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PROJECT/STUDY

This study has been done in response to questions posed to local chapters by the OHIO LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS. The study will allow the Ohio League of Women Voters to evaluate the current local, as well as the overall situation in the state related to changes that have been made in Ohio law during the last decade. Previous League studies had resulted in the making of some of the recommendations that influenced changes in state laws related to improving the Juvenile Justice system in Ohio. This is a follow-up study that may provide feedback that will let us know of some of the effects those changes may or may not have had.

Questions posed by the State League have required the local committee to do data collection, conduct interviews, perform investigations, and make observations of the local, in this case the Mahoning County Juvenile Justice System and its detention, diversion, and prevention programs.

THE LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS OF GREATER YOUNGSTOWN is submitting this study of the MAHONING COUNTY JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM. 

The study committee consisted of two League members: 

Carolyn J. May, is a retired New York City teacher, a current Youngstown City resident, and a woman identifying as African-American. 

Glorianne M. Leck, is Professor Emeritus from Youngstown State University’s College of Education, a Youngstown City resident for 30 years, and a woman identifying as a European-American.

Patti Rudawsky is the President of the League of Women Voters of Greater Youngstown.

We used the questions that were provided by the state LWV as a guide for questions that we asked during interviews and visitations. In a brief review here and when pertinent we will refer to other places in this report where the information from those questions has been integrated.

1. Explore the legal assistance available for children, how parent and child are notified of the right to legal assistance, how it is accessed, its effectiveness, its quality, etc.
See interview with Magistrate Billy Marshall

2. Collect information on RECLAIM Ohio. 

How much money comes to the court annually?

How many youth are sent to state facilities?

See Section A of this report. 

We heard a rumor early on in our work on this project that Mahoning County had returned some $400,000. of RECLAIM money to the state of OHIO. People seemed rather hush-hush about this matter, as obviously no one wanted that to be a widely broadcast piece of information.  We asked several people about it and all fingers pointed to the Jobs and Family Services Agency and to confusion within the Comprehensive Strategy Program. That matter needs further investigation, as in the time we had we were unable to get through the phone maze to the Jobs and Family Services Agency. The County Auditor, when it was mentioned to him, took up the task. His words were, “There is no way a County in this kind of financial trouble can afford to be passing up the opportunities created by having $400,000 for work with its families.”

3.
Which facilities are used for female commitments?

Young women are housed at the JJC unless transferred to DYS in which case they are referred to Marysville Detention Center for Women.

4.
Collect data on minority vs. majority youth in the system.

Not sure of the concept of “versus” in this question.  If we are seeking comparative numbers, etc. see Section A.

1. Death penalty issues.

We did not have time to pursue this question.

6.   Explore the treatment modalities for boys and girls in the system.
We saw little differentiation in the way boys and girls were provided with treatment. We were not able to observe all of the programs and therefore were unable to observe any individual attention that might be generated within the programs.  We did observe however, that young women and young men are kept in separate floors in the detention unit. The women receive fewer services and opportunities for residential drug rehabilitation than do the young men. We also noted that the general tone in juvenile detention was centered on heterosexual rituals and social concerns in boys’ lives. This was especially apparent as we listened to the banter among staff and residents in the classrooms and in the kitchen and dining area.

7. 
Truancy and school issues related to juvenile crime and prevention.

See interviews with Superintendent of Youngstown City Schools and interview with Social worker in the County schools.

7. Issues related to drug-related cases, etc.

See visit to RSAT program and comments throughout interviews.

8. Sex offender cases and treatment.

See interviews with Counselor, Rex Dell; Magistrate, Billy Marshall; Juvenile Court Judge, Theresa Dellick; and Attorney, Wade Smith.

9. Mediation and ad Litem programs.

See interview with Magistrate Billy Marshall

10. Notification for expungement of records.

See interviews with Magistrate Billy Marshall and Judge Dellick.

11. Programs offered to juveniles and their families.

We wish we could have explored this further and will offer one of our concerns in the final list of recommendations.

INTERVIEWS

Court Administrator:

Key to all of our data collection and understanding of the Juvenile Justice System in Mahoning County has been the assistance received from the Mahoning County Juvenile Justice Court Administrator, Eva M. Burris. 

Many hours were spent in data collection and informal interviews with 

Eva Burris, Administrator; 

Elaine Ramhoff, Administrative Assistant; and with 

Lisa Mastoris, Clerk of Records.  

Their generous cooperation has been of the utmost importance in our being able to complete this project.

Interviews were conducted with the following individuals:

Staff at the Martin P. Joyce Juvenile Justice Center:
Kateeka Harris, Intake Officer.

