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Poster Aims to Demystify Multifaceted Process Faced by Arrested Teens

By Jeff Storey

It may never rival the popularity of "Batman" or "Teen Titans," but its creators hope that a new comic book-style poster will grab the attention of thousands of New York City kids caught up in the juvenile justice system.

"I got arrested! NOW WHAT?" is being distributed to 7- to 15-year-olds at their first post-arrest interview with probation officers. The city's Department of Probation conducted more than 12,000 such "intake" sessions in 2009.

Read the comic book.

The goal of the poster/comic book, which grew out of the after-school activities of the Center for Court Innovation's Youth Justice Board, is to demystify a multi-faceted process many youths have trouble navigating effectively.

"The system is incomprehensible to many of the people who go through it," said Greg Berman, director of the center.

"A lot of [arrested] kids are very confused and very scared," said city Probation Commissioner Vincent Schiraldi.

Moreover, they do not always get the information they need, he said.

"Everybody's got a prescribed job in the system," Mr. Schiraldi said. "It's nobody's job to explain the flow." Of the completed comic, he said, "It's a nice tool."

The poster tells the story of "Chris," a teenager caught defacing a wall with graffiti, as he struggles to understand what is happening and to avoid being sent "upstate."

Cartoon panels follow Chris as he is interviewed by probation, meets with his lawyer and appears several times in Family Court. The language in the dialogue bubbles is straightforward, "not street" but "very understandable" to teens, said Mr. Schiraldi. 

The poster is sprinkled with definitions of court lingo that is "like a foreign language" to many teens, according to Bronx Family Court Judge Monica Drinane.

And it offers advice for youths charged with crimes: for example, to make sure a parent attends court proceedings, to "stay in touch" with your lawyer—the poster includes a space for contact information— and to take what the judge says seriously. 

Without such advice, teens may miss opportunities to resolve their cases successfully. 

The publication was a collaboration among the youth board, the probation department and the nonprofit Center for Urban Pedagogy, which uses graphic design to explain complex public policy issues. It also was reviewed by court administrators, Legal Aid Society attorneys and the city's Law Department - "a thousand eyes," said Mr. Berman.

The effort grew out of an examination by the youth board of the city program that provides alternatives to detention. According to the board's report, "Many of the young people in our focus groups expressed that they felt confused during the process because they did not know what was coming next, who they should talk to for help, or what to do to ensure the best outcomes for their cases."

The board recommended, among other things, that youths who are arrested should get more information, including a diagram of the juvenile justice process, a glossary of important terms, an explanation of their rights and answers to frequently asked questions.

To implement those recommendations, the Center for Court Innovation sought support from the Center for Urban Pedagogy, which makes $10,000 to $15,000 available for such projects. The court center recruited Yale graduate Danica Novgrodoff, a painter, comic book artist and graphic designer, to work with the probation department, the members of the youth board and the court center.

"We worked on it for a long time — from early fall until this summer," said Ms. Novgrodoff. "It was really a constant back and forth process between everyone, both on design elements and content."

The whole effort was "very empowering" for the youth board members, said Mr. Schiraldi, who added that the adults "were players in their play."

Claudia, a 17-year-old board member, said the final product "is a little masterpiece. You want to spend time with it. We didn't want to make it a boring black-and-white novel."

Khaair, 16, said that the teens on the board sometimes had to edit the dialogue contributed by the adults. "They don't use the slang we do," he said. 

Khaair said that the most important lesson for youths in "a bad spot" to take away from the poster is that "if you cooperate, the process will go quicker and you'll be home quicker."

The poster uses arrows to illustrate the alternate outcomes that can be expected at various points, depending on a youth's behavior.

After some initial sullenness, Chris eventually persuades the judge to allow him to remain at home on probation as long as he goes to school, obeys his mother, does not violate curfew and follows other conditions. 

"In the end, everyone agreed that I was trying to take things seriously and that I didn't need to go upstate," Chris says. "But—I had to follow the rules…I did what was asked, stayed out of trouble, and now my case is over."

Chris advises, "Here take this comic. Read it. Work with your parents, your lawyer and other adults in the system.

"Maybe you messed up, or maybe you just had bad luck," he says, "but it doesn't have to ruin your life." 
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