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Youth Challenges for Communities and Human Service Systems

The challenges faced by American communities and human service systems are not static, but increasing, with ramifications that extend across the lifetime of each individual, and threaten the developmental foundation of this country. Creating widespread school and work success for young people is critical to building our individual and collective future. A new paradigm, driven by both compassion and necessity, recognizes that, as a society, we must align prevention, education, treatment, social service and correctional resources to interrupt the developmental trajectory of young people who may become system failures and end up a lifetime burden for both themselves and society. As an example, nationally 82% of prison inmates are school dropouts.
 

When a young person is suspended from school for behavioral problems, substance abuse or truancy, or chooses to drop out of school, this event frequently leads to long-term psychological adjustment problems, unemployment or underemployment, substance abuse or other risk taking behaviors, and frequently, involvement in either the criminal justice or the welfare systems. National statistics painfully demonstrate that once a young person is off the track, relatively few are able to positively re-engage with their productive human potential.

The multidimensional cost of these system failures for each individual and his/her family is tragic, and the economic and social cost for society in terms of lost human potential, medical, social services, law enforcement and criminal justice system costs is staggering. Mark Cohen estimated “the monetary value of saving one ‘high risk youth’ from a life of crime, drug abuse, or dropping out of high school to be $ 1.3-    $ 1.5 million in 1997 dollars (discounted to present value). Comparable estimates are $ 370,000 to $ 970,000 for a heavy drug abuser, and $ 243,000 to $ 388,000 for a high school dropout.”

In the early 21st century, decreased funding resources and increased community and systemic collaboration set the stage for visionary solutions to unite the energies of schools, community leaders, human service agencies, law enforcement, corrections, and the judiciary to identify and implement cost-effective and research-based solutions. One intent of these system collaborations is creating character development and life skill solutions that reduce system failures, enhance school performance, empower parents, decrease criminal behavior and increase community safety, decrease recidivism, and prepare young people to be contributing members of society. 
The Spokane Prevention/Intervention Project

This paper addresses future directions for a project that has been underway in Spokane, Washington during the past two years. The original project arose from a collaboration of the Washington Department of Corrections, the Spokane Schools, Law Enforcement, Parents, and Community Leaders in the Edgecliff Community of Spokane. This consortium of stakeholders applied for and won Federal Weed and Seed funding from the U.S. Department of Justice during 2002. The Weed and Seed strategy is a two pronged approach to crime control and prevention:

· Law enforcement agencies and prosecutors cooperate in “weeding out” criminals from the target area

· “Seeding” brings prevention, intervention, treatment, and neighborhood revitalization services to the area.

The project is now being implemented in schools and in the community, and many key stakeholders are now providing support and communication, including:

· Edgecliff Weed and Seed

· Washington Department of Corrections

· Spokane County Sheriff’s Office

· School District 81

· West Valley School District

· The Corrections Learning Network

· Educational Service District 101

· Juvenile Rehabilitation Agency

· Juvenile Court Administrator

· The Prevention Center

· Spokane Valley Community Center

· Spokane Community Oriented Policing (C.O.P.s)

· Spokane Police Department School Resource Officer Program

· Healing Lodge

Inter-System Collaboration and Intra-System Alignment

Inter-System Collaboration

Federal initiatives and funding increasingly target community-wide and system-wide solutions involving multi-system collaboration and communication in implementing research-based interventions. In this way, scarce community and agency resources have the greatest impact. 

Long experience in system implementation of programs has demonstrated that without a unified vision, leadership and objectives, large expenditures of both human and financial resources can become fragmented and even counterproductive. This holds true both within systems and for intra-system collaborations. This paper discusses harnessing the full potential for community driven solutions that encompass multiple agencies and departments to achieve enduring impacts. Ideally, each of the following systems is productively engaged in leadership, planning, coordination, communication, implementation and evaluation of projects to serve young people.

1. Schools

2. Parents

3. Law Enforcement

4. Adult Corrections

5. Juvenile Corrections 

6. The Judiciary

7. Social Services

8. Mental Health

9. Community Leaders

10. Businesses

11. Others

Intra-System Alignment in Program Implementation

Concurrent with Inter-System Collaboration, Intra-System alignment is critical so that the expenditure of limited programmatic resources is maximally impactful and sustainable. The National Institute of Corrections (NIC) has provided the following guiding principles for successful program implementation. 

· A new program presents an opportunity to do it right. The opening of a new program provides an opportunity for close scrutiny and review of how things have been done in the past and how they can be improved. The implementation process allows the agency to take complete control of and manage the system being created. 