Ralph Ricci, Chief probation officer

Rex Dell, counselor

Colleen Biroschak, detention officer

Rollen Smith, detention officer

Juvenile Judge:

Hon. Theresa Dellick, Esq.

Magistrate:

Billy Marshall, Esq.

Children’s Services Board

Denise Stewart, Administrative Head of Agency

Wade Smith, Esq. Assistant Prosecutor for CSB

Youngstown City Schools

Wendy Webb, D.Ed., Superintendent

Mahoning County Schools

Rich Blevins, Social Worker/Diversion and Prevention

Shannon, Truancy officer/ Western Reserve H.S.

Mahoning County Auditor

George Tablack, Elected official

Community Board Member

Jain Savage, Director of Disability Services, 

Youngstown State University

COMMENDATIONS

We want to thank and commend the staff of the Mahoning County Juvenile Justice System for inviting us in and working so intensively and generously to provide the representatives of the League of Women Voters of Greater Youngstown with the information we needed to compile this report.

There are a number of specific matters we wish to note in this commendation.

WE COMMEND:

1. the caring attitude and the dedication of the judge and the magistrates to emphasize rehabilitation. 

2. the Weed and Seed program developed with the Youngstown City Schools.

3. the school-based probation services

4. the effort by administrators of the JJC to create a professional relationship with Todd Children’s Hospital.

5. the work and preparation done by the JJC staff in preparing the application that is pending for receipt of certification from the American Correctional Association.

6. for pursuit of full funding for a budget that can serve the needs of Mahoning County’s Children.

7. the effort to maintain an in-house chef who provides nutritious food variety and works with nutrition education.

8. the effort to provide a day reporting system for boys.

9. the effort to provide as many and as complete of services and programs as possible within the given budget restraints

RECOMMENDATIONS

Permit us to begin our final section by saying that there is no way, in three months that we, as a committee, were able to fully comprehend and understand all of the details of budget and operations, let alone the programs offered by the Mahoning County Juvenile Justice System.

Our impression is that Judge Dellick and her staff are in harmony with the views of current League of Women Voters positions and in harmony with the work of the mainstream of contemporary child psychologists. The judge and her immediate staff are clear that the work of the juvenile court is very different from that of adult courts. Concerns for the safety of the child and the community are coupled with an earnest belief and effort to seek rehabilitation and early intervention for each child that enters their system. 

It is the case that the lack of full financial and community support continues to have a serious negative effect on the prospect of breaking through the old barriers created by those barristers, police, legislators, and traditional parents who wish to continue to operate exclusively on the notion that scolding and punishing our children is the best means to changing their behavior. Early intervention, sound programming, and working to understand, and rehabilitate errant children is still a ways off as a fully explored strategy in Mahoning County.

The systems with authority in children’s lives appear to us to be operating as quite a patchwork and often-haphazard effort. It is our sense that a serious effort at rehabilitation would involve the challenge of getting several independent governmental entities to give up their turf guarding and come together for the betterment of the clients they serve. The shortage of funding, the competition for funding, and the value placed on maintaining staff positions within their respective agencies contributes to the lack of success.

Another feature appearing on the current scene is the grab for funding by “faith-based” programs. 

In light of what we did see we would make these recommendations for discussion and consideration:

GENERAL CONCERNS AND OBSERVATIONS:

1. There needs to be much more rigorous accountability and evaluation of all programs used by any of the agencies involved in rehabilitation and diversion programs for children. 

Schools are under great pressure for accountability for outcomes of their services. Yet schools have little if any control over the quality of the lives of their students outside of school. Those conditions outside of school affect a child’s performance in the school. That brings schools to the table. Educators know how critical intervention is and they are generally ready to fully engage in attention and prevention programs.  Unfortunately the money for schooling is lacking and the funding of programs for prevention and non-academic attention are nearly gone from school budgets and from the time allowed during the school day.

The Juvenile Justice System is attempting to work on prevention programs. More of those programs need to be done in conjunction with the schools and during the after school hours. 

The Children’s Services Board and the Job and Family Services entities both have access to and awareness of the children whose home environments and family circumstances put them at risk. They also have monies to deal with family needs. It seems to us these agencies need to be at the table and actively contributing to the prevention and attention programs with the School and the Juvenile Justice System.

We did encounter the concept of Comprehensive Strategies and while it sounds like a good step it appears, from the little we saw of it that it has been politicized and that until agencies genuinely share resources and work together this may not be the success that had been hoped for in dealing with families at risk.

