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Teen finds success

By JENNIFER COSTA

Standard-Times correspandent

NEW BEDFORD — Nina
Sousa .is noy vour everyday
teenager. This 17-year-old role
model has a great passior for
working with the youth of New
Bedforc?and making adifference
in the lives of others.

Beginning her career in
youth-oriented programs, Ms.
“ousa was first introduced to the
~ew Bedford Prevention Part.
nership by taking a criminal jus-
tice class at New Bedford High
School.

She was asked (o be a Youth
Court volunteer in a program
that allows leenagers to act as
lawyers for their peers. The pro-
gram serves as a juvenile diver-
slon program.

Youth Court led her to be-
coming an active peer leader
with the Prevention Partnership
Program.

According to Ms. Sousa, the

program officials offered her a
full-time job once they saw ker
skills. She was recently promot-
ed lo prevention specialist, ,

“Gelling a promotion was ra-
ally great,” Ms. Sousa said. “It
showed me thaj they like what {
do.”

The New Bedford Prevention
Partnership works hand in hand
with Positive Acton Against
Chemical Addiction.

According to Ms. Sousa, the
Partnership helps 9-through-16-
year-olds get on the righ triack.

"The kids we work with have
usually had some type of offense
such as fighting or arson and we
help straighten them out,” she
said.

The partnership strives to
make a diflerence within the
community by helping to coor-
dinate important youth-based
programs.

The Teen Center, in New Bed-
fords South End, hosts teen
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dances and Cookin’ 3 multicu!-
tural program that uses cooking
to enhance knowledge of differ-
ent cultures whilg building basic
life skills that the youths will use
throughout their [ives,

There is also a tutoring pro-

gram for those who have acade. - C

mic  difficultjes, Alter-school
programs from 3 g 5 p.m. are
also offered weekdays,

There typically are 20 (0 30
participanis at the after-school
programs, .

The programs have 3 9] per-
cent success rate. The gther 9
percent are usually made up of
youths that have been dropped
from the program due (o their
failure to fulfill the requirements
that have been se for them.

“ltis a great feeling 10 have
parents compliment you for
doing such a goad job with theis
son or daughter. [t makes you
feel like you are making a differ-
ence in someone’s life," Ms.

1n service

Sousa sajd,

Ms. Sousa’s favori(e ispect.of
her position remains sworkip
with the Youth Coury program.

“lenjoy the backgroundingo; .
mation, not just the voluntee:-
INg aspect,” she sajd. “Youth
durtis more of the OPeofjobl
wantto pursue.”

By working with the fariner-
ship Program, M, Sousa has
been able to appreciale whag
New Bedford has for rescurces,

"New Bedford really ries to
help the youth. They really uyto
provide suppor: that wil help
them succeed. | have come (o
see my cily differendy bywork-
ngwhereldo and [ am proud of
it," she said.

Having graduated fron New
Bedford High School onlyacou-
Fle of weeks ago, Ms. Sousa
plans on continuing her educa-
uon at Anna Maria College in
Paxton by studying criminal jus-
Uce.

l
|
|
|
|
|
!
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Youth court
delivers
justice

to young
offenders

By CARA NISSMAN

Prosecutor Nina Sousa grilled the
meek defendant on the stand, quickly
forcing her to admit her guilt.

The accused flagrantly ignored a
teacher’s pleas to stop blocking an
exit during a fire drill while trying to
get her friends’ attention. Peppered
with obscenities, her shouts disrupt-
ed the halls and drowned out the
principal’s safety instructions.

A new episode of a teen-targeted
“Law & Order"? (As if there weren't
enough spinoffs already!) No, Sousa,
16, a New Bedford High junior, is one
of 35 young members of the New
Bedford Youth Court, which recently
performed a mock demonstration at
New Bedford's Southern New Eng-
land School of Law.

One of nearly 900 similar pro-
grams nationwide, the court, which
began hearing cases in October, is a
voluntary program for mostly first-
time offenders of minor crimes, in-
cluding theft and underage drinking.

la

s 4
STAFF PHOTO BY JOHN WILCOX

IN SESSION: Junior Charnee Rose makes an opening statement to the jury in her role as prosecutor.

Referred by a school, police or the
juvenile court, defendants — called
respondents — ranging in age from
8 to 16, must admit guilt to partici-
pate in the program.

“There's restorative justice in
having the offender admit guilt,”

o

STAFF PHOTC BY JOHN WILCOX

ON TRIAL: Senlor Sarah Angers listens to the judge read charges
against her In her role as defendant during a mock trial.

said director Lisa Birknes Tavares.
“The respondent, parents, teachers
and possibly the victim and police
officer have to take the stand.”

