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Across America, first-time juvenile weapons offenders - kids charged 

with simple possession - pass through police stations, juvenile court- 

rooms, and probation offices almost unnoticed. Their cases do not 

make headlines or motivate legislation, but they raise serious ques- 

tions: How hard should we punish kids who experiment with box cut- 

ters, razors, knives, and guns - especially those who arm themselves 

for protection? How else can we hold them accountable for their 

actions? And most important, how can we help them refuse weapons 

before they hurt someone? 

These questions have led practitioners in a few jurisdictions to do 

something constructive with kids who are arrested on a simple 

weapons charge and released. What their programs offer these kids is 

a brief but hard look at gun violence and its victims, and an equally 

powerful message from caring adults to take nonviolent routes to safe- 

ty, self-esteem, and personal responsibility. Participation in some of 

these programs is mandatory. In others, the court merely encourages 

juveniles to attend. Most are one-shot interventions - four hours on a 

Saturday morning in a Detroit courtroom, for example. 'They each 

operate with very limited budgets. The very best of them cannot 

change kids' lives; only sustained interventions can have such lasting 

effects. But the young people who participate have an opporttmity to 

question their choice to carry a weapon and recognize the harm it can 

lead to. Early research suggests that even a four-hour educational pro- 

gram can change attitudes about guns. Equally important, these pro- 

grams demonstrate that when kids do something illegal and danger- 

ous, adults in positions of authority react quickly and with purpose. 

This booklet is based on the Vera Institute's experience working 

with the New York City Family Court and its partners in the juvenile 

justice system to plan and test a weapons education program in 

Brooklyn during the winter of z996-97. It also draws lessons from 

the design of three other programs with similar purposes: the 

Handgun Intervention Program in Detroit, Project LIFE {Lasting 

Intense Firearms Education) in Indianapolis, and Street Law's Save 

Our Streets Program in Washington, D.C. Both the program in 

Detroit and the one in Washington, D.C. are currently the subject of  

rigorous evaluations. 

Future planners and managers of programs for this group of juve- 

nile offenders - whether they work in policing, courts, probation, or 

nonprofit organizations - will be challenged to create meaningful but 

low-cost interventions. If these are your challenges, this booklet can 

help you get started. 
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Deadly Violence on the Rise 

The stakes of adolescent violence are very high. Many young people carry 

guns; many are killed; and their peers who survive deadly confrontations are 

locked up, some of them for life. Over the past decade, the number of 14 

to 17-year-old known homicide offenders more than doubled, and the entire 

increase was the result of gun violence. Between 1988 and 1994, half of 

these offenders used handguns to kill. Two out of every three knew their 

victims - most of whom were young. In :1994, for example, 57 percent of 

victims of juvenile homicide offenders were under the age of 25. 

Overall, as the number of young people killing rose, so did the number 

of young victims of gun violence. Between 1985 and 1995, the murder rate 

among kids ages 12 to 17 more than doubled. Again, nearly the whole 

increase was firearm related. In fact, since ]988, more than 80 percent of' 

murder victims aged 15 to 19 were killed with a firearm, and in 1994, 

the number reached 90 percent. In other words, the highly publicized juvenile 

crime wave was primarily about gun violence among society's youngest 

• members, and today's numbers;while down from the peak in 1994, are 

still high. 
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How Big Is the Problem in Your 

Community? It is often difficult to 

find out how many kids in your 

community are caught with 

weapons, because official counts 

do not capture reality. Schools do 

not keep reliable records of every 

incident. Police do not make an 

arrest or keep a record in every 

case. And even when they do, the 

weapons charge may be buried 

under other allegations. To put 

these numbers in context, debrief 

police officers after they finish 

their shift - ask them what they 

saw and how they responded. 

Gather informal reports f rom 

teachers and principals. And talk 

to kids. They are surprisingly hon- 

est, and their impressions of how 

many young people carry 

weapons, how many get caught, 

and v/nat happens to them will 

yield another valuable estimate of 

prevalence. 

Who's In, Who's Out: Defining a Target Population 
The programs described in this booklet target some of the easiest 

cases in juvenile court: kids with few or no prior arrests, "good" kids 

who made poor decisions and got caught but did not hurt anybody, 

kids who show up in court with their parents, the ones judges feel 

comfortable releasing. Their records may not reflect it, but many of 

them have had significant exposure to violence - as victims, witness- 

es, and aggressors - and are at great risk of additional violence. Many 

are also familiar with weapons, have access to them, and could easily 

pick up more dangerous ones. 

Which kids get released and weeks or months later end up on pro- 

bation differs dramatically from place to place. What they all have in 

common is that they suffer few or no consequences for their crimes, 

and they gain little or nothing from their contact with the juvenile 

justice system. Viewing them as "good" kids undermines thinking of 

their arrest as a significant event and using it as an opportunity to 

discourage unsafe behavior. While it may be useful to develop educa- 

tional programs for more serious weapons offenders, the interven- 

tions we describe are not designed to operate in conjunction with 

incarceration or residential placement. 

