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Those involved in Teens on Trial (the teenagers, their parents, the lawyers and Channel 4 programme makers) attended a seminar at Channel 4’s London headquarters to debate the programme and the issues raised. During the seminar, they watched excerpts from the series.
MAIN SPEAKERS AT THE SEMINAR 

· Stuart Collins, Camden Youth Offending Team

· John Cooper, a senior barrister overseeing the Teen Court proceedings to ensure they were fair

· Joe Jacobs, Teen Court jury foreman, who attended with his father Steven Jacobs

· Miles Mantle, Teen Court lawyer

· Rod Morgan, chair of the Youth Justice Board

· Dean Palmer, series producer for the programme’s production company, Caledonia TV

· Heather Rabbatts, Channel 4 Head of Education. Rabbatts was a barrister. She was then at Lambeth Council, dealing with a part of London with a high youth-offending rate
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THE DEBATE
Heather Rabbatts:
‘
In Lambeth there was twice the national rate of youth offending. This programme was looking at how to intervene, particularly with school exclusions, because these children end up being more at risk.

Channel 4 is a public service broadcaster, established by Mrs Thatcher, with a requirement to be diverse and broadcast programmes with an educational content.

Looking at 14 to 19-year-olds, they are dealing with the transition to adulthood and they are faced with a whole range of projects, including citizenship and anti-social behaviour orders. In a recent survey, one in four young people were getting into difficulties because of crime’.
Dean Palmer:
‘
I was living in America and saw Teen Courts there. The idea is to get hold of teen offenders before their problems become too serious, and then divert them away from the juvenile courts to more friendly courts for trial by their peers.

The results seem to be successful. The scheme was started in Florida 20 years ago and there are now about 1000 of the courts nationwide.

John Cooper:

I got involved because I could see how teenagers’ problems in the early stages of their lives lead to spiralling crime and more and more offences.

We need to engage young people in what is happening around them. If we can’t turn them round we are going to lose them forever.

I was intrigued to find out exactly how the peers of people who had admitted guilt would treat them. 

Dean Palmer:

People admitted their guilt because they were not confessing to a serious crime. They were admitting to things like shoplifting and cannabis use. They were low-level, first-time offenders so there was not a massive social stigma.

John Cooper:

People often begin with not very serious crimes and end up with more and more serious issues. With this [teen court] process, nine times out of 10 there is an optimistic outcome. You wouldn’t get that with the adult system.

The word I would use would be engaged – the teenagers took the process very seriously.

Heather Rabbatts:

I was also really struck by how seriously the teenagers took it.

Dean Palmer:

In selecting the teenagers to take part, applicants filled out a questionnaire and then the casting department and the producers made the decisions.

The teen lawyers were incredible. They had only one day’s training and it was at post-graduate level, even though these kids were only 15-16 years old.

It was important that the project took place in a proper court because everyone knew it was serious and they realised they needed to take it seriously.

John Cooper:

This could work with some less articulate teenagers, but it won’t work with everyone because they may not be prepared to engage in the process. 

The Government were considering [teen courts] when we were filming, according to rumours.

It is important for teenagers to  see that the structure of the court is theirs. If it is highjacked by adults, it won’t work.

Heather Rabbatts:

It was interesting, because the teenagers in the programme didn’t challenge the system.

John Cooper:

The teenagers didn’t challenge the system because it works and it is the best system for arguments to be put over.

I hope this experience will give teenagers respect for real courts.

Heather Rabbatts:

I got a sense that a lot of the teenagers were a lot more strict than I would have expected.

The parents faced serious questioning as well. 

Dean Palmer:

Some parents pushed their children into it, but with others you felt there was some parental neglect.

John Cooper:

The advocates didn’t pull any punches with the parents. They asked the parents things like, ‘didn’t you feel you let your child down?’

One parent said they wanted their child to be aware of what was going on.

Often, when you read reports on a person who is about to be sentenced, there is a lack of structure in their lives. 

A lot of young people are drifting without guidance.

A lot of the time young people are just bored and there is a lack of provision for teenagers. A lot of local councils see the provision of a table-tennis table as enough.

It is a common complaint that there is provision for children until 12 years old, but not afterwards.

Heather Rabbatts:

I remember the lack of provision for teenagers from my time at Lambeth Council.

There is a difficulty finding the point at which the state should intervene.

The issue goes very wide and [Teen Courts] work well in the US. Is this something we would like to see here or what are the other options?

Audience, woman:

I have a friend who is a governor at Pentonville. He blames the education system. The people he deals with often can’t  read or write, so they have few choices.

Dean Palmer:

Of the six teenager defendants on the programme, we had one who was going to university, but most seemed likely to drop out.

John Cooper:

In one case of truancy, the teenager had attended school only 10 times in the past two years. This was obviously a problem for him and his family, but we need to ask, ‘Why doesn’t he want to go to school?’

He was bright, yet he was choosing not to go to school. Why?

There was another defendant where the course options were not sufficient for her to get involved.

Dean Palmer:

In the truancy case the parents were illiterate, as well.

