
Peer justice program lets teens judge other
kids at Shelby County Juvenile Court
By Linda A. Moore

Sunday, January 30, 2011

On Saturday morning "Mary Brooks" testified in Shelby County Juvenile Court against
her own "daughter."

She had placed the girl in foster care, but daughter "Samantha Brooks" ran away from
her foster family and hid out in a friend's bedroom for two months, only to come home
and choke her mother.

"She got out of hand, and I just couldn't take it anymore," Brooks testified.

"Mary Brooks" is actually Juanita Patterson, while "Samantha" is Cededra Pette.

The two, both juniors at Hillcrest High, are part of a group of 30 students from four
Memphis high schools who are taking part in Shelby County's first Youth Court.

A juvenile delinquency diversion and peer-justice program, it trains teen volunteers to
prosecute, defend, act as bailiffs and serve on a jury for nonviolent juvenile offenders.

Other students are from Frayser, Cordova and Kirby high schools.

Saturday was practice, but they'll soon be assigned real cases, meeting with victims
and witnesses, said Avis Lamar, Youth Court coordinator.

Attorneys serve as mentors and help the young people prepare the cases.

The actual cases will be heard in mid-February with attorneys acting as judges and jury
monitors. The jury will recommend a sentence.

"That's the whole thing with Youth Court: a trial by a jury of your peers," Lamar said.

Denise Bentley, the Tennessee Bar Association's Youth Court coordinator, stressed
that juvenile justice is not about punishment.

It is restorative justice that embraces the principles of accountability for one's actions,
developing skills to avoid a repeat offense and a community safety or community
service component, she said.
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"Remember, what you're doing is really serious," she said. "You're going to have an
impact on somebody's life. What you do and say may turn somebody around
completely. How many times do you have a chance, at this young age, to do something
like that?"

The students understand the gravity of their work.

"If you do the crime, there are consequences to what you did, even if in your eyes it
wasn't wrong," said Casietta Smith, a Hillcrest student and a juror on Saturday.

"But there are two sides to every story," countered DeAnna Brandon, who defended
"Samantha Brooks."

Before the practice cases on Saturday, the students were required to participate in
eight hours of training.

The teens also signed a rules of conduct agreement, a code of ethics promise, an oath
of confidentiality and a dress code agreement.

Another key component for Youth Court is the mandatory support of parents, who were
required to be present Saturday.

"I love it," said Sally Patterson, Juanita's mother. "This is something she wanted to do,
and I support her 100 percent."

The Tennessee General Assembly authorized Youth Court in 2000. There are
programs in 12 counties.

Some counties conduct Youth Court only for in-school offenses, like cutting class.
Shelby County is the only large urban county with Youth Court in its juvenile court,
Bentley said.

-- Linda A. Moore: 529-2702
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