Youth Courts

An Ildea Whose Time Has Come?

By Greg Volz

he first day [ taught a
social studies class at
Chester High School I
asked the class what I
had thought was a sim-
ple question: “What is
the law?” No hands
went up. A 17-year-old
student slowly raised his
hand and stated, “The
law is ... when they indict you for some-
thing you did not do.” I knew then that
the students would teach me far more
about their culture, values and opinions
than T would teach them about the law.

Since 2007 I have been training Chester
students to operate youth courts. Youth
courts are an alternative disciplinary sys-
tem. They are operated by trained youths,
either in school or as part of the juvenile
justice system,

One year, during the time my social
studies class was discussing the term
“American Dream,” a student was short a
block from the high school. Later on the
same day as the shooting a student in my
class raised his hand and said, “I'll tell you
what the American dream is — it’s leav-
ing your house in the morning and not

thinking you're going to get shot.”

In response to my inquiry about the
gang situation in Chester, another stated,
“If I were not in youth court, I would be
in a gang.” My education continues.

In June 2010 two Chester High School
youth court members testified at state
Senate hearings on alternatives to juvenile
justice programs. One testified that
although he had been a straight-A student
in elementary school, he had trouble
adjusting to the climate in high school
and his grades had slipped to a 1.4 grade

point average during his freshman year.



However, he told the commirttee members
that his most recent GPA was 3.9. He
credited youth court participation for his
turnabout. His testimony included the
following quote: “Youth court taught

me the importance of education, helped
me develop good social skills, helped me
develop better leadership skills and helped
me develop my interest in law. Youth
court became something that I could
own because | had put so much of my
time and effort into making it work.
Without youth court I would probably
be roaming the street, still in the ninch
grade, hanging out with the same bad
crowd and not thinking about my future.
Now I want to go to college to focus on
science, maybe forensic science.”

Youth Courts Link Justice

and Education Systems

Today we face a crisis in both juvenile
justice and public education.

The juvenile justice system is confronred
with a large number of juvenile offenders
and has insufficient resources to meet their
needs. The tidal wave of those entering
our penal system is financially unsustain-
able. In 1980 there were 8,000 inmates
in Pennsylvania prisons. Today the total is
an eye-popping 51,000 inmates. Building
a new prison costs more than $200 mil-
lion. It costs $33,000 to incarcerate one
prison inmate annually. Nationally, more
than 2.3 million Americans are in prison.
Less than 5 percent of the world’s popula-
tion lives in America, but we account for
25 percent of the world’s incarcerated.
This can’t continue.

Meanwhile, many public schools have
disciplinary problems so severe that the
term “climate control” is now used to
refer to the process of maintaining order
and discipline in the building. Students
can’t learn in a chaotic environment.
School suspension removes the offending
students from the educational process,
which handicaps their ability to learn.
Our goal must bf o kefp yOllthS in

school so they can acquire the competen-
cles to become productive members of
society instead of becoming dependent on
public entititlements or private charity.
Youths who today are suspended from

school and end up in our juvenile justice
facilities are frequently tomorrow’s prison
inmates. A better way has to be found.

One youth court member told me that
dle after-school youth court program ‘was
the most challenging thing he experienced
in school all day. Youth courts appeal to
students because the courts process real
student disciplinary cases, which allows
students to participate and contribute to
an improved school climate. Youth courts
not only can improve the performance of
the juvenile justice system, they also have
enormous potential to train youth court
members and develop academic, citizen-
ship and socialization tools.

Many youths state that school suspension
isa joke, a vacation. For a student who
does not want to be in school anyway,
how could school suspension be an effec-
tive deterrent to future bad behavior?
Many school administrators acknowledge
this reality but feel they have no effective
tools to use. Youth court is a positive dis-

Youth courts are an
alternative disciplinary
system. They are operat-
ed by trained youths,
either in school or as
part of the juvenile
justice system.
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Youth courts appeal to
students because the
courts process real
student disciplinary
cases, which allows
students to participate
and contribute to an
improved school climate.

ciplinary system and alternative to sus-
pension. It has great potential to block
the disastrous school-to-prison pipeline
and replace punitive zero-tolerance poli-
cies that were so severely criticized by

the May 2010 report of the Interbranch
Commission on Juvenile Justice. Why are
there so few youth courts in Pennsylvania?

Youth Courts Explained

Youth court, teen court and peer court are
in{erchangeable terms for an alternative
disciplinary system for youths, either in
school settings or beyond, who have com-
mitted an act that violates the norms of a
school or community. Some youth courts
process school offenses; others process

juvenile offenses in the justice system.
The most appealing model combines
school and community justice youth
courts, with the school providing the
training and early experience before veter-
ans of these school-based youth courts
move on to work in the juvenile justice
system youth courts.