Stick, Knife, Gun: Why Not to Focus Exclusively on Kids Caught with Guns 

Availability, price, the threat of punishment, knowledge, and personal 

experience influence whether a young person chooses to pick up 

a weapon and which one he or she reaches for on a given day. A girl 

caught with a knife on Monday might bring her brother's gun to 

a fight on Wednesday. A boy who carries a gun at night in his neigh- 

borhood could be arrested for bringing a box cutter to school. 

Focusing only on kids caught with guns means missing many other 

young people who have picked up a gun or who will do so in the 

near future. It also means that developing a gun prevention program 

for kids caught with other weapons makes sense. Each of the pro- 

grams we describe focuses on gun violence, but only the Handgun 

Intervention Program limits participation to gun offenders. The 

others work with kids caught with any weapon. 



Roll Call 

People inside and outside government can run programs for first-time and 

nonserious juvenile weapons offenders. Probation and police departments, 

courts, and nonprofit organizations are all suitable hosts. Wherever they are 

located, programs that target juvenile offenders will benefit from involving oth- 

ers who work with these kids. This group usually includes representatives 

from the mayor or county executive's office, the police department, the judi- 

ciary, the prosecutor's office, the public defender's office, the department of 

juvenile probation, schools, and community-based youth organizations. 

Bringing together these stakeholders early in the planning process is a 

good way to create a program with a broad base of local support. Winning 

everyone's cooperation, however, can be difficult. If it is impossible, get start- 

ed anyway and expand your base of support gradually, as the program devel- 

ops. But be prepared: Those who come on board later will object to many of 

the decisions that were made before they joined the group. 

Before inviting others to help plan and manage the program, you should 

clearly define your target population, know how these kids' cases are current- 

ly handled, and become familiar with the different perspectives, needs, and 

resources of each potential partner. Once you are well informed, you will 

be able to explain to everyone involved why each person's participation is 

valuable. Some things to keep in mind: 

The mayor or county executive's office has a unique ability to lead 

interagency initiatives. 

Because police officers are a young offender's first point of contact with the 

criminal justice system, they are important gatekeepers of your program and 

proponents of its message. Patrol cops deal with kids every day, and in 

places where relations between the community and the police are good, they 

can steer kids in positive directions. 

Judges, prosecutors, and defense lawyers can accommodate alternative 

practices but will be concerned about how the program changes the flow, 

processing, and outcomes of cases. 

The department of juvenile probation operates a range of programs for juve- 

nile offenders and can influence your program's content. In addition, depend- 

ing on when you intervene, probation may play a role in the referral process. 

Schools and community-based organizations have more contact with kids 

and more to offer them than anyone in the justice system. Consequently, they 

are a good source of information on the problems facing kids and on promis- 

ing solutions. Representatives from these groups and institutions may also 

be willing to participate in your program as volunteer presenters. Most impor- 

tant, they provide places for kids to go once they finish your program. 
,( j 



Faith and Tonya are sisters. Faith 

goes to high school in Brooklyn. 

Her sister Tonya attends middle 

school. Both make passing grades 

and have never been suspended. 

During a fight that broke out after 

school and involved several girls 

from the neighborhood, Tonya and 

Faith injured two girls with a 

scalpel. According to Faith and 

Tonya, the other girls started the 

fight and have threatened them in 

the past. The day after the fight, 

Faith and Tenya were arrested 

and charged with assault and 

criminal possession of weapon. 

The girls were not detained. At 

their arraignment, a Vera staff 

member encouraged Faith, Tonya, 

and their mother to attend a 

Juvenile Weapons Court session 

the following week. 

When to Intervene 

Working with Kids before Disposition 
Catching a young person with a weapon provides a natural opportu- 

nity to prevent future violence. Therefore, moving kids through a 

weapons education program as soon as possible after they are arrest- 

ed is important. The longer kids linger in the juvenile justice system 

without being affected by it, the less likely they are to take their arrest 

seriously; to consider the advice of police, judges, and other adults; or 

to change their behavior. 

The desire to respond quickly led practitioners in Washington, 

D.C., Detroit, and New York City - busy urban jurisdictions with 

crowded court calendars - to develop interventions that target kids 

who have been charged with a weapons offense and released pending 

the disposition of their case. Because the charges have not been adju- 

dicated, these programs do not ask kids to talk about their own cases. 

Instead, the programs present facts and real stories of gun violence 

and encourage kids to talk about situations and dilemmas involving 

weapons that they or their friends have confronted. 

Working with Kids after Disposition 
Project LIFE (Lasting Intense Firearms Education) in Indianapolis 

works with kids who have been found delinquent and placed on 

probation. Because their cases have been decided, the kids are free to 

talk about what happened. In fact, program leaders urge kids to 

recount the situation that led to their arrest, to accept responsibility, 

and to think out loud about what they could have done differently. 

Programs that get kids after disposition have to wait longer to inter- 

vene. Fast-tracking these weapons cases might help programs like 

Project LIFE reach kids more quickly. 