Audience woman:

How did you choose the six teenagers?

Dean Palmer:

We had 50 kids and we started with loads of mail shots and we went to Youth Offending Boards.

The big difficulty was finding people, because we were aiming at low-level offences. Most of the cases came from youth clubs and youth groups.

In the short list of 10 cases, two of the kids were from a middle-class background.

Audience woman:

My own experience through my daughter is that there are kids who do not surface because of parental control. My daughter’s friend stole things, but her parents dealt with it. It is an invisible area that it is difficult to get at because it is covered up.

Dean Palmer:

The graffiti cases were from very middle-class backgrounds.

Heather Rabbatts:

We tried to pick a range of people as well as a range of misdemeanors.

The problem illustrates that this issue is affecting a range of young people across gender, class and race.

Audience boy:

I think the Teen Court system would work well here, but you need to select the jury carefully. With the graffiti case, some people felt graffiti was not wrong and the same happened with the cannabis case.

Dean Palmer:

We wanted to take account of different views of the crimes by providing the full acquittal option. 

Audience woman:

In the US, what is the rate for reoffending.

Dean Palmer:

In the proper juvenile courts there is 25 % re-offending. In the Teen Courts it is 6 to 9%.

Stuart Collins:

Young people have, in my understanding, made an admission of guilt at a pre-court stage. Would the idea be that at a youth court they could opt to go to a Teen Court?

Dean Palmer:

In the US, people can opt for Teen Courts if their case is not too serious. At the pre-court stage you could be referred. It is aimed at first-offence type cases.

Stuart Collins:

In some cases I can see that would be suitable and in others it would not be, but this is prior to a referral?

John Cooper:

It is like a sort of warning plus.

Stuart Collins:

Can the arresting police officers make the decision about referral?

Dean Palmer:

I think police and schools can refer.

John Cooper:

It wouldn’t be that complicated to bring this into our system. But it should not be at the behest of the police. I wouldn’t want Teen Courts to be seen as a purely punitive. It is restorative justice, after all.

In the US, parents have the right to refer their children and that would be good here, too. It might be that it could work as part of the sentencing process.

Steven Jacobs:

I did jury service and I was in court when a black citizen was being put on trial for a dodgy ticket. He had to stand in the dock behind Perspex and was discharged. My thought was, ‘how does this young black person feel about the courts now?’

This experience was far more revealing about the justice process than anything I’ve seen elsewhere.

John Cooper:

Over the past few years the criminal justice courts have made great steps in making the system less intimidating and more accessible. 

Dean Palmer:

I don’t think teenage juries come up with that big a difference in sentencing.

John Cooper:

The debate among jurors in our Teen Court was rational, judging by the clips I’ve seen. They were balanced and fair. It all puts paid to the bad press about young people.

Heather Rabbatts:

The young people were pretty strict. They always veered towards the tough option. 

John Cooper:

Some of the prosecutors were very strict, as well.

Dean Palmer:

It was interesting to see how people reacted to the way the defendants behaved. If they hung their heads in shame, they got a lighter sentence.

Audience woman:

Having worked with young people for a long time, I’m impressed with their ability to engage. But I would like people to be facing these courts only if they’d committed a crime.

John Cooper:

People should only be facing Teen Courts if they have definitely committed an offence. It is most important that a young person has admitted a cast iron offence first, otherwise the courts are an abuse.

The prime objective is to prevent reoffending and to instil confidence in the judicial process, which is why, as an aside, I’m in favour of broadcasting courts. If people can see courts in action they will feel more involved in the process.

Audience woman:

What about labelling?

Dean Palmer:

That’s why parents prefer Teen Courts, because they divert young people from the main courts  and they prevent labelling.

Heather Rabbatts:

Can you educate young people to prevent them re-offending and can you instil an understanding of the courts and justice. That’s what the programme is trying to do. You can’t say it is going to solve all problems, but it is one way of intervening at a certain level.

Sean Connolly, audience:

What model of Teen Court would you offer? I thought of Bugsy Malone when I was watching the film.

Dean Palmer:

I think you need a level of formality and everyone took it seriously.

John Cooper:

We use gowns in criminal justice to make everyone look the same, to make sure you can’t project an image, you project only an argument.

Audience, young man:

I was a member of the court and it felt like an actual court. You blocked the cameras out. it felt like you had to take it for real.

Heather Rabbatts:

It is usually the case that, once you have been with cameras for a while, you forget them.

Rod Morgan:

The public are ignorant about the youth justice system and anything like this, that educates them is, welcomed.

I was, however, confused that all the kids admitted their crimes and the reality is that these kids wouldn’t have got near a court normally. Why, then, are you proposing a pre-court system that replicates many of the things that are wrong with courts, such as the way they exclude victims?

The wider context was also not explored. We know that a very high proportion of people attending court are not attending school. I’m not sure this scheme fits readily with what people are doing outside court.

John Cooper:

Part of this is getting the victim to explain their experience, but there was a limited time in the programme to show this. If this were a real Teen Court, the victim’s view would be important. 

