
At the 8th Annual Mary Ann Williams Scholarship
Dinner and Silent Auction, youth volunteers, parents,
friends, Sumner County lawyers and judges gathered
to enjoy good fellowship, good food, good shopping
and good fun for a worthy cause. The cause — schol-
arships in the name of Mrs. Mary Ann Williams. The
gala, hosted by Hendersonville Christian Academy,
raised over $8,500 for scholarships as a tribute to the
woman who was the driving force in starting the
Sumner County Teen Court, one of the oldest youth
court programs in Tennessee. Mrs. Williams served for
20 years in the Department of Children’s Services
eventually becoming the program coordinator with
Sumner County Juvenile Court. In a video tribute, the
Hon. Barry Brown, General Sessions/Juvenile Court
Judge and Magistrate David Howard, along with
colleagues and friends spoke of Mrs. Williams love of
children, her commitment and her tireless effort on
behalf of the children of Sumner County. 

Mrs. Williams’ successor Tammy Lee, presented
awards and scholarship along with Magistrate Howard,
who could easily command the stage as a stand-up
comic. His easy banter belied the seriousness of the
occasion as he and Ms. Lee presented awards like the

“Golden Plunger” that goes the to youth volunteer
who really dives in to learn and participate in youth
courts. Silly as it seems, this award epitomizes a young
person’s commitment as a volunteer. 

Attorney Gary Williams, son of Mrs. Mary Ann
Williams, joined Magistrate Howard and Lee on stage
to present scholarships to the applause of his siblings,
Diane Altenburg and David Williams. Scholarships
for $3,000 each were awarded to Ashley Brown, West-
moreland High School; Alexandra Pugh, Station
Camp High School; and Jacob Tyler, Friendship
Christian School. 

A wonderful addition to the Mary Ann Williams
scholarships is the Jay Slater Memorial Scholarship for
$1,000. All funds for this scholarship are donated by
the Slater family and friends. Jay Slater was a
wonderful young man and Sumner County Teen
Court youth volunteer whose dreams to become a
lawyer ended with his untimely death. In Jay’s
memory, his family and friends award this scholarship
to the Sumner County Teen Court youth volunteer
who fulfilled the role of an attorney. This year’s recip-
ient was Taylor Flatt, who was also presented with the
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Youth Courts: More Effective/Less
Expensive Than Traditional Programs

At the Summit on
Preventing Youth
Violence, Memphis,

one of six teams from 
the National Forum on
Youth Violence Prevention
sharing their violence
prevention plans, revealed
that youth ages 9-24
account for 54 percent of
the arrests in Memphis. This
arrest rate may account for
Memphis’ stunning 21,851
juvenile court referrals as
reported in Tennessee’s most
recent Annual Juvenile Court Statistical Report. The same report notes that
Davidson and Knox Counties follow with 14,608 and 11,145 respectively,
for second and third place. Notably, juvenile court referrals for the major
metropolitan areas of the state are decreasing. 

However, data shows startling increases in juvenile referrals are taking place
in smaller communities. Madison and Lawrence Counties lead the way with
a 71 percent increase, followed by Coffee County at 56 percent and Morgan
County at 53 percent increase in the number of juvenile referrals. Tennessee
Juvenile Court data indicates a 10-year upward trend. It further indicates,
41,153 individual children are responsible for 71,870 referrals. 

These ratios suggest a high rate of recidivism — and at what cost? What
is the cost in time? If a juvenile court docket runs until 8:00 at night, what
is the cost of the court’s time? Court security? Youth service officers? What
are the costs of court appointed attorneys, prosecutors and public
defenders? Detention and teachers for detained youth? Although the cost
of youth in the traditional juvenile justice system involves complex calcu-
lations, it is easy to conclude that the cost of traditional juvenile justice is
high and steadily increasing. 

A recently released study notes that nationally, the average costs of youth
court programs are estimated at $430 per youth served and $480 per youth
successfully completing a sentence. The adult and youth volunteers account
for the low cost of youth courts. Conversely a Juvenile Policy Institute Study
notes that some states spend as much as $5.7 billion/yr on detention alone.
In addition to its nominal cost, youth courts reduce court backlogs without
increasing recidivism — a great benefit to the juvenile judicial system. 

Over the past two decades, hundreds of communities chose to establish
a youth court because they offer a positive alternative to traditional juvenile
justice and school disciplinary procedures. Additionally, youth courts:

• Serve as a prevention and early intervention program;
• Hold juvenile offenders accountable for their actions;
• Provide another option on the continuum of services available to

youth;
• Promote restorative justice principles;
• Educate youth about the legal system;
• Offer an opportunity for young people to connect positively with

adults and youth from their community; and
• Encourage and teach civic responsibility. 
Youth courts empower youth to be active participants in community

problem solving, and they foster important values, attitudes, and beliefs
related to the implementation and execution of the justice system (Peterson
and Beres, 2008). ■

Seeds of Success
The Newsletter of the 
Tennessee Youth Court Program 

Tennessee Legal Community Foundation
221 Fourth Avenue North, Suite 400
Nashville, TN 37219-2198
(615) 383-7421
(800) 899-6993

© 2011 Tennessee Legal Community
Foundation

Youth Court Coordinator
Denise Bentley
dbentley@tnbar.org

Advisory Board
Joy Day
Dawn Deaner
Yolanda Hockett
Gwendolyn K. Harris
Atica J. Helms
Dr. Paul Juarez
Tammy Lee
Kevin Ligon
Daina Moran
Elvira Newcomb
Allan Fields Ramsaur
Elashia Ramsey
Linda Schenk
William Scollon
Linda Warren Seely
Debrah Stafford
Hon. Dwight E. Stokes
Hon. A. Ben Strand Jr.
Christy Suggs 
Pastor Tommy Vallejos
Ricky E. Wilkins
Sandra Smith-Williams

The Tennessee Youth Court Program is
an initiative of the Tennessee Legal
Community Foundation of the Tennessee
Bar Association. This project is funded
under and agreement with the state of
Tennessee. The findings, conclusions and
recommendations expressed in this publi-
cation are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the
Commission or the Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention.