New Bedford high school juniors
and seniors act as lawyers, clerks
and bailiffs after undergoing an in-
tense training program.

“We have found a really dedicat-
ed group of students,” said Birknes
Tavares. “They go through an excru-
ciating 18 hours of training where
they learn how to do openings, clos-
ings and cross-examinations. They
get a pretty good snapshot of what
it's like to be a lawyer.”

The jury of six volunteers (ages
12 to 18) hands down sanctions
such as community service, public
apologies, curfews, grade require-
ments, tutoring and classes in di-
versity. Birknes Tavares said the re-
tired judges and attorneys who pre-
side over the hearings rarcly alter a
jury’s verdict.

Despite the court's profession-
alism, offenders’ parents occa-
sionally don't take the proceed-
ings seriously.

“A parent was laughing one time,”
said Melissa Bento, 17, a Greater
New Bedford Regional Vocational
Technical High senior. “Some peo-
ple think it’s like a slap on the wrist,
but it's not like that.”

Most young offenders understand
they've received a rare opportunity to
make amends without incurring a per-
manent flaw on their records. Indeed,
kids who participate in youth courts
are four times less likely to reoffend
than youths tried in the traditional ju-
venile court system, accordin? to a
2002 national Urban Institute study.

Amanda DeGrace said an ac-
quaintance who had been repeated-
ly tried in juvenile court has told her
he might be living a more lawful life

had the youth court been in session
when he first got into trouble.

“He said he would've straightened
up his act because the youth court
program is more positive,” said De-
Grace, 17, a New Bedford High ju-
nior. “When you go through youth
court, you give something back to
the community. You can see yourself
as a productive citizen.”

The program, the first in Massa-
chusetts, also benefits the teens on
the other side of the witness stand,
many of whom are aspiring lawyers.

Sousa said she has gained confi-
dence in public speaking.

“I used to get nervous,” she said.
“But I've gotten used to it. I'm on the
debate team.”

“No wonder all your witnesses
cry,” chided Charnee Rose, 16, a New
Bedford High junior and fellow pros-
ecutor. “One kid ou the stand cried
and said, 'I'm sorry, Mommy.' "

“You definitely feel bad when
they cry,” said Sousa. “But you have
to realize that you're helping them.”

Participants also learn how to
rapidly connect with people.

“It can be hard to get (admis-
sions) out of kids,” said Jared Book-
cr, 16, a New Bedford High junior.
“But the way you portray it can
make or break a case.”

Although the media sometimes
portray court proceedings as a slow
process, youth court lawyers only
have 20 minutes to prepare a case
before the start of a hearing. Rose
said she and her peers glean inspira-
tion for how to conduct themselves
in court by watching TV shows.

*I used to watch Court TV, ‘Law &
Order’ and “The Practice’ and think,
yeah, I could yell at people, " she said.

What'’s up? Tell Cara Nissman at
cnissman@bostonherald.com.
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Bedlord Youth Coure does dole
outconsequences. such as Police
Department boat tamp or com-
municy sence.

“When we do intake into the
juvenile system, we gatner infor-
mationabout their {amiles, their
dates of birth and we put that
into a computer System.” said Joe
Hamilton, chief jusenie proba-
tion officer in Bristol Counry,.

"That information remains in
the system forever, even it there's
neweragudey judgmenc.”

Unul last montk, Massachy-
selis was one of only four 5;a005
i the countny withour a Youth
Court, in which children agesSio
15 are prosecuted. defendad and
sentenced by their peers,

"Being held accountap)e to
yourpeers can, for a first-time of.
fender. be enough to reach
someare who's falling off rack

~
<
<
- mete out justi
=L - Mete out justice
- . . . ’
o - By MATT-APLZZ0 St Lisa Tavara,, i Vo
-~ = St Tores aie oo 0rcinar for (oo @ Bedig:
- - [t used 10 be hasd (o stiiaz @ Prevengon Partnershing
L 5 m@dd}e grournd with Ciscipline in Sttiders \clunizers il e .
- t_h|s_c1q. ' -~ : asthe urors, L'r:ep:oser:u:orsa:;
&= m - [ta police olticer cra leacner (he de:‘ense,a::o::e'. S A adyn’
o l'e[ a yvouth Off wiih d warning usually a retiedjudge wal g a
hey were ‘enabling” him, gp b i °
> m < mavbe letiing him ‘s?np thiough 7€ )HCge :
. thecracks” ° 5 4.\ 'dz'.'e.js:on Pragmam gue;
— > If they sert him o Juvernile %“.’ e cngnc{e 10 lga:n- rny
— < Cour, they were l"ore‘.e:encermg from wrong My ::a#thcn >
. = kimvinto e criminal justice sys. ANl they paag SEMICEs. (hey
U o tem. ’ cA get them withouta recgad -
- Bui @ rew youth court at The grani-funded proegramie.
= Scuthern New England Schoolof quires a M30r cammitmien:
- Law will keep voungfirsi-time of-  from Parenis, who must be pe2 -
I I I ferders out of the criminal jus- seny duning Yeuth Cour nen-
tice svstem. [nstead, they will be  ings
judggd by LhPif peers. “You have g nave ore other
_tis not juvenile court, 50 g Person holding a young persos
judgment there dces hotcarry a accouriadle” Ms Tavarss 5aid.
crislinal record, but the New “Tnere has (o be a close ljnk ko

