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Taking responsibility
PROGRAM BRINGS YOUNG OFFENDERS FACE-TO-FACE WITH
VICTIMS —
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Meeting with the offender as part of the Young Adult Community Conferencing

program are, from left, program director Bridget Carroll and community volunteers
June McLaughlin, Louise Shea, Angela Halse and Christina Valocchi.

I's no secret that some college kids drink. It's also no secret that when some college kids
drink they don’t always make the best decisions. Whether loud, crowded parties rage all
night or trashcans end up knocked over on a walk home or someone is caught urinating on a
building, lots of factors can contribute to this behavior — peer pressure, lack of supervision,
poor decision-making or just plain stupidity.

The borough of West Chester has a population of about 18,000, according to the 2000 U.S.
Census. Also within the borough is West Chester University and its student population of
about 13,000. As a result, West Chester is a college town with college-age problems.



They were problems that Magisterial District Judge Gwenn S. Knapp was seeing over and
over in her courtroom. Knapp presides over District 15-1-04, the eastern portion of the
borough, which is home to West Chester University and the majority of its students living off
campus.

Knapp said she was handling cases of young adults and first-time offenders who had been
arrested for committing noise violations, disorderly conduct, public drunkenness and
underage drinking — what are referred to as “quality-of-life offenses.” She noticed the
offenders weren’t seeing the damage they were causing to victims and for a lot of the
offenders, although the fines were stiff ($25 to $300 plus court costs), “they weren’t really
having an impact,” Knapp said.

So she decided to try a different approach. Between 2004 and 2005 she had offenders try
community service, attend counseling and write essays on what they had done. That idea
grew to become the Young Adult Community Conferencing program, which is in its first year
this year. Meetings are usually held at the Government Services Center in West Goshen.

The idea behind YACC is to bring together offenders, age 18 to 24, who committed “quality-
of-life violations” and members of the community who are affected.

“The offender and the victim work together to learn (about the situation),” Knapp said. It's a
way for the offender to put a face on who was affected and a way for victims to see that the
offenders aren’t criminals, but young adults who made poor decisions.

Tim, who declined to give his last name, is 19 and a sophomore at Widener University in
Wilmington, Del. He came to a party in West Chester that was held at the Seven Oaks
apartment complex on Marshall Street on New Year’s Eve. Neighbors complained about the
noise, the police arrived and Tim was arrested. He chose to go through the YACC program
to lessen his fines. Tim, who admitted he was hesitant about attending the program, is one of
seven college-age adults currently in the YACC program.

The program brings the offender face-to-face with community members (the victim if

possible), a facilitator trained in community conferencing and it's suggested that the offender
bring a support person. “It was very laid-back,” Tim said, adding that they explained the laws
he had broken and put faces on the people he affected. “It showed me | was stupid,” he said.

Tim’s completed his first meeting. Now he has 30 to 60 days to complete his community
service, which involves interviewing friends and family and writing a reflection paper.
Community service varies from case to case.

“I understand why other people think (what | did) was bad. ... Now I'm acting less selfishly,”
Tim said. “(The program) gives you a chance to redeem yourself.”

The YACC program is administered through the Center for Resolutions, based in Media,
Delaware County. The program, which is in its pilot year, is the first in the nation to try to
work with young adults who commit crimes like these, according to Bridget Carroll, the
program director for YACC.

Carroll said through training, members of the community are taught how to talk to and
understand the offenders and their actions. YACC doesn’t want community members who
are only interested in “getting back at college kids,” Carroll said.

A second training session was held Feb. 26. Carroll said community members from a diverse
background, from recent college graduates to senior citizens, have volunteered. “We have a
wide demographic of individuals. We see a variety of (people that live or work) in the affected
areas,” she said.



To complete the program, offenders have to attend a first meeting with the community
members, carry out a sentence that serves both the offender and the community, and attend
another meeting discussing what was learned and how the community benefited. “It's not an
easy way out because they have to admit what they’ve done,” Carroll said. “They have to
face up to what they’ve done and that’s difficult ... to know you’ve caused that frustration.

“l feel the majority that we’ve seen really feel that this is a good program. The offenders will

say, ‘I feel like I'm going to get something out of this,” Carroll said.

Offenders aren’t the only people giving up their time for the program. Both Angela Halse and
Christina Valocchi are trained volunteers working within the program. Halse works in the
borough and Valocchi lives and works in the borough. A goal that both women share is to
help educate the young adults, teaching them that they and their friends are part of West
Chester, a part of the community.

Halse said that usually, when the offenders enter the program, “they’re bummed out,” that
often they’re the only ones in the house or at the party who was arrested, but through the
program she said, the attitude changes.

However, changing the attitude of the offenders is only one of the goals — another is to
teach the young adults the dangers that alcohol can present.

An anecdote of an offender Halse shared was of a young woman who didn’t remember most
of her night of drinking. Luckily, she wasn’t injured or worse and learned that drinking to
excess isn’t the best idea. “It gives them a chance to think about what they did in the broader
sense,” Halse said.

Valocchi said the idea is to treat people who are thought of as kids or teenagers, and treat
them as young adults. “(We want the young adults) to realize they’re part of the community.”

Jay, who also declined to give his last name, is 20 and a senior at WCU majoring in exercise
science. Jay is one of two offenders who has completed the YACC program.

He said that early in the beginning of the fall semester he was playing beer pong on the front
lawn of the house he was living at in the borough. Beer pong is a drinking game in which
members of opposing teams stand at opposite ends of a table and attempt to throw ping
pong balls into cups filled with alcohol. When a ball lands in one of your team’s cups, you
have to drink that cup.

He said passing police officers heard the noise and stopped, asking everyone for
identification. Jay was charged with disorderly conduct and chose to enter the YACC
program.

Jay was also hesitant before his first meeting, thinking the community members would be
judgmental. “They treated me with a lot of respect,” he said. “I| honestly think it's been great.”

Jay’s service, because he wants to open his own gym after he graduates, was to design an
advertisement for a gym based on the idea that alcohol damages the mind, body and spirit,
and write an essay on how his behavior affected his family.

Jay admits that when he first chose the program he thought it was maybe an easier way out
of the punishment but in the end that wasn’t the case. ‘I really feel like, after talking to
community members, | learned from them and how | affected them. And they learned from
me,” he said, adding that the program also took more time than just paying the fines. “The
program,” he said, “was very good.”

-- To learn more about the YACC program, visit youngadultcc.org.