Intervening before Arrest 
Weapons education programs can be valuable in places where target- 

ing offenders is impossible or appears futile based on the volume of 

arrests. Only a fraction of kids who own and carry weapons are 

arrested. And even the volume of arrests undercounts the number of 

kids known to carry weapons. While kids caught with guns are 

almost always arrested, young people wielding other dangerous tools 

often are not prosecuted. Reasons vary. Some school principals con- 

fiscate knives and other weapons but choose not to report the inci- 

dent to the police. They may want to give students a second chance, 

or they may be concerned about protecting their school's reputation. 
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Court Records of Four Kids Who Attended the New York City Juvenile 

Weapons Court 

Name 

Age at Arrest 

Arrested 

Incident 

Arraigned 

Arrest History 

School History 

Family History 

Name " 

Age at Arrest 

Arrested 

Incident 

Arraigned 

Arrest History 

School History 

Family History 

Name 

Age at Arrest 

Arrested 

Incident 

Arraigned 

Arrest History 

School History 

Family History 

Name 

Age at Arrest 

Arrested 

Incident 

Arraigned 

Arrest History 

School History 

Family History 

Angel* 

13 

12/9/96 Menacing - threatened to get a gun and use it 

11/26/96 

1/24/97 Released 

11/20/96 Robbery - sealed 

02/10/96 Criminal mischief - adjournment in 

contemplation of dismissal 5/10/96 

8th grade, special ed. 6 suspensions for fighting. 1 transfer. 

Lives with his grandmother, his legal guardian. Mother 

deceased. Father Lives in Florida. 

Faith* 

16 

09/27/96 Assault & criminal possession of a scalpel 

09/26/96* ,-~ .... 

02/05/97 Released ~ ..... ) 

None 

lOth grade, mainstream. No suspensions. Passing grades. 

Lives with mother. Father lives in Boston. 

Has been victimized by other girls in the neighborhood. 

Hakeem .~- 

15 

11/02/96 Robbery 2nd degree w/ toy gun, 3 counts 

11/02/96 

02/06/97 Released 

None 

9th grade, regents and honors classes, lXlo truancy or 

behavioral problems. 

Lives with mother and stepfather. No contact with biological father. 

Christopher* 

14 

08/12/96 Criminal possession of two daggers 

08/12/96" 

01/24/97 Released 

None 

8th grade, special ed. Mostly truant. 

Lives with mother, who describes him as depressed. ~ ' ~  
\ J Was in counseling. Denies drug or alcohol use. 



Similarly, a police officer who catches a kid with a knife may take it 

and dismiss the young person with a verbal warning. What seems 

like an obvious solution - to arrest and prosecute every juvenile 

caught with a weapon - may not be practical or possible. An alterna- 

tive response is to develop a weapons education program for kids who 

otherwise would simply walk away. The right intervention could make 

getting caught as significant as being arrested. 

Facing Resistance 
Programs that operate at any juncture in the juvenile justice process 

can be quick to intervene and meaningful if they are fully supported 

by local criminal justice agencies. But marshaling support can be 

difficult. Future planners of weapons education programs should 

anticipate resistance from defenders, prosecutors, judges, and 

probation officers. 

Proposals to work with kids who have not been found delinquent 

often receive a cold response from defense attorneys. According 

to leffChinn, former director of Save Our Streets, a project of Street 

Law, Inc. in Washington, D.C., "Defense attorneys will always oppose 

preadjudication programs because they worry that the program will 

hurt rather than help their dients." To these lawyers, the risks appear 

greater than the benefits: What if my client describes committing 

a crime? Will judges penalize my client i f  she refuses to attend, even i f  

attendance is not mandatory? Defense attorneys may also resist post- 

adjudication programs that depend on fast-tracking some weapons 

cases. Facing accelerated schedules, defense attorneys may ask: 

Will I be able to investigate these cases properl),? 

To win the support of defense attorneys in Washington, D.C., Save 

Our Streets educates them about the program and agrees to provide 

the court with reports on those kids who complete the program - 

narratives that can be very helpful at disposition. Chinn notes that 

most defense attorneys still voice principled objections to the pro- 

gram in court, but do not actively discourage their clients from partic- 

ipating. In Chinn's opinion, as defense lawyers become more familiar 

with the program and as the program gains credibility based on its 

work, resistance lowers. In fact, a few defenders have volunteered to 

present information at SOS sessions. 

Some prosecutors may withhold support because they fear that 

the program will make it easier for judges to release kids who should 

be detained. Usually, tightening eligibility criteria can satisfy their 

concerns. For example, one prosecutor gave his approval when the 

I I  



The New York City Juvenile Weapons 

Court In February and March of 

1997, the New York City Family 

Court and the Vera Institute tested 

an experimental Juvenile Weapons 

Court. Kids who had been arrest- 

ed in Brooklyn, charged with 

a weapons offense, and released 

pending the disposition of their 

cases were eligible, but not 

required, to attend. Each throe- 

hour session took place in an 

unoccupied courtroom on a 

Saturday afternoon. The program 

mixed personal stories of gun 

violence, stern advice, and heavy 

doses of concern and inspiration. 