· The basic reason for the use of Teams in the implementation process is that Teams provide a highly organizable source of person power through which the myriad of activities associated with the opening of a new program can be accomplished. The use of Teams allows the segmentation of implementation activities into management units without severely compromising the key elements of authority and responsibility. In general terms, they are planning bodies responsible for identifying functional area needs as they relate to a specific system or activity.

· Within any multifunctional organization, a high degree of interdependence and coordination must exist between various functional areas to ensure operational effectiveness. The implementation process tends to heighten the needs for interdependence and coordination as the new environment, equipment, operating procedures and personnel force a redefinition of functional responsibilities.

· The Team approach allows a broader perspective on each activity. It also allows a greater number of approaches to a particular problem, as each Team member brings to the problem solving process the concerns, interests and vantage point of his functional area.

· By involving in the decision-making process those individuals responsible for the implementation of the decision, the Team approach greatly reduces the chance for a communication failure and increases the likelihood of the acceptance of the decision. Because they were involved in the decision-making process, those individuals responsible for the implementation not only understand the decision but they are also aware of any alternatives that were considered and the reasons why they were rejected. Disagreement can be a positive factor because it fosters closer evaluation of available alternatives.

In addition, a recent article from the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning at the University of Chicago lists the essential elements for implementing effective social and emotional learning programs in schools:

1. Grounded in theory and research.

2. Teaches youth to apply social and emotional skills and ethical values in daily life.

3. Builds connection to school through caring, engaging classroom and school practices.

4. Provides developmentally and culturally appropriate instruction.

5. Helps schools coordinate and unify programs that are often fragmented.

6. Enhances school performance by addressing the affective and social dimensions of academic learning.

7. Involves families and communities as partners.

8. Establishes organizational supports and policies that foster success.

9. Provides high-quality staff development and support.

10. Incorporates continuing evaluation and improvement.

Targeting Known Risk and Protective Factors

Many researchers over the past 25 years have identified the characteristics of youth at risk of behavior problems, truancy, dropping out, and substance abuse. Science-based character development interventions are designed to decrease dimensions of character that are major student risk factors for behavioral and substance abuse problems and increase “protective factors” (that protect against drug use and abuse).
 Jessor and Jessor
 identified 17 risk factors for youth conduct disorder: 1) peer drug use; 2) school suspensions; 3) law infringements; 4) truancy; 5) conflict with parents; 6) regular smoking; 7) lower school aspirations; 8) more school failures; 9) emotional distress and life dissatisfaction; 10) impulsiveness, restlessness and rebelliousness; 11) diminished verbal proficiency; 12) unconventional attitudes; 13) less church attendance; 14) shyness and aggression; 15) high novelty seeking and low harm avoidance; 16) hostility and limit testing; 17) negativism. 

Researchers Crowley and Riggs
 summarize family, school and community conduct and substance abuse risk factors, and protective processes identified through multiple studies:
A.
Family risk factors:  1) parents who use drugs; 2) parents who favor (or are ambivalent about) the use of drugs; 3) family history of substance abuse; 4) family Management problems.

B. 
School risk factors: 1) low commitment to school; 2) academic failure.

C.
Community risk factors: 1) easy access to drugs; 2) inadequate or poorly enforced anti-drug laws, regulations and policies; 3) community norms that favor drug use; 4) disorganized community; 5) Economic and social deprivation

D.
Protective processes that counter youth risks: 1) bonding to family, school and community; 2) neighborhoods with clear norms opposed to substance abuse; 3) development of effective socialization skills that are relevant to interpersonal communications, decision making, self-assessment, and emotional regulation (of anger, frustration, disappointment, failure, and the like); 4) opportunities for rewarding participation in activities involving the family, school and community

Implementing Character Development Programming Across Systems

These known risk factors and protective factors for substance abuse, school dropout and system failure are the dimensions of character that are the focus of comprehensive system intervention. Cognitive re-education, habit change skill building, emotional management, and building decision making skills are the targets of character education in both school and community intervention for at risk youth. Programming must educate and motivate each student to understand his/her choices and their impact. Accountability and support are cornerstones of this character education project. Successful follow-through and goal completion by students will be promptly acknowledged. Lack of follow-through will be discussed and remediation plans are developed.

This comprehensive system and community project uses as a foundation Moral Reconation Therapy (MRT®) and Social Responsibility Training (SRT™), systematic, step-by-step curricula designed to alter how at risk youth think, how they make judgments and decisions about the right and wrong thing to do, and promote actions and behaviors focused on changing negative relationships. MRT® and SRT™ teach participants thinking, judgment and life skills in a systematic class process designed to enhance social, moral, and behavioral growth in a progressive fashion. MRT® and SRT™ curricula were designed as open-ended classes. Students can enter at any time and work at their individual pace and process exercises and tasks sequentially. This procedure gives a flexible tool to administrators as youth move between agencies and systems and facilitates the learning process, and allows for the continuation of ongoing classes.

