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When Michelle Lindell tells her 
students that teaching them is her 
dream job, they don’t believe it.

I mean, who in their right mind 
would want to work in jail all day? 
Who would choose to teach a 
bunch of juvenile delinquents by 
choice?

That would be Michelle Lindell.
“I’ve always rooted for the 

underdog,” she said.
Armed with an undergrad 

degree in elementary and special 
education and a master’s in 
counseling psychology, she had her 
heart set on working with troubled 
youth. The opportunity came six 
years ago, when a teaching job 
opened up at the Chelan County 
Juvenile Detention Center.

“I believe research has proven 
that the No. 1 factor in the 
success of children in school is 
the relationship between teacher 
and student,” she said. “A lot 
of these kids have never had a 
good relationship with a teacher. 
They’ve always been the bad kid. 
They’ve always been in trouble.”

So 220 days a year, youth 
housed at the juvenile center 
who are either serving short-
term sentences or awaiting trial 
and sentencing attend school. 
The program is operated by the 
Wenatchee School District, which 
employs Lindell.

The students range in age from 
11 to 18, but the average age is 15. 
Most days, Lindell has about 10 in 
her class. If there are more than 
12, they’re split into more than one 
class.

Most of the kids coming into 
her classroom don’t attend school 
regularly or at all. So Lindell’s 
primary focus with them is to teach 
basic skills that could eventually 
help them get back into school or 
earn a general education degree 
elsewhere. She keeps records of 
their progress so if they reoffend 
and come back into the center, she 
can pick up where they left off.

The North Central Educa-
tional Service District also has an 
education advocate who meets 
with kids at the center who haven’t 

been in school for a while.
For kids who have no interest 

in returning to school, Lindell 
talks to them about options. They 
can apply to attend an alternative 
school in their community, attend 
classes at SkillSource in Wenatchee, 
or try to get into a program at the 
Wenatchee Valley Technical Skills 
Center.

“I want to give them hope,” she 
said.

If one of her students does 
regularly attend school on the 
outside, Lindell said she makes 
every effort to get homework from 
their teachers — even driving to 
the school to pick it up — so the 
kids won’t fall too far behind.

She also tries to find someone at 

the school who can be an advocate 
for the student when they return to 
the school. That could be a teacher, 
custodian, cafeteria employee, 
“basically anyone who will see 
them as more than the kid who’s 
always in the office for getting into 
trouble,” she said.

All children at the juvenile center 
are required to attend school from 
8:15 a.m. to 2:30 p.m., and most do it 
willingly.

“They sure like being in the 
classroom more than being in their 
room,” Lindell said.

When possible, Lindell tries 
to bring in experts from the 
“outside” to work with the kids. 
“They love having other people 
come in,” she said. “It makes them 

feel not forgotten.”
In early 2016, North Central 

Regional Library’s teen services 
manager Luke Ellington began 
making twice-monthly visits to the 
juvenile center, bringing books, 
talking about books and allowing 
the kids to use some of the library 
district’s technology. He has also 
led students in writing exercises.

“Reading was already very 
popular with youth inside when I 
began and I want to do everything 
I can to encourage these teens 
and ‘tweens to continue reading 
when they’re ‘on the outs,’ ” said 
Ellington, who previously worked 
as a work crew supervisor for 
youth in the Kittitas County court 
system.

Lindell added of Ellington’s 
visits, “The kids eat it up. Most of 
the students say the only time they 
read is when they are in juvie.”

They are allowed to take as many 
books as the security level assigned 
to them. The highest risk — Level 
1 — can only take one book. Those 
with low security ratings can 
take several books. They are only 
allowed to read paperback books.

“I love listening to them talk 
about books,” Lindell said. “They 
recommend books to each other, 
talk about authors and characters, 
and books often get handed 
around and shared between 
them.”

“They have a superstition that 
if you don’t finish a book while 
you’re in juvie then you’ll come 
back. If they’re getting out, they 
read a lot to finish a book or they 
won’t start anything new.”

The only thing they can really 
do in their room is read.

Lindell also brings in a 
volunteer yoga instructor once a 
week to work with the kids.

“I try to teach life skills, coping 
mechanisms,” she said. “These 
kids come in with a lot of stress 
and anxiety. Yoga is a good way of 
managing emotions.”

Lindell previously worked as an 
a GEAR-UP outreach specialist 
for the Wenatchee School District 
and, before that, worked with 
emotionally disturbed students 
in Western Washington schools 
as a mental health clinician for 
a King County Mental Health 
Agency. She also taught fifth and 
sixth grades for seven years. She 
currently teaches two special 
education classes at WestSide 
High School in the afternoons.

“I’ve always been drawn to these 
kids,” she said. “They just need that 
extra attention and love.”

She added that she wants to 
show her students that they 
are “more than a kid in juvenile 
detention. Nobody has a Hallmark 
movie life. I tell them that their 
life is not the sum-total of what’s 
happened to them up to and 
including their time in detention. 
You have the ability to shape your 
future into something better. And 
it can start right here and now.”

By Michelle McNiel

North Central Regional Library

‘I want to give them hope’
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Teacher Michelle Lindell pats a student on the back as he gets the right answer to a math question while attending school at the Chelan County Juvenile Detention Center earlier this month. 
Lindell runs the school program at the detention center for the Wenatchee School District.
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Students in Lindell’s classroom 
wear institutional clothing and are 
only allowed to wear socks. “It’s all 
about safety and security,” said 
Lindell. “Other than that, we are a 
legitimate school entity in the 
Wenatchee School District.”  
RIGHT: Lindell lets a student out of 
the classroom for a bathroom 
break. Detainees at the Chelan 
County Juvenile Detention Center 
are required to clasp their hands 
behind their back when leaving the 
school room and while walking the 
halls at the center.

Michelle Lindell embraces teaching job at juvenile detention center
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