Letters of Responsibility

Having a youth go through the action of having to reflect on and put down in writing their thoughts about their offense and its impacts can have benefits for both the youth and for those who have been harmed. However, making this more than a rote exercise or simply an intended form of punishment takes thoughtful, intentional engagement with the young person.

It is not the practice of Clark County Juvenile Court to use letters to victims as either a form of punishment or as a pro forma exercise (done simply for the sake of doing it). Letters written to victims have great potential value and should be thoughtfully used to achieve those outcomes.

1) Letters of apology are not to be assigned to youth. Ordering someone to apologize has no demonstrated value for either the one forced to apologize or the one receiving those forced words. 

2) CCJC uses “Letters of Responsibility”. (see attached outline for the letter). It is useful to encourage youth to reflect on what they have done, to articulate what they need to take responsibility for, to identify what harm was done and who was harmed. They can also be encouraged to reflect on what they have learned and would do differently in the future. 

3) If properly prepared through a strength-based and restorative focused conversation, such a letter can be a great competency-building tool for building empathy – how their actions impact others. Possible wording could include: “Sam, one way you can take responsibility for what you have done is to learn from this experience. Both you and the people who have been impacted by your actions will benefit if you take away from this experience learning that will make it less likely of you doing this in the future. One of the things we hear very often from victims of crime is that they want young people to learn from their mistakes. They want you to not harm others or yourself in the future. One way we can help you do that is to take the time to honestly and carefully think about what happened in this offense. This is an outline we have developed to help youth think about and write down these important things. Let’s look over this outline for a Letter of Responsibility. (Review the outline with the youth, explaining what is expected.) 

4) It is critically important to emphasize that an offender cannot write a meaningful letter prior to the PC (or CAB or VOM/RA process) helping the youth to clearly understand exactly what harm has been done. A youth can neither take meaningful responsibility nor apologize for things not even known or understood. A full discussion of the harm done by the offense must precede any personal reflection and writing.

5) Whether this letter will ever be sent to a victim will vary, and it is critical to let the youth know what is likely to happen to the letter once it is written. In all cases it should be given to the assigning PC/VIP/CAB for review and possible re-writing. In cases where a victim has specifically asked for a letter, that needs to be shared with the youth with the understanding that once the PC has approved the letter, it will be sent to the victim. Where the victim has NOT asked for a letter, it should never be sent without the explicit permission of the victim. Through consultation with the VIP staff, a PC may ask VIP to re-contact a victim to let them know a letter is available if they would like to receive it. It is always the victim’s choice whether or not to receive a letter from the offender. VIP staff should always be part of the process in re-contacting a victim regarding a letter.

6) Should a youth want to apologize in their letter, that is certainly something to be affirmed, but it needs to come from the youth, not suggested, recommended or ordered by the PC.

GUIDELINES FOR LETTER OF RESPONSIBILITY

Date

Dear NAME (person or business name) or Dear Madam/Sir,

1. Clear statement of what you have done and how you are taking responsibility for your actions.

2. What was going on for you at the time this happened? What were you doing, what were you thinking?

3. Your understanding of why your actions were wrong and harmful.

4. Describe the understanding you have of the harm you have done to the victim.

5. Have you learned from this experience? If so, what have you learned?

6. Signature

Letter of responsibility must be submitted for review and discussion of possible changes before it will be accepted as completed.
If the youth is going to be referred to a CAB, the following should be noted:

· In cases where there are clear impacts/harm to the community as a result of the youth’s offense, the case should be referred to the CAB program unless the PC feels there are dynamics that make this inadvisable. Unlike VIP’s further assessment for determining whether a victim meeting is appropriate, there is no additional screening for a CAB meeting beyond the PC’s determination, so careful assessment is needed by the PC for appropriateness for CAB.

· PC’s are responsible for determining and assigning any diversion contract obligations related to the “Competency” section of the contract. “Accountability” obligations are to be determined and set through the CAB process. (Exceptions: DOL and school notifications). This “joint” responsibility for complaint the Diversion contract needs to be explained to the youth/family when the CAB referral is being made so they understand there will be additional obligations.

· What will happen at a CAB meeting needs to be reviewed by the PC with the youth/family, both the mechanics of the process and what will be expected of them in the way of participation.

· Anxiety and resistance should be anticipated and are not reasons to refrain from making a CAB referral. These reactions require the PC to respond to in a helpful and skillful manner.

· The following suggested wording and ideas will be useful:

“In Clark County the community places great importance on young people taking responsibility for their offenses in ways that are helpful to the people they have harmed.”

“Community Accountability Board meetings are safe, respectful settings where a young person who has committed a crime and community members can discuss the harm done and how the youth can take meaningful responsibility for their actions. Trained and experienced community members facilitate these meetings.” 

· Youth/families are to be encouraged to reflect on what harm has been done to the community and to any direct victims.  The youth needs to be ready to talk about those harms. The youth should also come prepared to offer suggestions for how they will take responsibility and try to make amends for the harm done. The CAB will make the final determination regarding the contract, but the CAB intent is to use as much of the youth’s own ideas as possible.

· Youth are to be assigned to a CAB meeting by using the CAB folder located on the H drive. Youth can only be assigned to open meeting slots. They may be assigned to a meeting not in their geographic area.

· Youth/parent shall be given the CAB form that lists the place, date, and time of their scheduled meeting. Thos form also reminds them of how to prepare for the CAB meeting.

· PC’s must provided all necessary case information in their CAB referral file to enable CAB’s to address the case. This includes both the police report and the VIP report.

· The PC will put files of cases referred to CAB in the CAB Coordinator’s mailbox by the next working day. This will allow the Coordinator time to prepare the file for CAB use.

NOTE: Youth should not be referred to both CAB and VIP. If VIP is appropriate, this should be the first and only referral. Youth and families can understandably become frustrated and upset when they feel they are being required to participate in a number of different processes. CAB and VIP achieve very similar experiences and outcomes. The key question is who does the youth most appropriately need to be accountable to, the community (CAB referral) or the direct victim (VIP referral)?
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