We are currently developing a youth court
in an elementary school in Chester, but
Arizona has been doing this for 15 years.
Youth courts have been shown to be effec-
tive in reducing recidivism among respon-
dents in both school and community jus-
tice settings and in rcducing delinquency
among the youth court members operat-

Youth Court Interns Get Firsthand

Experience in Delaware County Court
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By Barry C. Dozor
and George A.Pagano

) uring the summer of 2010 the
Delaware County Court of Common
Pleas bench inaugurated the first
Chester City Youth Court Intern
Summer Program, with plans to continue
and expand the program this summer.

The interns, six Chester High School
students, shadowed assigned Delaware
County common pleas judges Monday
through Thursday, from 9 a.m. to noon,
for six weeks.

President Judge Joseph P. Cronin Jr. hosted
the summer program and Common Pleas
Judges Linda A. Cartisano, Barry C. Dozor,
Frank T. Hazel, Gregory M. Mallon, James J.

Nilon Jr. and George A. Pagano participated.

In court the students observed criminal and

civil jury and bench trials, pretrial and sup-



ing the court. All young people involved,
whether respondents or court members,
learn citizenship, academic and socializa-
tion skills.

Student-run youth courts are the most
replicated juvenile justice program nation-
ally, with more than 1,150 youth courts
operating in the United States. Teenagers
receive legal training and hold hearings to
determine the appropriate disposition
(sentence). Youth courts use the power of
positive peer pressure to shape respondent
behavior. They give students a voice to
express their own ideas about justice and
provide them with a placform on which

to build their public-speaking skills, cre-

ative problem-solving skills and delibera-
tion skills. They train students to ask
probing questions, form consensus and
reach a fair decision. They are a platform
for youth development as well as an effec-
tive justice strategy. Students perform the
roles of judge, juror, bailiff, jury foreman
and clerk. Youth courts are flexible, with
no two alike. Fach can be molded to the
culture, economic situation and resources
available in each community.

The Pennsylvania Interbranch Commis-
sion on Juvenile Justice report singled
out zero-tolerance school policies and the
school-to-prison pipeline as barriers to a
just disciplinary system for youths.

It encouraged the Pennsylvania Bar
Association to develop new programs

to improve communication and coord-
ination between the public education
and justice systems. In the time since
the report was issued several PBA com-
mittees have been working to nurture a
youth court movement in Pennsylvania
and to draft a PBA resolution endorsing
youth courts,

The cost of youth court depends on
numerous factors, including number and
severity of cases, programmatic costs for
dispositions, use of law students and lay
volunteers, and darta collection and
research costs. In Florida, which annually
=> page 21

pression hearings and family law proceedings. The students
demonstrated a great deal of enthusiasm for these experiences.

On a daily basis the students attended pretrial conferences and
other meetings in judicial chambers, and they experienced the
drama of criminal sentencing hearings, the intensity of cross-
examination and the emotion of family law proceedings.

The Delaware County judges also scheduled the students for
orientation sessions with adult and juvenile probation officers,
the sheriff’s office and the district attorney’s office and for drug
court hearings and a tour of the Delaware County Prison.

The students were also assigned a day to accompany an assis-
tant district attorney — who is only approximately 10 years
older than the students — to observe prosecutors preparing
their cases, meeting with victims of serious crimes, negotiating
guilty pleas and arguing pretrial motions.

From our observation, the students were fascinated by the
unanticipated close-up and open access they experienced with
the judges, court personnel and attorneys. The students
appeared to be surprised by the free access they experienced in
both the criminal and civil proceedings and also with the
informality and personal relationships they experienced with
their assigned judges.

On occasion some of the students unexpectedly met relatives,
neighbors and acquaintances in various courtrooms. These

encounters reinforced the significance of the proceedings and
the impact our judicial system has on people they know. This
experience brought home both the impact and the significance
of what they were witnessing.

The City of Chester has a proud history, as the early econom-
ic, business and law center of Delaware County. However,

in recent years the city has expericnced serious unemploymen[,
a high crime rate and a struggling public school system.
Although there are signs of economic recovery, improved
educational and employment opportunities, a resurgence of
city pride and positive city government achievements, drugs
and street violence continue to plague the city.

The first Chester City Youth Court Intern Summer Program
helped the participating students to discover their full poten-
tial, develop social and emotional skills, gain self-confidence
and improve their self-esteem. 4

Barry C. Dozor and George
A.Pagano, both common
pleas judges in Delaware
County, were two of the
participating judges in the
2010 Chester City Youth
Court Intern Summer
Program.

Barry C. Dozor

George A.Pagano
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