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It was a small compliment, but 
it meant everything to the young 
lady who wasn’t quite accustomed to 
receiving positive reinforcement. A 
simple affirmation spoken softly and 
sincerely into her ear: “You’re gorgeous, 
and you’re worthy.” And the tears began 
to flow.

The Indian Health Service Great 
Plains Youth Regional Treatment Center 
near Mobridge is a place where at-risk 
youth can go to address their challenges 
with drug and alcohol abuse and find 
the support they need to deal with 
difficult situations.

Acting Clinical Director Charita 
Dowdell remembers that encounter 
with the young woman.

“I tell all of our residents how 
gorgeous they are and that I see the 
beauty in them and who they are deep 
down inside,” Dowdell said. “I told her 
she was worthy and that she had value, 

Treatment center helps young 
people get back on the right path

and she just broke down. She told me 
that nobody had ever said that to her.”

That’s just one of the stories about 
how the treatment center’s staff strive to 
change the lives of teens who enter the 
program. There are many others.

Program Director Lavon Booth 
has been involved with the residential 
program for 20 years, initially as an 
administrative officer when she started 
in 2002. She previously served at 
the Cheyenne River Service Unit in 
her hometown of Eagle Butte before 
starting at the YRTC.

She sees the transformation of 
residents captured in plain view during 
graduation ceremonies that take place 
when the 12-week session concludes.

“We’re very fortunate to see the 
change that happens in our residents 
from the time they arrive until the time 
they graduate,” she said. “We see them 
moving in a positive direction and at 
graduation we get to hear them speak 
intimately about what they’ve learned 
and you see how it all comes together. 

They come in very shy and reserved, and 
they leave here carrying a more positive 
spirit and more confidence. It’s really 
touching for us and very rewarding.”

The treatment center is housed in 
the old Chief Gall Inn hotel on land 
leased from the Standing Rock tribe. 
Youth between the ages of 13 and 17 
are referred through tribal alcohol 
programs, local schools, community 
service organizations and other agencies.

According to the center’s mission 
statement, the program “is dedicated to 
promoting a healthy lifestyle restoring 
balance and harmony in mind, body 
and spirit to our American Indian youth 
and their families.”

Dowdell said playing a role in 
watching that mission statement come 
true to life in the form of changed 
behaviors and more positive attitudes 
makes her know she’s definitely making 
a profound difference.

One effective modality is a mentoring 
program where residents taking part 
in the rehabilitation process shepherd 
those who are just entering the facility. 
Not only do the incumbent residents 
show the newbies around the physical 
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The Great Plains Youth Regional Treatment Center near Mobridge is a place where at-risk youth can go to address their challenges with drug 
and alcohol abuse. Photo by Roger Lawien



space, but they also listen to their 
concerns, answer questions and try to 
allay their fears that stem from living in 
a new environment with certain rules, 
guidelines and expectations. 

“When they start feeling homesick 
or afraid or stressed and they just need 
someone near their age to talk to, it 
helps them make the adjustment so 
they can settle down and focus on what 
they need to do to make changes. That 
bond is something that actually helps 
both of them get through and graduate 
successfully,” she said.

Dowdell noted there is a concern 
among staff about residents returning 
to a challenging environment. So, upon 
graduation, the youth receive support 
through a tracking system where staffers 
make regular check-in calls after three 
days, three months, six months and 
a year. A tele-health network is also 

available to the graduates.
Role-playing also helps re-integration, 

Dowdell said. She added that the 
residents are taught to anticipate the 
same kind of challenges they faced 
before and how to handle them with a 
different approach. 

“They return as a changed person, 
but everybody else around them will 
be doing the same things,” she said. 
“We tell them to stay connected to 
their support system and manage their 
emotions; how to be true to yourself 
while being respectful to others. We 
prepare them for what life is going to 
look like when they leave.” 

She mentioned one particular 
youngster who entered the program 
with a defiant attitude and dealing with 
depression, anxiety and post-traumatic 
stress. She knuckled down academically 
and caught up to her class grade. After 

graduation, she returned to juvenile 
detention for seven months. But in the 
end, she straightened out her life by 
applying the things she learned at the 
center.

“She struggled with treatment, but 
she sent us a letter thanking us for what 
the program did for her,” Dowdell said. 
“She said she was grateful for giving 
her the skills to manage the difficult 
predicament she was going through. She 
changed her mentality and grew and 
matured and became a new person.”  

Dowdell stressed that parents can 
play a key role in helping their children 
navigate through rehabilitation or 
prevent them from becoming a 
candidate in the first place.

“Listen to your children,” she 
emphasized. “They are saying something 
to you, but often they don’t feel like 
they’re being heard. Before you shut that 
door, listen to what they’re saying. You 
may have to shut the door anyway, but 
at least take the time to listen to what 
they have to say.”

Visit www.ihs.gov/greatplains/
healthcarefacilities/greatplainsyrtc/.
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The youth treatment center is located in the former Chief Gall Inn hotel near Mobridge. Photo by Roger Lawien

Lavon Booth, left, and Charita Dowdell, work 
to provide students the skills they need to 
change the direction of their lives.
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