What this option gives a defendant is the opportunity to hear what their peers say about their acts. That is important.

Rod Morgan:

It is important to remember that victims of youth crime are often young people.

John Cooper:

Where the paraphernalia of the court worked, we kept it. It was included because it was endorsed by the young people. They were not slow to criticise things they thought didn’t work.

Audience, parent and teacher:

Young people are the best people to judge each other. Offenders do often take a step back because they don’t realise the effects of what they have been doing.

Last week I was talking to some ex-students who were coming back to play football. I was gobsmacked about how crime had stepped up for them, but they still needed to tell someone. 

John Cooper:

The level of honesty of kids on this programme was astounding. I asked one girl to say which items she was wearing were stolen. She went from head to toe.

Audience, girl 1:

I took the court seriously. If you give some people responsibility, then maybe they might like to help out. it helped on the jury. Whether you are a teenager or an adult, you have to weigh everything up.

Audience, girl 2:

There was no-one telling you what to do. There was such a sense of responsibility. The people you were dealing with were just like you and that made you feel that you had to take it seriously.

Heather Rabbatts:

I was really struck by how seriously everyone was taking the court. There are a number of Channel 4 programmes where people act up for the cameras, but that was clearly not happening here.

Audience, girl:

Some people were really insolent. I think the people themselves are a victim and they need help.

Joe Jacobs:

I’d just like to say I felt I really wanted to say what our decision was so that we could make friends with the [defendant] after and that was really important. There was a big sense of friendship in all of it, even it was tense in the courtroom. As a teenager I’ve been under that sort of pressure and I got a big uplift from this.

Audience, boy:

Would this really sort out youth crime, because these young people are admitting things? What about people who don’t admit their offences?

John Cooper:

This doesn’t work for everyone, but, for people who want to get off the escalator, it gives them an opportunity.

Heather Rabbatts:

When you are dealing with youth crime, there are a whole series of complex factors and this can’t be a solution to everything. The major thing is education and making sure that what is done afterwards helps [teenagers engage].

This [scheme] is a contribution.

Audience, woman:

What is the most effective way to use this scheme?

Dean Palmer:

I think this is something schools could set up. We had prefects in my school, although they were quite feeble. But if local lawyers helped set up this scheme, it would be a useful experience for everyone.

Heather Rabbatts:

Don’t forget there are many online resources and links to go with this programme and if schools want to run their own projects, that would be great.

John Cooper:

This could be used to provide young people with education about the criminal justice system. 

Audience, woman:

This sort of programme could also be used for changing people’s perceptions of the law. I work with Pentonville and homeless people and we’ve been looking at another idea from the US, called street law. It aims to give street people a positive view of the law.

It may also be worth considering that school teachers can be a step to setting up the courts and this could link in with the Citizenship Foundation, which is working with citizenship in the curriculum in this country. They also have a pack that they send out to schools.

This is fantastic and probably needs more resources. To what extent will it be taken forward?

Heather Rabbatts:

Whether the Teen Courts are taken forward in public policy terms is up to the Home Office and the Youth Justice Board, but it certainly makes engaging viewing. And Channel 4 has a lot of 16 to 24-year-olds as viewers. We try to connect with young people and become part of their culture. The companies that work with us are used to treating young people as equals. They are not trying to be patronising.

If we think the programme makes engaging and interesting TV, we will certainly bear that in mind when we are re-commissioning.

Audience, boy:

When we were there, we didn’t use the harshest penalties for fun. We saw it as helping people to prevent them ending up in a real court. One person - Ben, I think – was using cannabis and he said thank you to us afterwards.

Miles Mantle:

My major query about the programme before it was how we could ask adults about why they did things. 

Heather Rabbatts:

Teenagers challenging authority is something that happens in this world.

John Cooper:

The key thing is that teenagers were asking adults questions in a proper way in a structured session. And the adults had agreed to be there.

Audience, man:

I am concerned about referrals from schools and parents, because anything they do needs to be commensurate. If a jury is being more punitive than necessary and young people opt out, there is no way for the process to be developed.

Dean Palmer:

In the US it is a voluntary procedure.

Audience, man:

But the teenagers are making a plea at a pre-court stage and there is nothing that can be done if they don’t take it further.

John Cooper:

If they don’t take the opportunity it will be lost to them, but at least it is one more opportunity. If people do not want to take the opportunity there is no sanction. The only possibility is whether the scheme could be part of some deferred sentence in a main, adult court. Nevertheless, if it give an opportunity to some, it succeeds.

I think there is an analogy with mediation. A lot of people opt for mediation instead of the usual court process and they get a real benefit from it.

Audience, boy:

One difficulty was that not everyone agreed that certain things were bad.

John Cooper:

At the Old Bailey there is a plaque commemorating a jury that wouldn’t return a verdict that the court wanted. The law was then changed to take account of the jury’s views.

Heather Rabbatts:

The film shows that, even though young people are blamed as the cause of many problems, they can also provide a solution. 

For more information about the programme visit http://www.channel4.com/learning/microsites/T/teensontrial/index.html 
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