treenthe Youth Court, re rafe:
ring asency and the parent -

Theoffense; might notabuay
40UNT (0 crimes. For Voungs:
children. (s offense rmiigh¢ be
bullving For older teens it miugh
be cruancy or possessionofalco. -
holor tobacco.

But the offense could be as se.
rous as assau) ordisardery cor.
duct.

The accused and kus parai
FILst agree to abide by (he You(h
Court judgmen: Othenvise. the
otfense is reforrag back (o the
school. palice o the courts.
where punishmeny car be more
severe.

Organizers v show aoff the
coust procedure loright during
an invitation-onh open house
and mack trigf
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Volunteers, perpetrators alike
attest to Youth Court’s value

By LAUREN DALEY

Standarid Times Cotrespondent

NEW BEDFORD — When An-
gelica Hilerio got in trouble for
fighting, the Normandin Middle
School eighth-grader could have
simply opted for a school sus-
pension and spent a lazy week
watching TV.

"But [ wouldn't have learned
-aavthing.” said Angelica, 13, who
volunzarly subjected herseif to
New Bedford Youth Court, a real
court run by high school volun-
teers who judge youths convict-
ed of crimes.

"I never knew people carec,”
Angelica said. "l learned some-
thing, bur on top of that, [ was re-
warded because [ realized so
many people care.”

New Bedford Youth Court,
faunched in 2002, is a collabora-
tion of schools, police, courts and
youth volunteers.

Student volunteers from New
Bedford High Schooland Greater
New Bedford Regional Vocation-
al-Technical High School act as
prosecution attorneys and de-
fense attorneys — the volunteers
were given scholarships ranging
from $30 to $600 at a ceremony
Tuesday night.

“A lot of students and parents
opt for the suspension because
it's easier. but Youth Court
teaches the (offenders) a life les-
son.” said Normandin Assistant
Principal Desiree Vincent, who

| suggested Angelica attend the
court.

Youths ages 8 to 16 who have
been convicted of crimes rang-
ing from minor assault to van-
< I F

~ e AP
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their peers and sentenced to
anything from community ser-
vice (o writing an essay on why
they shouldn't have committed
their certain crime. :

“On behalf of the DA office,
we see that Youth Court keeps
kids out of the legal system,” said
E:ic Pope. an employee at the
District Attorney's office and a
membe: of the New Bedford
School Comamittee.

“It helps young peopie take re-
sponsibility.” said School Com-
mittee member Ramona C. Silva.
“\Who better to judge you than
your peers?”

"It gives the kids a chance to
look at what they've done and be
leld accountable for it,” said
Terri Swanson, assistant director
of Youth Court.

Director Lisa Birknes-Tavares
said the program saves young
students from "having an early
stain on their record.”

She said the Youth Court saw
130 cases last year for crimes
such as larceny, assault, alcohal
violations, shoplifting and disar-

derly conduct.

She said the court doesathelp
only the vouths on trial. buy:
those who volunteer.

“Alotofthevolunteersarz in-
terested in a career in law, but
some just waat to give kack to |
the comhmunity. o

“lthelpsthem dzvelop skills a: ;
critical thinkers and as publiz
speakars.” ' ‘

Volunieer Irma Dias, 17, re-
cently graduated from New 8ed-
ford High; she will atterd North-
eastern Universicy in the tail ta
study criminal justice.

" like helping kids ouwt, be-
cause usually they come back as
volunteets themselves.” said Ms.
Dias. who received a scholarship
Tuesday.

“Kids should volunteer be-
cause vou realize that you can
Lelp the cornmu niry,” she said.

Fellow scholarship recipient
Katherine Massoon, 18, of Acush-
net, said, “We've seen kids come
back and voluntcer to be onthe
jury, and we know we've made a
difference in the irlives.” |

'




