


Dear Committee Members,

I appreciate the opportunity to share some of our concerns with the Committee on Education as you investigate the educational issues of the Division of Youth Services and Juvenile Detention Centers.  While there are many similarities, there are distinct differences as well.

As you know, youth who are detained in DYS are sentenced for a much longer period of time than those who are committed to juvenile detention facilities.  In Benton County JDC, the average length of stay is eight and one half days.  Juveniles can be sentenced up to 90 days, however, a high percentage of those who are admitted on a charge are released to their parents within 24 to 72 hours.  The average length of stay in Arkansas varies from each facility but the national average is 22 days. Many of the youth are admitted one time and if adjudicated, will complete probation and go on with their lives.  However, we do have those who are admitted to JDC repeatedly because of violations of their terms of probation. Most probation officers in conjunction with the courts use graduated sanctions.  Each time a juvenile comes back into the system, their length of stay is increased or the consequences strengthened according to the crime committed.  No matter how long the stay in JDC, we all agree that we should strive to be a positive influence toward the goal of rehabilitation.  A major component in rehabilitation is helping the student continue their education and progress toward graduation.

The Department of Education has been very conscientious in ensuring that all juvenile detention centers have highly qualified teachers.  I have, over the course of the last seven years, met and become acquainted with many of the teachers working in JDC’s.  I have been favorably impressed with the commitment and professionalism of these teachers.  It is a challenging situation they face.  They have students in their classrooms that range from ten to twenty years of age.  The students are from various school districts that are each using different curricula to address the state educational standards.  The students have a wide range of intellectual abilities and achievement levels.  Personal chaos, legal complications, parental issues, mental health disorders and behavior issues only add to the challenges the JDC teachers face.

The challenges involved in rehabilitation of juveniles are compounded by the directives from the State Department of Education that school districts drop students immediately after receiving notice of their admittance into the JDC.  This practice is contradictory to the language and spirit of the “Memorandum of Understanding”.  Part 20, section 20-1004 states that ,“All educational programs are designed to enable the juvenile to be able to keep up with their studies and are available a minimum of three hours a day but not limited to the normal school year.”  After a student is dropped by their home district, teachers are not required to provide assignments or materials to the JDC or parents, denying educational access to the students.  Homework assignment posting varies from school district to school district and at best is inconsistent.

Juveniles, upon their return to school, are overwhelmed with the impossible task of “catching up” and often give up on the task.  Many students realize, depending on their age, support system and ensuing loss of credit, that they have no choice but to drop out and get a General Equivalency Diploma (GED).  We could decrease some of this frustration and the dropout rate by requesting that the Education department re-examine their policy of dropping the student immediately after there release from JDC.

We would like to propose an approach which would benefit all concerned, to keep students enrolled in their districts until JDC exceeds ten days.  This would accomplish the following:

1. It would allow the continuity of educational services in terms of class work as the home district would supply these to the JDC for completion during their stay.

2. Students would receive credit from their home district for work completed while in JDC.


3. The home district would continue to receive funding for these students. Currently, funding is being lost when these students are dropped.


4. Parents and school staff would be saved the time and effort required to re-enroll the student after from JDC.

Our objectives are to lower dropout rates among students sentenced to JDC, reduce their frustration level upon returning to school and to encourage the student’s active participation in their education.

Respectfully

Dennis Cottrell
Director of Benton County Detention Center




