was time and distance. The preservice 
teachers from the teacher preparation program were not able to travel to the detention centers. 
Another obstacle was the rules and policies that made it difficult going into the detention centers and 
work with the incarcerated youth. However, all parties were committed to this project, which facilitated 
overcoming some obstacles, such as facilitating the entrance of the PST’s into the center. The 
university professors worked with the preservice teachers to prepare them for the difficult environment 
of working with incarcerated youth.  

1.1 The Project 
The preservice teachers began working with the incarcerated youth by independently reading several 
carefully chosen books.  The program was enhanced by implementing a book club within a book club 
by having the preservice teachers read the book as a group, while the incarcerated youth read the 
book in their classes. Because of the difficulty with time and distance, the teachers and administrators 
decided to make The Book Club Project virtual. This meant that the preservice teachers used their 
online tools from Blackboard Learn (BBL) to meet as a group. They read the book independently and 
then met virtually as a group to discuss their readings. They asked each other questions about the 
readings, made connections to the characters, and set a reading plan for the next meeting. They 
utilized the reading strategies of reading responses, sticky notes, and vocabulary development that 
they were learning in their literacy classes while reading their novel. The incarcerated youth met with 
their teachers to read and discuss the same novel as a book club. They also utilized the literacy 
strategies of making connections, using sticky notes, and setting a reading plan. The incarcerated 
youth wrote daily in a reflective journal about their personal lives and the connections that they were 
making to the characters in the book. They learned to use the real-life connections that they made 
such as text to self, text to text, and text to world in their reading responses. At the end of a section, 
the students would make a group response that they sent to the preservice teachers through email.  

The Book Club Project engaged two groups. The preservice teachers were successful in school as 
they developed their literacy skills. They needed to learn how to share that success and love for 
literacy with students from difficult learning environments who were struggling in school. For the 
students in the detention centers, they were struggling to understand how literacy could be an 
important part of their lives because they did not typically love reading and usually had limited use of 
technology. This partnership helped both groups learn how to connect with each other through literacy 
and technology. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
In this study, qualitative research was employed because the methodology allowed for the authentic 
voices of the preservice teachers to be captured after they participated in the service-learning project, 
Book clubs within Book clubs at the juvenile detention center. The data consisted of self-narratives 
written by the preservice teachers after participating in the service-learning project. The self-narratives 
were studied and interpreted by both investigators.  This allowed an exploration of the depth of 
nuanced thinking in the preservice teachers’ attitudes and perspectives towards the incarcerated 
youth. 

2.1 Setting 
The study took place in the Juvenile Detention Center’s school for incarcerated youth in the largest 
city in Texas and the University of Houston – Downtown campus, which is located two blocks from the 
Detention Center. The Juvenile Justice Alternative Education Program (JJAEP) was also a site for this 
study. 

2.1.1 Purpose and Research Questions 
Informed by preservice teachers’ narratives, the authors explored the role a high-impact service 
learning project had in shaping future general education teachers’ attitudes towards special 
populations and building inclusive teaching practices in an introductory education course to special 
populations. The study focused on the following research questions: 

1 How did the literacy project influence preservice teachers’ attitudes and perspectives towards 
the culture of special populations? 
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2 What impact did service learning have on the preservice teachers’ knowledge and 
understanding in building inclusive teaching practices? 

These questions were examined within the narrative documents, namely the written reflections of the 
preservice teachers from two separate course sections.  A list of guiding questions was provided to 
offer prompts for reflections. The reflections were written immediately after the projects were 
completed.  Initially, each of the authors read each reflection using an open coding method to identify 
emerging themes and applicable segments of text.  The authors then met to compare initial thematic 
codes to determine categorical placement in relation to the research question foci of attitudes and 
perspectives toward special populations and knowledge and understanding of inclusive teaching 
practices.  Next, the individual researchers read through the reflections a second time, performing a 
constant comparison of the preservice teachers’ reflections to the newly established categories 
(Glaser, 1965).  Finally, we compared their second rounds of analyses to confirm the thematic 
categories and reach consensus.  Using an emergent coding method (Baturina 2015), the researchers 
sought to establish a triangulation of the findings across multiple transcripts 

2.2 Participants 
Participants (Preservice Teachers (13 PSTs)) for this qualitative interpretive study included 29 PSTs 
who were enrolled in a face-to-face introductory course in special education at the University of 
Houston-Downtown. Introduction to Special Populations is an undergraduate class for PSTs in a 
traditional teacher preparation program with an urban focus. The class introduces PSTs to 
exceptionalities among children with emphases a prevalence, assessment, characteristics, and 
classroom management.  Issues of social and educational inequality in urban communities and 
schools are discussed - particularly those issues confronting students from low socioeconomic 
populations.  Additionally, the course focuses on developing the conceptual knowledge of special 
education in pre-service general education teachers. 

The PST participants consisted of 10 females and 3 male; 2 Caucasians, 3 African Americans, 1 
Asian, and 7 Hispanic) who volunteered to participate in a literacy project in an urban juvenile 
detention center between January and May of 2018. All met stringent requirements for entering the 
juvenile detention center.  Each PST who participated was over 21 years of age, passed an FBI 
background check, and attended an instructional tutorial given by detention staff on how to conduct 
themselves within the juvenile detention center. 

