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Chapter 1

Juvenile offenders and crime

___________________

1.1. At-risk youths: familial and social contexts

A society that fails to find remedies for its own institutionalized social inequities, including racism, discrimination, poor educational facilities, and dysfunctional family life, including teenage pregnancies, is likely to continue to suffer with the existence of gang violence, drug addiction, crime, and delinquency. 4

Youths in the United States today live in a world much different from that of their parents or grandparents. Problems experienced by children nowadays are the products of multiple causes. In many ways, conditions have improved in recent years, but only marginally. For example, the proportion of youths living in poverty has declined recently, but youths are still far more likely to live in poverty today than twenty years ago. The first part of this chapter is devoted to giving a brief overview of the most frequent problems encountered by too many American kids nowadays, which seem to be all linked together and much responsible for the current delinquency problem in the United States.

1.1.1. Children in poverty 
In 1997, the poverty threshold for a family of four was $ 16,400. Juveniles under age 18 were then 25% of the U.S. population, but were 40% of all persons living below the poverty level. 5
The proportion of children living in poverty varies by race and ethnicity (see graph below).
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According to this graph, in 1997, poverty rates for black juveniles and juveniles of Hispanic origin (37%) were far greater than the rates for white (16%) and Asian (20%) juveniles. Due to the proportion of white children in the U.S. population, however, the majority of children living in poverty were white. 

Studies show that poor children are more likely to grow up in socially disorganized and racially segregated neighborhoods, with a high risk of becoming victims of drug-related violence, perpetrators of such violence, or 

both. These children are likely to go to schools that have fewer resources than those in more affluent neighborhoods.

1.1.2. Teenage pregnancy 

Adolescent childbearing has both contributed to, and been affected by three alarming social trends. First, child poverty rates are high and rising. Second, the number of welfare recipients has risen dramatically. And third, there is a high proportion of never-married teenage mothers who have long average durations of dependency on welfare. 

Nearly one million American teenagers (i.e. 10% of all 15 to 19 year old females) become pregnant each year. About a third of them abort their pregnancies, 14% miscarry, and 52% bear children. More than 175,000 are 17 years old or younger. 6% of all births to teenage mothers are to adolescents ages 10 to 14. More than 80% of all these young mothers end up in poverty and on welfare. Rates of birth per 1,000 females ages 15-17 were highest among Hispanics (69) and Blacks (65), followed by American Indians (46), Whites (28) and Asians (15). Nonetheless, two thirds of the women under age 18 who gave birth in 1996 were white. 6
Teen pregnancy seemed like an intractable problem. For years, social scientists and public-policy analysts issued depressing – and indisputable – statistics: teenage girls who become pregnant are more likely to drop out of school and end up on welfare 

than those who do not. Children of teenage mothers tend to be sicker and smaller than those born to older mothers, and they wind up pregnant or in prison in disproportionate numbers. By one estimate, teen pregnancy costs the country $ 7 billion a year in lost taxes, public-assistance dollars and criminal-justice costs7. But if the problem itself was easy to identify, the experts bitterly disagreed about how to fix it. Groups like Planned Parenthood stressed contraceptives and sex education. Religious and social conservatives pushed abstinence only. Conservatives in Congress tend to try to pass laws reducing the amount of money given to young adolescent mothers, as a way to reduce the number of teen pregnancies. Indeed there is this stereotype that ethnic groups are always dependent on welfare, that they do not want to work and are only able to take money from the government, and that having lots of children at a very young age is just another way to get more money. There are indeed a certain number of teenage pregnancies in the ghettos, be they black or Hispanic (or else) neighborhoods in the U.S., but stopping giving money to young adolescent mothers is far from being a good idea as young mothers, particularly black teenagers, tend to continue their studies thanks to the money they get when they are on welfare.

Whatever the message, it finally seems to be getting through to the kids. According to a Federal study released in early May 1998, teen pregnancy is on the wane. The number of teenage girls across the country who became pregnant fell 12 percent between 1991 and 1996. The figures are especially heartening because they cut across geographic, racial and ethnic lines. In fact, the pregnancy rate among 

African-American teens – traditionally higher than those of Whites – is down by an even greater amount: 21 percent since 1991, the lowest level ever reported. The report also shows that the teen pregnancy rate among Hispanics, though still the highest in the United States, tumbled 4.8 percent between 1995 and 1996.