The goal: to make an impression 

on kids who still have choices. 

program planner agreed to exclude any juvenile apprehended with a 

loaded gun. 

Programs that dearly define the roles and responsibilities of judges 

and juvenile probation officers - officials accustomed to making or 

enforcing orders - are more likely to win their support. Voluntary 

programs, especially those that intervene pretrial, may raise red flags. ~ 

In the words of one judge: Why should I recommend the program i f I  

won't know whether the kid showed up, and I can't consider attendance at 

sentencing? Of course, judges can and do consider a variety of factors 

at sentencing, and program planners will have to decide whether to 

provide judges with attendance lists and information about participa- 

tion, as Save Our Streets does. Judges and probation officers who 

receive such reports, however, may demand clarity about what they 

are exPected to do when someone either fails to attend or completes 

the program successfully. 

Does Making it Mandatory Matter to Kids? 

As Vera and the New York City Family Courts planned to test what 

would be a voluntary program, one of our concerns was whether kids 

would show up. Family court judges in Brooklyn and the Juvenile 

Weapons Court coordinator could encourage kids to attend, but 

judges could not threaten to punish those who chose not to come. 

Vera agreed not to give the court information about attendance. What 

we found is that nearly everyone we referred showed up. 

Save Our Streets and Project LIFE work with kids who are 

required to be there, and whose attendance the court monitors. The 

directors of both programs estimate that three out of every four kids 

ordered to attend show up. Getting kids to come to a weapons educa- 

tion program may depend less on requiring attendance, however, 

than on reminding them where to go and when. Vera planners found 

that it is essential to contact kids just prior to the session. Save Our 

Streets and Project LIFE do the same. Among kids who attend the 

first meeting of Save Our Streets, 6o percent will complete the entire 

Ts-week program. Bebs Chorak, deputy director for programs at Street 

Law, Inc., believes that future participation depends on making a 

good first impression, and she encourages her staffto make the ini- 

tial session lively, engaging, and interactive. 

Z In jurisdictions like New York City, where probation officers screen iuvenile defendants 

long before judges review the cases, involving probation in the referral process is an obvi- 

ous way to ensure early intervention. 

T2 



The Handgun Intervention Program, 

Detroit More than 5,000 juveniles 

and young adults - mainly African 

American males - charged with 

carrying a concealed weapon 

have been required to attend this 

three-hour program as a condi- 

tion of bond. Created four years 

ago by a charismatic African 

American judge named Willie 

Lipscomb, the program juxtapos- 

es photographs and testimonies 

about gun violence with images 

of historic leaders who dedicated 

their lives to improving the 

lives of others. Originally devel- 

oped to serve adult offenders, 

since 1996, the program has 

been attended by many juveniles. 

Some of these kids have been 

required to attend; others have 

participated voluntarily. The 

Urban Institute is evaluating 

the program. 

Since the Handgun Intervention Program was expanded to 

include younger participants, some have been mandated and others 

have received a voluntary referral, but their attendance has not been 

documented. Among participants z 7 years and older, who are 

required to attend as a condition of bond, 75 percent show up. 

Developing Content: The Message and t~e Messenger 

For people who run weapons education programs, the challenge is to 

make a big enough impression on kids so that they carry something 

home with them. Images of bloody bodies. Scenes from an autopsy. 

The voice of a survivor confined to a wheelchair. The names and 

ambitions of three young men shot in Brooklyn. The tired eyes of  

their mother. The urgent advice of a cop whose nephew died as a 

result of making a few quick and very wrong decisions. 

Whether your program works with kids one afternoon for a few 

hours or weekly over a few months, the challenge is the same. No 

length of time is ever enough. An hour can be worthwhile. But to 

make an impact on even a few of the young people who participate, 

the messages you deliver have to be clear and credible, and your pro- 

gram has to build bridges that connect kids with family members 

and community groups who can help them stay safe, strong, and 

away from weapons. 

The Message to Kids: 

Gun violence hurts the victims, their families, and entire communities. 

Guns cannot protect you. 

Being involved in gun violence will change your whole life. 

There are adults who care and can help you find nonviolent ways to 

solve problems. 

Keep It Real: Mixing Tragedy and Hope 
Kids are a tough audience. They have short attention spans, and they 

cannot be fooled by false sentiments or persuaded by speeches. 

According to one boy who participated in the New York City Juvenile 

Weapons Court, the best presenter "kept it real." He was referring to 

Wilson Murphy, a young man who was shot seven times by gunmen 

sent to kill someone he was talking to. Mr. Murphy, who can no 

longer walk, described lying on the sidewalk, bleeding and unable to 

move. He talked about the physical wreckage the bullets caused as 

they tore through his body and the many operations he survived. He 

also pointed out that during the five years he was hospitalized and 

away from his family, his daughter grew from a baby to a young girl 
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"Three Brothers and Two Cousins" by Frances Davis 

My name is Raleak. I dreamed of becoming an architect, getting married, and 

having a family. I enjoyed music, places, and my family. But my dreams 

ended on June 7th, 1987, when I was shot and killed because I refused to 

give up money that I had earned. I was only 20 years old. 

