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A Message from 
DJJ Director Andy Block

The Community Placement Program
Fauna and Flora Among Effective Therapeutic Tools At Merrimac

Animals have been a part of the culture 
at Merrimac Juvenile Detention Center in 
Williamsburg long before the Community 
Placement Program began. Chickens, goldfish 
and bearded dragon lizards provide residents 
a chance to learn empathy, as well as how to 
properly care for a pet.

The plant and animal kingdoms both play significant 
roles in the rehabilition of residents in the Merrimac 
Juvenile Detention Center’s Community Placement 
Program (CPP), the first of the CPPs to begin one 
specifically for females.

Chickens, bearded dragon lizards, and fish have a 
permanent home at this Williamsburg-based facility, 
where they provide sometimes skeptical new arrivals the 
chance to learn empathy and responsibility. “When kids 
first arrive here, they usually don’t want anything to do 
with the animals,” says Treatment Coordinator Sara Jones. 
“But when they watch other residents interact with them, 
they come around.”

Residents also are preparing one of two greenhouses 
on the campus to use for raising plants, assisted by local 
members of Master Gardeners. 

Females arrived at Merrimac in July, 2016, marking 
the first time a CPP was created specifically for them. A 
separate and distinct program from the boys,’ Merrimac 
girls have a weekly “Girls Circle®” in which female staff 
talk to girls about issues specific to them.  These sessions 

Merrimac Treatment Coordinator Sara Jones displays one of two 
greenhouses on campus that CPP residents are preparing for use.
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Merrimac Case Manager Joan Gomes leads male residents in therapeutic drumming sessions.

are especially valuable, Jones says, 
because most of the female residents 
have “been traumatized even more 
than the boys, largely because of sexual 
abuse, family abuse, and prostitution.” 
In a recent meeting, girls read a poem 
entitled, “You Are Unique.”  

In addition to interacting with the 
animals, males enjoy drumming sessions 
led by Case Manager Joan Gomes. “The 
residents love it,” Gomes says. “It’s 
therapeutic for them on many levels.”

Also available is a “RealCare Baby® 
designed to help train young parents-
to-be the proper way to handle and 
feed an infant, and change its diapers. 
Jones admits to being very surprised at 
how many of the male juveniles seem 
to enjoy working with the doll.

“There’s one particular resident 
who just can’t get enough of it,” Jones 
says. “Every time we get out the doll, 
he smiles broadly and handles it with 
such care.”

Merrimac’s cognitive behavior 
program challenges residents to “think 

about how they think,” Jones says. “We 
don’t use ‘room time’ as a sanction for 
poor behavior. We use what we call 
‘time outs.’ Our kids seem very much 
on board with this – they have bonded 
much more than we anticipated they 
would.”

Statistics show that Merrimac’s 
CPP participants are getting only 26 
percent of the consequences given to 
kids for poor behavior, including the 
post-dispositional kids at the facility, 
indicating that they are responding 
well to the treatment being provided. 

Clockwise, from left: Merrimac’s CPP 
team, from left: Counselor Heather 
Miller, Case Manager/Therapist Linda 
Simons, Treatment Coordinator Sara 
Jones, Counselor Deltress Searcy, Case 
Manager Joan Gomes; a “Girls Circle®” 
meeting, featuring the “talking stick” in 
the shape of an elephant, which indicates 
which resident has the floor to speak; 
male residents surprised staff members 
with their obvious delight in working with 
“RealCare Babies.®”


