Role of Youth in Improving Public
Safety and Strengthening Public
Trust
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40 Developmental
Assets: Empowerment
• 7. Community Values Youth
• Young person perceive that adults value youth.
• 8. Youth As Resources
• Young people are given useful roles in community.
• 9. Service to Others
• Young person serves in community one-hour per
week.
• 10. Safety
• Young person feels safe at home, school, and
neighborhood.

Youth in Houston and
Harris County
Houston, Texas:
Total Population: 2,099,451
18 and Under: 524,862
Total Percentage: 25%
Black: 22.5%
Latino: 44.8%
White: 24.6%

Asian: 6.9%
Native American: 0.3%
Two or more races: 2.1%

Harris County:
Total Population: 4,092,469
18 and Under: 1,080,411
Total Percentage: 26.4%
Children under 18 living below poverty level in 2015:
Houston: 35.3% Harris County: 27.4%

Safety – Child and
Youth Experience
• Research team from Rice’s Baker
Institute conducted a needs assessment
survey on 20,055 children in 4th – 12th
grade and 8,772 parents from 80
schools across Harris County.
• The study took place during the 20182019 school year.
• https://www.bakerinstitute.org/media/files/files/298
16f15/chb-pub-harrisco-091120-1.pdf.

Findings
• A significant number of students reported food insecurity, bullying,
school mobility, neighborhood violence, and depression, which
correlate with poor academic outcomes.

• 1 out of 6 students screened positive for depression across all grade
levels.
• Neighborhood violence is correlated with depression.
• 11% of high school students and 13% of middle school students
reported witnessing a shooting or murder in their neighborhood in
their lifetime.
• Bullying is also correlated with depression.
• 20% of high school, 27% of middle school, and 35% of elementary
school students reported being bullied.
• Access to mental health services was limited.
• “Adverse events during early childhood set children on a trajectory for
poor outcomes, and this was validated in [the] research.”
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ADOLESCENTS ACT DIFFERENTLY FROM ADULTS!
Teen brains are guided more by the emotional and
reactive amygdala and less by the thoughtful, logical
frontal cortex.
Adolescents are more likely to:
- act on impulse
- misread or misinterpret social cues and emotions
- get into accidents of all kinds
- get involved in fights
- engage in dangerous or risky behavior
Adolescents are less likely to:
- think before they act
- pause to consider the consequences of their actions
- change their dangerous or inappropriate behaviors
This awareness can help us better understand, anticipate,
and manage teen behavior.
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/FFF-Guide/The-TeenBrain-Behavior-Problem-Solving-and-Decision-Making-095.aspx

“How to Implement Trauma-informed Care to Build Resilience to Childhood Trauma”
Authors, Jessica Dym Bartlett and Kate Steber

“School-age children who experience trauma may:
Engage in aggressive behavior
Become withdrawn
Fixate on their own safety or the safety of others
Re-enact the traumatic event through play
Have frequent nightmares
Exhibit difficulty concentrating in school

Adolescents who experience trauma may:
Become anxious or depressed
Engage in risk-taking or self-destructive behaviors (e.g., drug and
alcohol misuse, dangerous driving, sexual promiscuity, unprotected
sex, self-harm, illegal activity)
Feel intense guilt, anger, or shame
Adopt a negative view of people and society
In some cases, have persistent thoughts about suicide or seeking
revenge”
https://www.childtrends.org/publications/how-to-implement-traumainformed-care-to-build-resilience-to-childhood-trauma

• In 2016, homicide was the third leading
cause of death for youth aged 10 to 24.
• 86% of youth were killed with a firearm.
• Homicide is the leading cause of death for
African Americans and the second leading
cause of death for Latinos.
• From 1980-2018, there has been a
downward trend in the number of violent
crimes committed by youths and in the
share of crimes involving youths.
• While fewer youth are being
confined overall, children of color have
been confined at higher rates, even with a
decline in overall juvenile crime levels.

Trauma does not disappear when a child turns 18.

Trauma, toxic stress, and adverse childhood experiences
permanently change a child’s body and brain.
In adolescence, the brain further develops and changes
impacting impulse control, problem solving, and decisionmaking.
Research indicates that “zero tolerance” school policies are
counterproductive and dangerous for youth.
First time arrests during high school doubles the odds of a
student dropping out, while a court appearance
quadruples the odds of a youth dropping out. (Sweeten, “Who Will
Graduate? Disruption of HS Education by Arrest with Ct Involvement, Justice Quarterly 23, no. 4 (2006)).

Black youth are 5x more likely to be confined that white
youth, and Latinos are 2x more likely.
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In 2017, Black youth made up 47% of referrals to HCJPD.
Of youth 10-17, Black youth are only 19% of the population *
Source: Harris County Juvenile Probation Department *Census Bureau ACS 2017 1-Year Estimates
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Less than 1% of training devoted to
interactions with youth?
Understanding youth developmental stages
and needs at every age can give police
officers more insight as to how to interact
with youth.
“[O]fficers working with at-risk youth
without knowledge of child development is
putting children’s social/emotional
development in jeopardy.“
Source: K. Van Antwert "Police Must Learn
About Child Development Before Working
With At-risk Youth"

"A number of youth who act out in schools and in the
community have mental health or substance abuse
disorders that exacerbate their behavior. Unnecessary
arrests and processing of these youth can be decreased
when law enforcement officers are trained to recognize the
signs and symptoms of mental illness, substance abuse, and
developmental disabilities in youth, and de-escalate their
interactions with them."

SUPPORTING AND EMPOWERING CHILDREN AND YOUTH:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

https://theconversation.com/the-long-term-biological-effects-of-covid-19-stress-on-kids-future-health-and-development140533

Restorative Justice Practices
Law Enforcement Diversion (https://jjie.org/hub/)
Mentoring/Tutoring
Out of School/After School
Quality Early Childhood Education
Wrap Around Services
Community Schools Model
Youth Advisory Councils
Youth Support Groups
Youth Metacognition/Mindfulness/SEL Support
Mental Health Support and Services
Hire Houston Youth (SYEP)
Systemically Protect the Basic Right of Children

STICKER SHOCK? Cost of Incarcerating a youth in Texas for
one-year vs cost of one year in-state tuition:
$175,039 vs $10,470. http://www.justicepolicy.org/research/12928
A one-year increase in average years of schooling reduces
murder and assault by almost 30%, motor vehicle theft by
20%, arson by 13% and burglary and larceny by about 6%.

Developmental Assets
7

8

9

Community Values
Youth

Youth As Resources

Service to Others

Youth should be included in policing
reform efforts to offer their unique
and valuable perspective and input.
They are critical partners in
developing restorative justice
practices at their schools and in the
community. Youth have been
champions in the anti-gun violence
movement, and their activism
helped shape the Black Lives Matters
movement.

Youth can continue their outstanding
advocacy to enhance public safety
and public trust. We can offer
opportunities to participate in
advisory councils for police reform
efforts. We can continue to support
their service in critical programs like
Teen Court, Mayor’s Youth Council,
MBK and HHY.

• We value youth more when we
understand and appreciate them.
• We can benefit from:
• Implicit bias training.
• Training in understanding
how the teen brain works.
• Training in mental health
and de-escalation
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Safety
We should evaluate how youth
within the City of Houston feel about
their safety and wellbeing. Data
collection and youth input via needs
assessment surveys should be
regularly conducted to determine
how safe youth feel at home, in
school, or in their neighborhoods.
This can also help with the
development and assessment of
policies, programs, and practice.

In Memory of Mr. George Perry Floyd Jr. (1973-2020)