My name is Andrew Saunders, I dreamed of becoming a computer analyst 

and raising my two sons to manhood• I loved cars, motorcycles, computers, 

and family. But my dreams ended November 1991, after a brief altercation 

on the street. I was shot four times and died twelve days later. I never 

regained consciousness. I was only 22 years old. 

My name is Frankie Davis. I was not sure of my goals. I was trying to 

cope with the senselessness of losing my two older brothers. I may have 

become a great comedian because I had the gift to make people laugh, espe- 

cially my mother. I loved video games, music, sports, girls, and my family. 

But I will never know what I could have become because my dreams ended 

on July 6th, 1993, when I got caught in crossfire. I was only 18 years old. 

My name is Dwayne Boon'e, but mostly I was called Butter. I was in my 

freshman year of college, and I made average grades. I was the father of 

three children, and t wanted to become a writer. I played basketball. I loved 

video games, college, and my family• But my dreams ended on January 5th, 

1996, when someone shot and killed me and my cousin. I don't have a clue 

why they did this. I was only 21 years old. 

My name is Glennis Saunders, but they called me Weeda. I was in high 

school• I played basketball and won numerous trophies. I dreamed of gradua- 

tion, writing, and singing rap music• I loved school, girls, boys, video games, 

music, and family. But my dreams also ended on January 5th, 1996, when 

someone shot me. 

L ~  J 

J 



Project LIFE, Indianapolis 

Created in 1991 by the juvenile 

court, Project LIFE (Lasting 

Intense Firearms Education) tar- 

gets kids who receive probation 

for committing a weapons crime. 

Attendance is mandatory. 

Sessions, which are held every 

six weeks, are limited to ten kids 

and their parents. Discussion 

focuses on the situations that led 

to each juvenile's involvement with 

weapons and to his or her arrest. 

The program also includes video 

documentation of a homicide 

scene and an autopsy, a presenta- 

tion by a woman whose son was 

killed during a drive-by shooting, 

and a film about kids who were 

involved in gun violence. 

and his son changed from a boy to a teenager. At one point, he 

stopped his story, looked at the kids in the courtroom, and said, 

Let me ask you all something, just give me your honest opinion, 

do you actually think that you can put somebody like this [gestur- 

ing to himself] and be happy with yourself?. Look at me. When 

your butt starts hurting, you get up and shake it off. I 'm  sitting in 

this wheelchair every day, all day. I 'm doing fifteen hours a day in 

this chair. I didn't come out here to judge no one. I came out here 

to open your eyes to reality. I don't want no one in this room to 

go through what I went through. 'Cause that's a living nightmare. 

I took seven bullets. Let me tell you, that's not the move. 

Project LI F E delivers a series of dark messages intended to dis- 

rupt kids' complacent attitudes about experimenting with guns. 

Participants see unedited police footage from a homicide scene 

where a boy was shot in the head. They listen to the director of a 

funeral home. They see a film about young victims and perpetrators 

of gun violence. And then the message hits closer to home as a 

woman from Indianapolis holds up a photograph of her son, intro- 

duces him, and describes how he was killed in a drive-by shooting. 

She mentions many of her son's good qualifies and many of his 

faults, and she talks about where he used to hang out, places that 

may be familiar to the kids in the program. 

In Detroit, facilitators of the Handgun Intervention Program get 

real from the start in some very specific ways. They dress like the 

participants and talk like them. Early on, they ask participants, How 

many of you think that carrying a gun makes you safe? Then they work 

hard to break down this myth by arguing that people who choose to 

carry guns and step into "the life" are more likely to put themselves 

and those they love in dangerous situations. The idea is to get the 

participants on the right track before their lives spin out of  control. 

But convincing them is not easy. Many live in very dangerous neigh- 

borhoods and come to the program with firsthand experience of gun 

violence. At one session, for example, 39 out of 4o participants knew 

someone who had been shot, and 8 had survived gunshot wounds. 

Yet, they all chose to carry a gun. 

Part of the answer lies in sending positive messages. Judge Willie 

Lipscomb, creator of the Handgun Intervention Program, focuses his 

presentation on empowerment. He calls participants "ambassadors" 

and talks about how they are the solution - not only to their own 

troubles but also to the biggest problems facing their communities. 

I5 



"We're trying to inspire young men 

to take responsibility for their own 

destiny and for the future of their 

communities." The Honorable 

Willie G. Lipscomb, Jr., creator of the 

Handgun Intervention Program 

Guns and Violence will kill our 

people! Therefore, I claim my 

heritage as a leader and disavow 

Gun Violence. Vow of Nonviolence 

read aloud and signed by participants 

of the Handgun Intervention Program 

His message is personal responsibility and community allegiance. 