2.3 Juvenile Justice Center Pre-Entry Procedures 
Incarcerated youth (N=100) ages run from 10 years to 17 years. Their crimes range from petty theft to 
Murder. There were 75 males and 25 Females in this cohort. The population fluctuates on a daily 
basis but the center contains a consistent population of approximately 40% African American, 40% 
Hispanic and 10 % Caucasian/Asian 

2.4 Qualifications for PSTs 
In order for the PSTs to participate in the service-learning project at the juvenile detention center, they 
needed to obtain security clearance from the detention center and participate in an orientation session 
with the community outreach coordinator at the detention center.  The security clearance initially 
required the PSTs and participating university faculty to submit a form of state identification for an 
electronic background check at the county level.  Once the PSTs and faculty passed this initial 
clearance, they submitted to fingerprinting for a national-level background check.   

2.5 Orientation to the Juvenile Detention Center 
A community outreach coordinator from the juvenile detention center visited the university to provide 
all participants in the service-learning project with an orientation to entering the detention center, 
including daily operating procedures of the court and detention center and working with the students 
housed there.  The orientation included statistical data about the juvenile justice center, the juvenile 
students’ daily schedule, and an overview of the crimes committed by the juveniles.  Most importantly, 
the orientation included an explanation of the social service and law enforcement agencies involved in 
the juvenile justice system and a description of the charter school housed within the detention center.   

The community outreach coordinator also explained the legal system and how it applies to juvenile 
offenders. This particular juvenile detention center houses young offenders under the age of 18 
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awaiting to attend court to face charges for a variety of major crimes.  The community outreach 
coordinator from the juvenile justice center revealed that most youths under the age of eighteen who 
are arrested and charged with a crime are quickly assigned a court date and released to their parents.  
However, if they are charged with especially serious crimes or lack suitable parents/guardians to care 
for them, they must remain detained until their court dates.  This is the case with the young offenders 
housed at this particular juvenile justice center.  Interestingly, the community outreach coordinator 
concluded with a recruiting speech and instructions on how to apply to teach at the juvenile justice 
center and tutor at their summer program.  

2.6 Field Trip to the Juvenile Justice Center 
Once the PSTs and university faculty completed the orientation presentation by the juvenile justice 
center’s community outreach coordinator, they participated in a tour of the juvenile justice center.  
After passing through a metal detector at the entrance of the juvenile justice center, the PSTs placed 
all of their personal items, including cellphones, in lockers provided for guests and visiting parents.  
The tour included visiting the juvenile courtroom, the detention center’s medical center, the 
gymnasium (only recently fitted with air conditioning), visiting rooms (for parents, lawyers, and social 
service workers to visit the detained children), and the “pods” which contain individual cells and a 
common area for school, meals, and downtime.  

The PSTs visited on five separate mornings for three hours each visit to work with incarcerated youth.  
The PSTs engaged the youth with literacy-oriented activities including original personal narrative 
stories and reading for enjoyment and literary analysis tasks.  The award-winning novel The Invention 
of Hugo Cabret by Brian Selznick was used as a vehicle for thinking and reflection.  Although the 
incarcerated youth are divided homogeneously by gender, the UHD students were not paired with the 
youth in this way.  Male and female PSTs volunteered for one of the two groups. Once they chose 
male or female, they stayed with the same group throughout the study.    

2.7 The School Housed Within the Juvenile Justice Center 
State compulsory education laws require all children aged between six and eighteen to attend school.  
Therefore, all juveniles placed in detention are provided educational services funded by the state’s 
education agency and state and federal grants.  The charter school, run by state-certified educational 
administrators and teachers, provides a regular school-year program, including mandated state testing 
and summer school, to enable detained students to continue their education.  The charter school 
focuses on state-mandated academic curriculum, academic remediation, vocational education, and life 
skills.  The students remain in their “pods,” and state-certified content-area teachers rotate among the 
“pods,” which separate the detained youth by gender, age, and disposition.  Since this service learning 
project centered on literacy development, the school’s principal coordinated the schedule for our pre-
service teachers to visit each “pod” during the scheduled language arts and reading periods.  

3 RESULTS 
The results of the study showed that when the incarcerated youth read literature that they could 
connect with they were able to use their reading time in class more efficiently. They were able to 
sustain their independent reading to connect to the literature with the characters in the novel. The 
preservice teachers utilized unique and different ways to build connections with their students. Most 
importantly, as the incarcerated youth engaged in the reading process, they found that they 
participated more in the learning process. They were motivated to read more in order to understand 
the materials and created group responses that the preservice teachers could respond to in order for 
them to make connections.  

4 CONCLUSION 
Conference attendees will get a first had look at the most recent results. The outcomes of the study 
showed that when students read literature they could connect with they were able to use their reading 
time in class more efficiently. They were able to sustain reading time to connect to the literature 
through reading responses. The teacher candidates unique and different ways to build connections 
with their students. Most importantly, as the students engaged in the reading process, they found that 
they were able to participate more in the learning process. They were willing to read more in order to 
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understand the materials. Create a group response that the teacher candidates could respond to in 
order for them to make connections. 
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