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Conclusion

___________________

The U.S. justice system has responded to the rising violence by sending kids to jail sooner and with longer sentences. Some people reason that jail at least keeps kids off the streets, and some believe that it will change their thinking and behavior. But unfortunately, studies have shown that jail has little rehabilitative powers on youths. In fact, it often acts as a training ground, turning kids into tougher criminals and gang members than they were when they entered. Not only do some gang members use their incarceration as a way to earn respect, but prison gangs, often affiliated with street gangs, recruit both from outside and inside prisons. Also, adapting to jail can be the only education these kids receive, for once in jail at a young age, many do not finish school. 

As more and more studies have proven, longer sentences have little positive impact on adolescents. And yet, these days’ crime policy is increasingly monotone – a cry of “get-tough”. This get-tough approach is rooted in three main ideas: 

(…) that [the U.S.] had become insufficiently punitive with offenders, that most rehabilitative efforts were useless, and that the social conditions often said to be breeding grounds for violent crime weren’t really important after all. 65 

But when crime fails to vanish like the get-tough proponents claim it will, the cry simply becomes “get tougher”, so as a result you get the death penalty for more and more crimes, “three-strikes” laws to give life sentences for all sorts of offenses, huge numbers of juveniles imprisoned solely for possession of drugs, and States

like California spending more and more on their prison systems than on their impoverished colleges and universities. In fact, one could argue that politicians and get-tough advocates do not really want to solve the crime problem. Instead, they want to keep people scared to get their political support. Common sense seems to have been sacrificed in juvenile and criminal justice policymaking in favor of politically favorable actions. The get-tough approach, while a very politically fashionable approach to crime, will only serve to exacerbate the crime crisis.

Alternative actions exist, like social supports and opportunities aimed at the most vulnerable Americans, and refocusing the current U.S. juvenile justice system towards preventing harm and reintegrating offenders into the community.

Thus, the United States stands at a crossroads: they must now choose between a balanced approach that recognizes that juvenile justice improvements must be matched by improved equity and social justice, and the failed approach justified by an increasingly open social Darwinism, simply locking up ever more juveniles. Continuing in the get-tough direction means investing ever more money in prison building and will “bite even more deeply into the resources [the U.S.] can devote to preventing crime in the first place” 66. But is that what the public really wants? Different surveys prove that, given the choice, Americans would prefer spending more money on education and programs to prevent violence than on incarceration. Choices have to be made concerning how States should spend their money. You cannot build more and more prison cells whilst simultaneously investing in job creation, community-based and rehabilitative programs and education. 

The United States need a whole range of approaches: additional money for crime- and drug- prevention programs; less violence on T.V.; more community-based programs to give kids something to belong to other than a gang; better education; the list goes on. And the United States has to go on, too. Because these youths are their kids, and these kids are, in a very real sense, their future.