Why the downturn? First of all, contraceptive use is way up among teenagers. Fifteen years ago only 11 percent of teens used condoms; now it is 44 percent. But contraception does not account for the whole trend. Other teens are simply choosing not to have sex – an indication that the once ridiculed idea of advocating abstinence may actually be catching on. And, teens are also starting to take the threat of contracting AIDS seriously – a change researchers believe helps to explain both the increase in condom use and abstinence. 8
1.1.3. School Dropout 

In the 1950’s, a high school education was an asset when entering the work force. In today’s society, a high school diploma or its equivalent is often a minimal requirement for obtaining entry-level jobs or for continuing education or training. 

Despite the increased importance of completing high school, the completion rate among persons aged 18-24 has increased only slightly since 1972 when it was 83%. In 1996, completion rates were about the same for males and females aged 18-24. The rate was lower among Hispanics (62%), than among non-Hispanic Whites (92%) or Blacks (83%). 9
Schools are not primarily responsible for the weak educational outcomes of at-risk students. However, the structure of the school system and how it interacts with the job market certainly weakens the motivation of young people, especially the economically and socially disadvantaged. Performing well in school does not clearly translate into better jobs. Students rarely have a good idea about a wide range of middle level careers and what skills will be required to succeed in these careers. In short, schools may be failing to provide economically disadvantaged students with what they need and what employers demand for entry level jobs with career possibility. 10
Many factors influence young people’s decisions as far as going to school is concerned. Family income, and the social factors related to income, may affect their ability to complete high school. The majority of young adults who completed high school in 1996 lived in middle-income families. The completion rate in 1996 was 97% in high-income families, 87% in middle-income families, and 75% in low-income families. 11
Certainly, the limited success of these young people results from many factors, including family background, neighborhood devastation, and peer pressure. However, it is important to ask whether educational policymakers and school officials have adopted the appropriate strategy to improve the chances that these young people can achieve some success in the job market and in other constructive aspects of their lives. In particular, do schools offer these young people the types of 

education, training, and other support that will help them effectively respond to the demands of the job market?

A 1992 study12 reported that 4 in 10 dropouts said they left high school because they did not like school or because they were failing. While most male dropouts reported school-related reasons for leaving school, most female dropouts reported family-related reasons. Among dropouts, 21% of female dropped out because they became parents, and 27% of females said they left school because they became pregnant.

Most dropouts report that lack of interest is one of their primary reasons for leaving school. Researchers13 increasingly conceptualize poor educational performance as the outcome of a process of disengagement that may begin as early as a child’s entry into school. According to this model, students who do not identify, participate, and succeed in school activities become increasingly at risk of academic failure and dropout. In order to improve student achievement and persistence, the model suggests that the school climate must foster “investment” behavior – schools must encourage student involvement in academic and extracurricular activities by stimulating their interest, increasing their personal resources (e.g. remediating skill deficiencies), and rewarding their efforts. Simply adding standards that have little relevance to at-risk students is unlikely to create this type of “investment” behavior, especially in light of peer pressure that often turns students away from working hard in school. Peer pressure and its impacts on behavior increase significantly as young people enter adolescence. It becomes 

critically important in the high school years. For at-risk students to become invested in their learning, the payoff to learning must become clearer, and more immediate and ideally, must reorient an entire peer group.

1.1.4. Dysfunctional families 

The proportion of children living in two-parent homes declined from 85% to 68% between 1970 and 1997. This roughly paralleled an increase in the percentage of children living with only their mother. While most children (85%) in single-parent families lived with their mother in 1997, an increasing proportion were living with their father. 14
Between 1970 and 1997, there was a five-fold increase in the proportion of children living with a never-married parent. As a result, about the same number of children were living with a never-married parent as with a divorced parent in 1997. 38% of all children lived with a never-married parent and 36% of all children lived with a divorced parent in 1997.15
All those percentages considerably differ according to the race of the children, as described in the following chart on page 18. 
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The preceding chart shows that in 1997, approximately one-third (35%) of black children lived with both parents. The majority of white children and children of Hispanic ethnicity lived in two-parent homes (75% and 64%, respectively). This is usually attributed to the fact that Hispanics are in majority very practising Catholics, and thus tend to not divorce. The proportion of children living in two-parent families declined between 1980 and 1997 for white children (83% to 75%), black children (42% to 35%), and children of Hispanic ethnicity (75% to 64%).

All these statistics are worrying, because they prove that a very important number of children, whatever their race, live in single-parent families or even without any of their parents. And studies show that children living in one of these familial 

situations, i.e. often in what is called “dysfunctional families” are more likely to engage in such high-risk behaviors as drug and alcohol use, to drop out of school and/or end up as delinquents. We are not saying here that all children from dysfunctional families end up as delinquents, but studies have shown that this is an aggravating factor. 

1.1.5. Child Maltreatment 
Child maltreatment occurs when a caretaker (a parent or parent substitute, such as daycare provider) is responsible for, or permits, the abuse or neglect of a child. The maltreatment can result in actual physical or emotional harm. 

