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Background

A major issue facing juvenile justice practitioners and policymakers across the country is
disproportionality and disparate treatment of racial and ethnic minority youth in the juvenile
justice system. Various studies conducted across the nation on disproportionate minority contact
in the juvenile justice system have found that:

® Racial and ethnic minorities are often greatly overrepresented in the juvenile justice system.

® The observed disproportionality cannot be explained by differences in delinquent behavior
across racial and ethnic groups.

® Disparities were found in system processing of minority youth, even when controlling for
social and legal background variables.

® The role of race/ethnicity in the processing of minority vs. White youth often varies by the
offense type, the decision point within the system, and location.

In 2016 the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services and its Juvenile Justice
Advisory Committee (JJAC) awarded a grant to Public Policy Associates, Inc. (PPA) to conduct
a study to assess minority overrepresentation in the Michigan juvenile justice system.! The
major goal for this study was to determine:

® What differences, if any, exist in decisions made for Black, Hispanic and White juveniles
who are processed for similar types of offenses as they move through the juvenile justice
system.

The Family Division of the Washtenaw County Trial Court was the first court that agreed to
participate in the state-wide assessment. The study assesses decisions made by the Family
Division of the Washtenaw County Trial Court. The report summarizes the methods that were
used to conduct the assessment and provides key findings.

! This study was supported with federal Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act funds under a contract
from the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services.
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Methodology

Phase I: Preparation

Public Policy Associates, Inc. (PPA) met with Washtenaw County Juvenile Trial Court Judge
Julia Owdziej, Washtenaw County Juvenile Court Administrator Linda Edwards-Brown,
Washtenaw County Juvenile Program Manager Deborah Shaw, and Juvenile Justice Specialist
from the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services Melinda Fandel in early
September 2016 to discuss assessment project goals and the data-collection process.

Following the initial meeting, Paul Elam and a team of three PPA Michigan State University
graduate interns met with Washtenaw County Juvenile Program Manager, Deborah Shaw, to
identify and define the assessment variables. Washtenaw County uses the “Tyler Odyssey” case
management system or “Odyssey,” to collect and store case information. Much of the
Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) data needed for the analysis was extracted from
Odyssey management information system. Missing information in Odyssey was gathered from
probation officers.

Interns were required to complete Washtenaw County’s student background check, and sign a
confidentiality agreement before the data process began. Data collection took place at the
Washtenaw County Courthouse, two times a week for four hours each visit. Working in groups
of two, intern staff rotated weekly courthouse visits for seven weeks. Each intern used a
removable drive to store extracted case information. The removable drives were kept with the
Washtenaw Program Manager and locked in a secure office within a high-security building.
Interns gained access to Odyssey using one user name and password for two desktop computers,
supplied by the courthouse.

To extract information from each case, the team created a tool using Microsoft Access to collect
and store the data. A protocol for collecting the data within Odyssey was created to guide the
team during the process. All interns completed onsite data-extraction training when the tool was
completed and the tool was tested by each intern for reliability. Working separately, each intern
was given a sample case from which to extract information. Fields of data were compared for
consistency. Based on findings from the test, modifications of the Access system tool were
made.
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Phase II: Data Collection and Analysis

The following data were collected:

® CaselD ® Severity of Charge

® Juvenile ID ® PACC Code

® Date of Birth ® Intake Case Filing Outcome
® Address ® Disposition Qutcome

® Gender ® Data of Disposition

® Race ® Sentence Details

® School Information ® Date of Sentence

e Mental Health Diagnosis ® Prior Case Details

e Risk Level ® Detention Stays

® C(Caretaker ® [Legal Guardianship

® Prior Abuse/Neglect Case ® School-Based Offense

® [egal Counsel ® School Attended

® Caseworker Name ® School Status/Grade Level
® Date of Offense Special Education

® Date of Petition

® Referral Information
® Number of Charges
® Type of Charge

Parent Employment
Gang Involvement

Risk Assessment

Additional detention stay data (when available) were collected from January 19, 2017 to January

26, 2017.

The following detention stay data were collected:

® Date of Detention

® Date of Pre-Adjudication/Post-Adjudication
® Probation Violation (yes/no)
® Date of Probation Violation

® Name of Placement
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Data were exported from Access into Microsoft Excel for data cleaning during the end of
January 2017. Cases missing a disposition, race information, or risk assessment were removed
from the analysis.

Study Findings

Court Decision Making

Data were obtained for all juveniles who had a delinquency case initiated during February and
March 2016 and disposed in 2016. One hundred and nine youth cases were aggregated into three
race categories for a total of 58 black youth, 45 white youth, and 5 other youth (Asian, Hispanic,
or other). Analysis of court data revealed the following:

Cases involving Black youth accounted for 53% of all cases in the sample.

Both the number and the proportion of cases involving felony charges were higher among
Black youth than among White youth and other minorities.

Compared to Black youth, a higher proportion of the white youth and other minority youth
referred to the court had cases involving misdemeanor charges.

Regardless of the juvenile’s race, nearly all of the cases involving a felony charge resulted in
the juvenile admitting responsibility.

Among cases involving misdemeanor charges, juveniles of all races admitted responsibility
about half the time. However, it appears that misdemeanor cases involving White youth
were somewhat more likely to result in diversion than misdemeanor cases involving Black
youth.

Overall, the detention rate was nearly six times higher among Black youth than among White
youth.

Juveniles charged with offenses against persons were somewhat more likely to be placed in
detention than juveniles charged with other types of offenses.

Based on the offense associated with the most serious charge in each case, property offenses
accounted for the largest proportion of cases, with similar proportions of Black youths and
White youths charged with property offenses.

Compared to the White and other minority youths, a higher proportion of Black youths were
charged with offenses against persons. Conversely, a higher proportion of White youths
were charged with alcohol and/or drug-related offenses and offenses categorized as “other.”

Black youth with a felony charge had more total days in detention than White or other
Minority youth with a felony.

Black youth with a misdemeanor had more total days in detention than White or other
Minority youth with a misdemeanor.
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In one-third of the cases, juveniles spent at least one day in detention between the date of the
offense for which they were charged and the date of disposition. More than 85% of the cases
where the juvenile spent time in detention involved Black youth.

Compared to white youth, a higher proportion of Black youth charged with a felony were
given fees-only sentences, whereas a higher proportion of White youth were sentenced to
probation plus drug testing.

The proportion of juveniles charged with misdemeanors who were sentenced to probation
was higher among White youth than Black youth, while the proportion sentenced to
probation plus drug testing or additional surveillance was higher among Black youth.

Overall, most youth were assessed as low risk. However, while more than two-thirds of
White youths were assessed as low risk, less than half of Black youths were assessed as low
risk.

Although the overall counts are relatively low, Black youth were three times more likely than
White youths to be assessed as Moderate-High or High.
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