This brings us back to the issue of evaluation and accountability. How are monies being distributed and how can we measure the successes, failures and the progress within programs and agencies offering prevention, intervention, and rehabilitation services?

2. Need comprehensive and shared information systems.

In order to evaluate programs, the program providers, and the efficiency of all of the agencies providing services, they need to be required to keep up-to-date and complete data on all interactions with clients. For the most part there needs to be immediate data entry and protected, but shared information that allows authorized and responsible agents within the system to understand what services are being provided to a family and what efforts are being made on behalf of the child who has been designated to be at risk. This effort to provide complete and up-to-date information must be required of each of the participants from the law enforcement personnel who are reporting, charging, and arresting juvenile offenders to the Jobs and Family Services personnel who are called upon to assist with economic issues to the Children’s Services Board that receives a call for investigation of abuse and neglect to the school system that notices social and academic behaviors that indicate that a child is unable to perform up to developmental expectations.

3. Early intervention:

We consistently heard pleas from parties involved in working with juvenile offenders asking for the earliest possible intervention opportunities. It seems from what we learned that the sharing of information, early alerts about children who may be at risk, and the development of a comprehensive information system are a necessity. These efforts could be very significant in that they each enhance our opportunities for detecting early warnings that might bring a child to the programs and to the attention of those who can to do the prevention work.

4. The system should do no harm.

As health care professionals have learned through their code of ethics, a professional should do no harm. As Judge Dellick pointed out in our interview with her, “The child’s behavior can only be corrected if the child still has trust in adults and in their efforts.”

Once a child has begun to feel the system and the people in it are not really committed to his or her well being, we lose our last best opportunity to assist them.  

Shoddy, unproven practices, bogus agencies with less than professionally prepared staff, and quick fix programs can add to the loss of a child’s trust in adults. 

There are plenty of examples now about highly trusted institutions that have placed individuals in positions of power and authority over children only to find that those individuals have abused that responsibility for their own ends. This is complicated by the institutional cover-ups that are designed to guard turf and maintain finances.

It is our concern that children’s programs and counseling efforts with children are supervised by more than one adult and preferably by professionally licensed individuals who have training in the area in which they are working. Programs for children and young adults need to be monitored, evaluated, and proven. We are not referring exclusively to store front operations, opportunist, and faith-based programs. All services including those that are officially governmentally controlled must be held accountable so they do no harm.  It would seem from what we observed and heard that sometimes programs that appear to have done no harm can be part of the problem if by the very fact that they have done no good the child was been harmed by the loss of time and the opportunity for early intervention.

SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations to the state of OHIO LWV panel.

1. The state of Ohio must provide facilities for residential treatment of children and youth who are diagnosed and need treatment for serious emotional disturbance and mental illness.

2. Residential programs for the treatment of substance abuse must be provided equally for males and females.

3. Medicaid rules need to be changed so as to differentiate between detention and incarceration.

[Currently, because Medicaid follows the child, families lose their Medicaid support while a child is in detention and this puts the stability of the home at risk.]

Recommendations are for the attention of the LWVGY, the administrators of Mahoning County, and the administrators and Citizens Advisory Board of the Juvenile Court.
4. Professional health and psychiatric care needs to be made available at the Mahoning County Juvenile Justice Facility.

5. Having mental health services provide a counselor with an office at the Juvenile Justice Center would facilitate families being able to coordinate the services they receive at the center and it would lend some greater coordination with the center staff and related counseling services.

6. Females appear to be the most underserved in Mahoning County’s Juvenile Justice System and there is a need:

A] to make available sufficient staff to provide activities specifically designed for females 

B] to have residential drug treatment programs made available for females

C] to provide an opportunity for a day reporting program for females

7. There is a need for more comprehensive and intensive family counseling that could provide multi-system therapies.  It would be best that such a service be based in the child’s school, as is the current in school probation program.
8. The Judge needs to seek money for a coordinator of Community Services in the probation area in order to better relate community service to the transgression as part of a program of retribution. 
9. After school prevention programs need to be developed in coordination with 
the schools and neighborhood centers

10. There needs to be some attempt to improve salaries at the JJC in order to maintain long term quality staff.

11. Information technology and data entry processes need to be brought up-to- 

Date to facilitate program evaluation and coordination between agencies serving children at-risk.

FOLLOW-UP

Our final recommendation is that the LWVGY plan to follow-up on this report in 6 months to a year to determine if any of the recommendations have been studied and to discover if, when appropriate, actions have been 

taken.

This report is respectfully submitted,

Carolyn J. May

           Glorianne M. Leck