The different types of child maltreatment are usually categorized as follows: 16
· Physical abuse includes physical acts that caused or could have caused physical injury to the child.

· Sexual abuse is involvement of the child in sexual activity to provide sexual gratification or financial benefit to the perpetrator, including contacts for sexual purposes, prostitution, pornography, or other sexually exploitative activities.

· Emotional abuse is defined as acts (including verbal or emotional assault) or omissions that caused or could have caused conduct, cognitive, affective, or other mental disorders.

· Physical neglect includes abandonment, expulsion from the home, failure to seek remedial health care or delay in seeking care, inadequate supervision, disregard for hazards in the home, or inadequate food, clothing, or shelter.

· Emotional neglect includes inadequate nurturance or affection, permitting maladaptive behavior, and other inattention to emotional/developmental needs.

· Educational neglect includes permitting chronic truancy or other inattention to educational needs.

Research is beginning to demonstrate that the experiences of child abuse and neglect are a major component of child and adult mental and behavioral disorders. Research has suggested both a variety of short- and long- term consequences. 

Physical consequences range from minor injuries to severe brain damage or even death. Psychological consequences range from chronic low-esteem to severe dissociative states and to higher rates of suicide attempts.

The cognitive effects of abuse range from attentional problems and learning disorders to severe organic brain syndromes, to low IQ and reading ability levels that persist into adulthood.

Behaviorally, the consequences range from poor peer relationships to very violent behaviors. 

So, the consequences of abuse and neglect not only affect the victims themselves, but also the larger society in which they live. Thus, there is clear evidence that there is an increased risk of becoming a delinquent if one is abused or neglected as a child. 

These findings make the statistics given on page 18 even more appalling. Indeed, we can see that child maltreatment is a phenomenon linked to other problems children may have, such as living in dysfunctional families, low-income families and so on. Of course, not every child having one or several of these problems is a delinquent, but studies show that all these familial and social circumstances are aggravating factors, sometimes leading to delinquency. In general, at-risk children live within a combination of familial and social problems, which makes it harder for them to succeed at school and/or lead a “normal” life, and sometimes make them end up in a gang, as a way of escaping their problems, as we’ll see in the next part of our study. 

1.1.6. Why kids join gangs

Improving the educational and employment outcomes of urban disadvantaged and minority youth is critical if the United States is to reduce the nation’s high rates of poverty, social and family disruption, and alienation. Unfortunately, as we have just seen, many current patterns are not promising. To Elijah Anderson17, the alienation associated with what he calls “endemic joblessness” has led to an oppositional street 

culture that even engulf young people from “decent” homes. Even though this approach has been very criticized, it is right that, unable to gain self-respect through solid performance at school or on the job, some street youth (especially young men) prove their manhood by showing their peers that they can conquer women sexually and become a father and that they can steal something from another and flaunt it, and thus too often turn to gang life. The tragic levels of street crime have made murder the leading cause of death of young black men.

Teens often turn to gangs for a sense of family, a sense of support, security, and love, which they feel is lacking in their own homes. Once in a gang, they adopt gang values, just as a child adopts its family’s values. The need to belong to a group, to belong to a neighborhood, has always been a strong reason to join a gang. Simply living in certain neighborhoods place kids at high risk of gang involvement. Many urban communities come with their own set of rules, a strict code of the streets, provoked and perpetuated by violence. At an early age, youths are conditioned to resolve disputes and problems by fighting.

Most youths who become gang members have had no positive adult role models in their lives. Although it is not as prevalent in Chicano families, around half of America’s black children grow up in a family without the presence of a positive adult male role model. The role models they have are fathers, older brothers, and uncles who have been involved in the drug and gang scenes. In too many cases, their adult role models are frequently in and out of prison; this is particularly true in urban areas.18

Single-parent mothers can be quite violent with their children in an effort to get them to behave. They will scream at them or even hit them for the least little infraction in order to be obeyed to and respected, partly out of the anger they have about their own lives. A youth growing up in this type of family intuitively learns that interpersonal problems are solved by violent behavior, and this in part accounts for their violent gang behavior.

There are many other factors that lead a child to join a gang, but all of them are mostly linked to the economic and social conditions in which the kid lives.

Estimating the volume of gang crime is difficult. But the 1996 National Youth Gang Survey indicates that an estimated 31,000 gangs were operating in close to 4,800 U.S. cities in 1995. These gangs had more than 846,000 members, half of whom were under age 18. 16% of all gang members were age 14 or younger.
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Percentage of children living with two parents, one parent or neither, according to race and ethnicity
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