The judge's charismatic presence is inspiring, probably especially for 

young African American men who can view him as a role model  

What Judge Lipscomb says is reinforced by slides of historic leaders, 

including Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X. At the end of the 

session in Detroit, participants read aloud and sign a vow of nonvio- 

lence. Similarly, Save Our Streets challenges kids to question the role 

of weapons in their community and to reconsider their own relation- 

ship to the law and with those who enforce it. Since practicing nonvi- 

olence is harder than thinking about it, program facilitators also offer 

practical advice about how to avoid conflicts or solve them without 

resorting to violence. 

Another way to keep it real is to involve young people as presenters. 

During the New York City Juvenile Weapons Court, members of 

the Greater Brownsville Youth Council, a community-based organiza- 

tion in Brooklyn, used improvisational theater to dramatize situations 

familiar to many of the participants. In the first skit, a teenage boy 

asks his girlfriend to hold his loaded gun in school, because accord- 

ing to him, "They don't check girls." Later, when a dean in the 

lunchroom discovers the gun, the two try to explain: 

Boy You heard about my brother getting stabbed and everything, 

and now the cats are talking about me! It's not like I was gonna go 

straight off and shoot 'em, but if something went down, at least 

I 'd have protection. 

Dean I told you not to bring a weapon to school. I told you that if 

anything happens, you come to me. What if someone had been 

hurt in the lunchroom? 

Girl Nothing happened. I forgot I had it 'til my friend Charmaigne 

pulled it out of my bag. 

Dean So now you're gonna get in trouble for him? You're smarter 

than this. 

Bey Look, I need a gun. School security can't save me when I 'm 

getting my butt kicked. Let's just end this. 

Dean What do you mean, "End this?" If  I let you two off, then 

other kids will bring guns to school. And when something terrible 

happens, it will be on my hands. 

Boy But I've got a scholarship coming up. I 'm a senior. I can't 

afford to go down like this. 

Dean You should have thought about that before you brought this 

gun into this school. 
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The second skit pairs two brothers, ages 19 and i6. The older boy, 

the family's financial support, is involved in criminal activity and 

violence. The younger one is trying to follow a different path but 

finds himself enmeshed in his older brother's way of life. In the skit, 

the two argue after the i6-year-old finds their six-year-old brother 

playing with a loaded gun his older brother left on the kitchen table. 

Following each skit, the luvenile Weapons Court participants ques- 

tioned the actors, who remained in character, about their feelings 

and choices. 

Street Law's Save Our Streets 

Program, Washington, D.C. Save Our 

Streets works with 13 to 17-year- 

olds charged with any weapons 

offense who are released pending 

disposition. Judges order kids to 

participate in this highly interac- 

tive 15-week program that fea- 

tures peer education and involves 

police officers, la~yers, judges, 

policy specialists, and community 

leaders. For two hours each 

Saturday morning, kids learn how 

guns affect them and their com- 

munities, and they explore ways to 

be safe without guns - primarily, 

how to resolve conflicts verbally. 

Participants also learn about the 

law and their rights. The program 

provides the court with attendance 

lists and submits letters of support 

for everyone who graduates. 

Picking a Physical Space 

The Handgun Intervention Program takes place in a courtroom. 

SOS sessions are held in a large jury assembly room. Kids who 

attend Project LIFE gather in a small meeting room in the juvenile 

court building. 

Buildings and rooms send messages to kids. Courthouses and 

courtrooms, for example, feel formal, official, and authoritarian. Kids 

who gather in these places may take the program and the justice sys- 

tem more seriously. On the other hand, they may become distracted 

because the room is too large and impersonal, or because they are too 

far away from the presenters. Small rooms feel claustrophobic to 

some people, and comfortable to others. Kids who gather in smaller, 

less formal settings may participate more but not feel in contact with 

the justice system. Programs that focus on interaction among kids 

and between kids and presenters should probably take place in rooms 

that allow for movement of both people and furniture. Wherever you 

locate your program, it is important to watch how kids are reacting to 

the physical space and then make whatever adjustments you can to 

make the space more functional. 

Connecting Kids with Youth Groups, Police, and Parents 

Involving community-based organizations like the Greater Brownsville 

Youth Council in programs for weapons offenders provides an opportu- 

nity for kids to learn about an interesting organization they can join. 

Representatives from several other community-based youth groups 

made brief presentations during the New York City Juvenile Weapons 

Court, and each participant received a copy of the Options Guide, 

which lists contact information and a brief description of eleven local 

youth organizations. The introduction to the Gui& states: 

By joining one of these organizations, you can discover opportuni- 

ties to better yourself, your peers, and your community. Choosing 
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How to Keep Costs Low The pro- 

grams we describe have one 

major expense: salary for a coor- 

dinator. The coordinator works 

with the program's partners in the 

justice system to create a referral 

process, manage intake, and 

schedule sessions. He or she also 

recruits and b'ains presenters. 

Some start-up programs can rely 

on a volunteer coordinator, but in 

the long run, most will have to 

develop a paid position. Other 

necessary resources are free. An 

unused courtroom, office, or 

classroom, for example, may be 

donated, many people, inside and 

outside government, will gladly 

volunteer to present information. 