These standardized programs rely upon utilizing class dynamics to create a positive peer culture that mirrors to an individual his/her personality characteristics that contradict the above qualities. This facilitates a process of self-examination and reflection that is not achieved by more directive or purely skill-based approaches. In addition, these programs involve the individual becoming a member of a team whose goal is to assist one another in successful behavior change. Participants are involved in teaching others new skills, communicating, and working with others from diverse backgrounds. The program thus serves to advance the individual’s work readiness and assists him/her in increasing interpersonal competencies in these areas. 
Multiple Interventions in the Spokane Project

Community leaders, parents, educators and professionals in corrections, law enforcement, prevention programming, treatment and employment in Spokane now are building upon the community foundation and collaborations that has been developed to extend the system collaboration that has been achieved. As of late 2003, the following project objectives have been achieved:

· Edgecliff Weed and Seed Project Funding for Five Years Has Been Achieved from the U.S. Department of Justice

· Multi-Agency Cooperation and Communication is in Place around the project

· The Washington Department of Corrections is providing staff and supervisor resources to assist the community and the schools.

· The Sheriff’s Department has made staff available to support the project and committed the initial funding for startup.

·  The Prevention Center of Spokane is providing technical support to the program

· 23 teachers, counselors and administrators from Ferris High School and Spokane Valley High School received SRT™ (Social Responsibility Training) Facilitator Training during August of 2003, and the program is now being implemented with approximately 160 students at these two high schools.  

· The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Shapes Grant provided funding for educator wages during facilitator training.

· Initial positive first quarter results have spurred increased interest and demand.  As a result, administrators have requested additional Facilitator Trainings to meet demand and expand to two additional high schools. A recent  estimate of 30-50 educators are currently awaiting training availability. 

· Quality assurance and follow-up facilitator training sessions were completed by co-founders Dr. Lasater and Dr. Ken Robinson in November of this year. 

· Community Events including two Community Meetings, a Community Justice Center  Luncheon, a School District Reception, and School Faculty Meetings were held during Dr. Lasater and Robinson’s visit in November, establishing community awareness.  In addition to multi-agency support, the project has gained backing from community leaders, parents, religious, and community groups. 

· ESD 101 & Correctional Learning Network is preparing a video for network and television production on the project as a model for national replication.

· National Institute of Corrections is considering producing a training video to educate other communities in how to implement similar community strategies.

· Department of Corrections is considering a proposal to establish the SRT curricula for their Youthful Offender Program and Offender Families.

· Character Development Systems has offered a scholarship to the Spokane Community to match local efforts in the development of a multi-system intervention approach.

· Two Department of Corrections and School District 81 staff have been selected for Training for Trainors, which will assist with future district and statewide development. 

Extending Project Reach to Additional Stakeholders and Recipients

The overall project that has been undertaken in Spokane embodies the essential elements of both Inter-System Collaboration and Intra-System Alignment discussed above. In light of the positive response of multiple agencies, community leaders, parents, schools, law enforcement, corrections, and students to the project to date, Project Leaders are currently evaluating extending the project to encompass additional agencies and potential recipients including youth and parents. As an example, two populations of national concern that have been identified by the Washington State Department of Corrections as beneficiaries of the project are youthful offenders who are incarcerated in the adult corrections system, and DOC inmates who themselves have children. Inmates re-entering communities after incarceration and children of offenders have been identified nationally as two groups at risk.

Potential New Dimensions of Project Impact

Project leaders envision during the next phase of the project, in collaboration with Character Development Systems, L.L.C., of Boulder, Colorado, to extend the project impact to other key stakeholders and potential beneficiaries, including:

1. Life skill and decision-making programming for Youthful offenders at the Washington Department of Corrections Clallum Bay Facility

2. Parent Support Classes for Washington Department of Corrections inmates who have children to enhance these inmates capacity to parent effectively as well as commitment to developing and maintaining relationships with their children.

3. Providing training and curriculum resources to additional staff and administrators in Spokane schools to enable the program to reach many more students.

4. Providing training and curriculum resources for agencies to provide classes for parents who wish to support success of their students in the Spokane Schools.

5. Developing a Landmark multi-system intervention approach via the existing multi-agency collaboration, to efficiently utilize existing resources, identify needs, integrate and establish additional interventions, and expand strategies district and statewide.
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