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Abstract. For the last 25 years, we have been doing astronomy outreach in prisons, almost exclusively for
adult inmates. Over the past two years, however, we have been focusing our efforts on a juvenile detention
center (EPM: Etablissement Pénitentiaire pour Mineurs), for the benefit of teenagers aged 13 to 18. We
present the specific characteristics and difficulties encountered in such an environment, compared to those
met in prisons for adults.
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1 Introduction

As of May 1st, 2025, there were 83,681 inmates in French prisons. On the same date, there were 857 minors in
detention (763 in mainland France + 94 overseas), representing a 33% increase compared to May 2023. Over
the whole of 2022, 3,142 minors were incarcerated, including 102 girls (3.2only a small minority of prisoners
(0.9% as of January 1st, 2023) but also a small proportion (3% on the same date) of minors monitored by the
Judicial Protection of Minors (PJJ: Protection Judiciaire de la Jeunesse). Although relatively few in number,
juvenile prisoners are the subject of particular attention within the Ministry of Justice and more broadly in the
public debate.

2 General detention conditions

As a general rule, incarceration is a painful experience for minors, both because of the material conditions of daily
life and the feeling of devaluation they experience. Of course, detention is a painful experience for all prisoners,
both adults and minors. However, various factors suggest that the effects of incarceration are particularly
harmful to minors: first, various studies have shown that minors who commit crimes have a combination of
social, psychological, and medical vulnerabilities that make them a particularly fragile population (Simon, A.,
2023. Les effets de 'enfermement sur les mineurs détenus. SERC-DPJJ, www.justice.gouv.fr)

Although all minors are supposed to receive schooling in prison, the number of hours devoted to education
remains limited (10.6 hours per week on average). In addition, young people’s ability to engage in educational,
professional, or family integration, is hampered by obstacles inherent to incarceration (distance, difficulties in
taking steps, stigmatization of former prisoners, etc.).

3 The Porcheville EPM

For the past two years, we have been visiting the Etablissement Pénitentiaire pour Mineurs (EPM) of Porcheville,
located in the Yvelines department, near Mantes-la-Jolie (Figs. 1 and 2). Built in 2008, this detention center
is the only facility for male juveniles in the Ile-de-France region.

There are six EPMs spread across France, which were built between 2005 and 2008. They were created to
progressively replace the Juvenile Sections (QM: Quartier pour Mineurs) within prisons for adults, and their
architecture was designed with the objective of fostering rehabilitation for the juveniles. Some of them include
classrooms, multimedia equipment, a music room, sports facilities, a gardening area. To date, they house around
400 juveniles. The Porcheville EPM is designed to hold 60 male inmates aged 13 to 18. There is no overcrowding
in this facility: there is only one inmate per cell.
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Fig. 2. A view of the detention building and the courtyard with the Mantes power plant in the background (Credits:
Tignous, in Murs murs, éditions Glénat, Paris)

4 Teaching astronomy to juvenile inmates

Since January 2024, we have been doing astronomy outreach activities in the school center at the Porcheville
EPM. Every Friday, except during school holidays, we teach groups of four to six inmates selected by the school
principal. While slide presentations and lectures on a wide range of astronomy-related topics have always been
very popular with adult inmates, experience has shown us that juvenile inmates do not always have the attention
span required for this type of activity. We therefore needed to consider more entertaining activities.

Here are a few examples of the activities we proposed:
e Craft workshops for making solar system models, sundials, celestial maps, spectroscopes
e Experimenting with a gravitational well

e Science fiction films screenings

Planetarium sessions (Fig. 3)

Tutorials on a specific topic (calendars, phases of the Moon, eclipses, historical measurements of the
circumference of the Earth, the Pioneer plaque & the Voyager disk, a recent Einstein’s ring detection,
black holes)
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e Observations of the Sun and of a partial solar eclipse
e Playing astronomy-themed board games (their favorite)

e Designing a Climate Fresco

Fig. 3. Members of the EPM staff and the authors with the inflatable planetarium lent by the ”Planéte-Sciences Tle-de-
France” association

5 Future developments

As part of the outreach activities co-funded by the SF2A, we were able to purchase a Seestar Z50 automated
telescope (Fig. 4). Unfortunately, the scheduling constraints of the penitentiary environment will tend to restrict
extensive night-time observations, but we plan to soon familiarize the young inmates with actual sky-watching
activities.

6 Conclusions
Overall, this has been and continues to be an exciting experience with the following positive points:
e Our partnership with the teaching staff works perfectly;

e The EPM management and prison staff are quite cooperative;

The young inmates participating in the activities are motivated and active;

Our exchanges with the young inmates are enriching;

Detention is not entirely a waste of time for the juveniles.
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Some of the difficulties encountered are:

e The composition of the group changes regularly as inmates come and go and because of occasional per-
sonality clashes;

e Young inmates do have a short attention span and frequently engage in idle discussions;

e Their intellectual background is fragile: we had the case of an illiterate juvenile;

Other activities sometimes take place at the same time (e.g. piano lessons);
e Some inmates may sometimes refuse to come out of their cells (very rarely);
e School breaks can demotivate some of the inmates.

Astronomy outreach activities offer juvenile inmates a window into a world that, for the most part, was
previously completely unknown to them.

Fig. 4. Left: Two juveniles and the authors with the Seestar telescope in front of a reproduction of the Pioneer plaque.
Right: The viewing conditions were not optimal for testing the telescope.
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