And both public and private agen- 

cies have high-quality materials, 

such as homicide photos or films 

about gun violence, that you 

can borrow. 

constructive and beneficial activities will also decrease your chances 

of becoming involved in situations that can threaten your life and 

your freedom. 

None of the programs we describe track kids after their initial, and 

usually brief, intervention. Continued follow-up would require addi- 

tional resources, and most jurisdictions are unwilling to devote a 

higher level of funding to programs that target the least serious 

weapons offenders. Lacking resources to track kids makes it particu- 

larly important to involve local youth groups that can sustain contact 

with kids who express an interest in their program. 

Involving police officers as presenters can improve relations 

between kids and the officers who patrol their communities. Many 

kids have reasons to think of cops as the enemy. But watching and 

hearing an officer talk about how gun violence has affected her own 

family may soften their views. The next time an officer walks by, 

these kids may see more than just a uniform. Maybe, the next time 

they need help, they will ask a neighborhood cop. In the long run, 

young people who have positive interactions with the police develop a 

respect for the criminal justice system that is often absent in poor 

and minority communities today. For this reason, many programs for 

juvenile weapons offenders also involve prosecutors, defense attor- 

neys, probation officers, and judges. 

Officer Laveme Yard, who spoke at the Juvenile Weapons Court, 

talked about relations between cops and kids: 

Some of the young people I work with say, "I don't like police, but 

you're okay, Officer Yard." What makes me different is that they 

got to know me as a person. What I 'm  here to tell you is that you 

should hold everyone up to the light and examine them, and then 

you make the determination. And that's what I tell the officers I 

work with. I tell them that not all young men who wear their hats 

turned backwards and their pants hanging down are hoods. Not all 

of them cut school. Some of them could be A students. You young 

people have choices in life. And yeah, there's something out there 

that you call a 5-o that you may think is against you, but there are 

a whole lot out there who are not. 

The programs we describe strongly encourage parents or other 

legal guardians to participate. They try to involve parents because par- 

ents have more opportunities than anyone else to reinforce the pro- 

gram's messages long after it ends. Programs also assume that kids 
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will take their own involvement more seriously if their parents come 

along. One caution: Programs that depend more on group discussion 

than on presentations should consider the possibility that involving 

parents will discourage kids from speaking freely and honestly. 

Working with Volunteers 
Finding local people who will volunteer to present stories and infor- 

mation greatly reduces the cost of  running a program for juvenile 

weapons offenders and makes it possible to offer a wide range of 

voices and perspectives, even to a small group of kids. It also means 

that the presenters can talk about places that are familiar to the kids 

in the program. All of the programs we describe rely on volunteers. 

The challenge is to make sure that each person conveys the pro- 

gram's core messages. It is important to select people who have 

something unique to offer. At the same time, they have to agree with 

your program's philosophy and be able to tailor their presentations to 

fit your needs. Even those people who seem perfect will need some 

coaching, so it is important to reserve time to adequately train volun- 

teers. Programs that operate sessions frequently may have to recruit 

enough volunteers so that no one has to attend every session. 

Guidelines for Presenters: 

• Talk about how gun violence has affected your life. 

• Describe a place in your community where kids may feel a need to carry a 

gun and suggest an alternative response. 

• Say something positive about kids. 

• Suggest at least one thing kids can do to avoid violence and improve 

their lives. 

• If your agency operates programs for kids, talk about these programs and 

tell kids how to get involved. 

• Provide opportunities for kids to ask questions and share stories. 
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Impact: What to Expect from a Low-Intensity, Low-Cost Intervention 

Planners and funders of weapons education programs who are hon- 

est and modest about what their programs can achieve will be most 

satisfied with their work and investment. At best, brief interventions 

are a catalyst for future change. They can enliven kids. If the mes- 

sages are clear and the people involved are interesting and inspire 

positive thinking, then the event can be a symbolic moment  in the 

lives of kids who attend. And at least for a little while, they will 

remember, and maybe believe, what they heard. 

Research by the Urban Institute on the Handgun Intervention 

Program suggests that older teens and young adults who attend that 

program express much stronger and more accurate opinions about 

gun-related issues than a randomly selected group of offenders who 

qualified for the program but were placed in a control group. 2 

Surveys of  participants' attitudes were collected not more than two 

weeks after they attended the program. What this means is that, at 

least in the short term, these individuals really think about the effects 

of choosing to carry a gun. Most young people never think before 

they reach for a weapon, never think before they use one. Similar 

research on Save Our Streets will be completed in January 1998. 

Brief interventions have other benefits. They are observation labo- 

ratories in which adults can learn more about why kids arm them- 

selves and what else government and communities can do to discour- 

age adolescent violence. In addition, mounting and operating this 

type of program can improve communication and encourage collabo- 

ration among juvenile justice agencies and between the justice 

system and the community. Finally, any program that takes seriously 

the crimes of even the least dangerous weapons offenders will boost 

public confidence in the juvenile justice system. 

2 This research is restricted to participants 17 years and older. The average age of people in 

the experimental group is z6. 
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Sources of Information on 
Planning Programs for Juvenile 
Weapons Offenders 

Molly Armstrong 

Senior Planner 

Vera Institute of Justice 

377 Broadway, iith Floor 
New York, New York tooi 3 

Tel 2r2 334q3oo 
Email mla@vera.org 

Darlene Jorif 

Director, Juvenile Justice Project 

The Correctional Association of New York 

I35 East rsth Street 

New York, New York, rooo3-3596 

Tel zI2 254-570o 

The Honorable Willie G. Lipscomb, Jr. 

Administrator, 

Handgun Intervention Program 
36th District Court 

42I Madison Avenue, Suite 3o69 

Detroit, Michigan 48226 

Tel 313 965-8730 

Terrence K. Evelyn 

Coordinator, 

Handgun Intervention Program 
Probation Department 

42i Madison Avenue, Room 3ot7 

Detroit, Michigan 48226 

Tel 313 965-3414 

Bebs Chorak 

Deputy Director of Programs 
Street Law, Inc. 

918 i6th Street, NW, Suite 602 

Washington, D.C. 2ooo6 

Tel zoz 293-0088, ext 234 

Maureen Meyer 

Acting Program Director, Save Our Streets 
Street Law, Inc. 

918 i6th Street, NW, Suite 6o2 

Washington, D.C. 2ooo6 

Tel zo2 293-oo88, ext 232 

Jeff Chinn 

Assistant Director and Public Interest 

Coordinator, Office of Career Services 
Washington College of Law 

Room 515 
American University 

48oi Massachusetts Avenue, NW 

Washington, D.C. zooi6 

Tel 2o2 274-4o98 

Robyn Snyder (Project LIFE) 

Director, Division of Hiring, Training, a~ 

Dispositional Alternatives 

Marion Superior Court, Juvenile Division 
245t North Keystone Avenue 

Indianapolis, Indiana 462r8 

Tel 317 924-744 o 

Jeffrey A. Roth 

Director, Crime Control Policy Studies 
Urban Institute 

ztoo M Street, NW, 5th Floor 

Washington, D.C. 2oo37 

Tel 202 857-8592 
Email jroth@ui.urban.org 
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Thanks to the following New York City government officials, repre- 

sentatives of nonprofit organizations, and citizens who greatly con- 
tributed to the planning and testing of the New York City Juvenile 

Weapons Court: the Honorable Michael Gage, Administrative Judge, 
New York City Family Courts; the Honorable Michael Ambrosio, 

Supervising Ju'dge, Kings County (Brooklyn) Family Court; the 
Honorable Clark Richardson, New York County (Manhattan) Family 

Court; the Honorable Joseph Lauria, Queens County Family Court; 
the Honorable Cesar Quinones, Retired, New York City Family 

and Criminal Courts; Katherine Lapp, New York City Criminal Justice 
Coordinator; Kevin McAllister and Michael Ryan, New York City 

Criminal Justice Coordinator's Office; Raul Russi, Commissioner, 
New York City Department of Probation; Alfred Siegal, Deputy 
Commissioner of Operations, New York City Department of 

Probation; Mary Ellen Flynn, Assistant Commissioner, New York 
City Department of Probation; Captain Michael Coan, Police Officer 

Laveme Yard, and Detective Vonzell King, New York City Police 
Department - Youth Division; the Greater Brownsville Youth 
Council; Youthline; Clinton Lacey and Lonnie Shockley of Friends 

of Island Academy; Wilson Murphy; and Frances Davis. 
Thanks also to the Honorable Willie Lipscomb and Terrence 

Evelyn of Detroit's Handgun Intervention Program; Robyn Snyder of 
Project L I F E in Indianapolis, Jeff Chinn and Bebs Chorak of Street 
Law, Inc. in Washington, D.C., and Jeffrey Roth of the Urban 

Institute for openly sharing their experiences and opinions with Vera 

staff members. 
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The Vera Institute of Justice is a private nonprofit organization 

dedicated to making government policies more fair, humane, and 

efficient for all people. Working in close collaboration with govern- 

ment officials, Vera designs and implements i.m~ovative programs 

that encourage just practices in public services and improve the 

quality of urban life. Vera operates demonstration projects m partner- 

ship with government, conducts original researd~, and provides 

technical assistance to public officials in New York and flu:oughou*., 

the world. 
Vera has participated in efforts to rehabilitate ju~,eniJe offendels 

since I968 when file Institute created the Court Employment Project 

to offer them counseling, job training, and emplo~mer~t instead 

of time in detention. At the same time, Vera established a reseuld~ 

presence in the field by stuclying violence amon'g juvertile dTelim 
quents and the relationship between yo:uth employment and crime, 

For more information about ongoing work in juyen.[~e justice, 

contact Molly Armstrong at fl~e Institu,e's.main office. 
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377 Broadway 

New York, New York iooi  3 
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