3

Ifirst sought election to the
office of General Sessions
and Juvenile Court in Lake

County in 2002 and one of my
campaign promises was to be
involved with the youth in our
community. Shortly after elec-
tion, I started looking for a
program that would involve the
youth with the justice system.
Fortunately, while attending the
annual juvenile judge’s confer-
ence, I ran across exactly the
program that I desired. I
received information regarding
Teen Courts and realized that it
would be exactly the program
that could accomplish what I
wanted. I began to gather infor-
mation and with the help of my
Youth Service Officer, we imple-
mented the first Teen Court in
Lake County. 

I decided to take a somewhat different approach than
other established Teen Courts throughout the state in
that I wanted my Teen Court to be made up from the
Criminal Justice Class at Lake County High School. I
approached the Lake County School Board with my
idea and they accepted the program with open arms.
Lake County High School offers several career paths for
their students such as a medical path, teaching path,
technical path and I am proud to say with the use of
the Teen Court a path in field of law that includes crim-
inal justice. We began the first Lake County Teen Court
in 2003 and have been conducting the same program
since that time. 

At the beginning of the school year, the criminal
justice teacher, the school resource officer, my youth
service officer and I meet with the incoming criminal
justice students during their scheduled class. We spend
the first four to six weeks training the students on
exactly how to participate in an actual Teen Court case.
We watch videos, review the Teen Court handbooks,
learn the rules of evidence including hearsay rules and
learn the purpose and goal of Teen Court, which is
always to rehabilitate the peers who come into contact
with their Teen Court. They also conduct at least one
mock trial before hearing their first case. After the
training is completed, we begin conducting the Teen
Court trials. The school actually brings the students to

the courthouse during school
hours to conduct the hearings.
This gives the students the
opportunity to conduct their
hearings in a courtroom setting
with access to the jury box and
the opportunity to deliberate in
the jury room. Each student is
required to serve as an attorney
and also serve as a jury member
before their term ends.

The program has been very
successful for both the Teen
Court members and the juvenile
offenders who appear before
them for disposition. I have
found that the Teen Court
members take this responsibility
very seriously and always
approach every case with exactly
what they feel is the most appro-
priate disposition for the peer
that appears before them. The

Teen Court has given dispositions that range from
community service, tutoring, essays, letters of apology,
drug testing, probation to in-home counseling for the
entire family to attempt to resolve future conflicts. The
Lake County Teen Court has been able to achieve its
desired goal of reducing the incidence of future delin-
quent behavior and the recidivism rate has been very
low for all who have been a part of this program.

The Lake County Teen Court has accomplished the
goal of involving the youth in our community with the
legal system. It gives first time offenders an opportunity
to learn from their mistakes and realize that they can
make a change. The program has also given students the
opportunity to help their fellow peers and has given
them an inside look at just how the legal system in the
United States works. Several students have decided that
the field of law and criminal justice is something that
interests them and have entered college with a major in
those fields. The Lake County Teen Court has been in
existence for eight years now and I have my first former
student who has entered law school with several in
college with a pre-law major.

I can’t say that I always make good decisions, but
there is one decision that I made that has impacted the
lives of both youth and their families in my community.
That decision was the implementation of the Lake
County Teen Court. ■

Lake County Teen Court
By Danny H. Goodman Jr. 

Youth Courts provide a disposition alternative to youth who commit a non-violent first offense. It is a delin-
quency prevention and intervention program chosen as a model program by the U.S. Department of Justice
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. 

Follow us on Facebook: Tennessee Youth Courts Program — Friends of the Court  
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Attorney of the Year Award for her exemplary work as
both prosecuting and defense attorneys in youth court.
It should also be noted that Flatt is a member of the
Sumner County Mock Trial team that competed in
Nashville for the 2011 State Mock Trial Competition. 

Hendersonville attorney Debrah Frizzell won the
Mary Ann Williams Award for her contributions as a
board member. 

The Sumner County Teen Court has more than
120 members. ■

Tennessee Youth Courts are in Crockett, Davidson,
Haywood,, Lake, Madison, Memphis/Shelby, Montgomery,
Sullivan, Sumner, Warren and Wilson counties. 

Evidence of Success (continued from page 1) Youth Court Quick Facts
• Youth Court Programs are part of the global

youth justice movement. There are youth
court programs in: 
– Japan
– United Kingdom
– South Korea
– Australia

• Youth Court models include: 
– Adult Judge
– Youth Judge
– Peer Jury
– Youth Tribunal

• The top 3 criminal offenses adjudicated in
youth court program nationwide are:
– Theft – 95 percent
– Vandalism – 87 percent
– Disorderly Conduct – 81 percent

• The youngest Tennessee Youth Court is
Memphis/Shelby County, which started
hearing cases in four courts in February 2011.

Youth Court Models

• Adult Judge Model. An adult serves as judge and rules on legal terminology and courtroom procedure.
Youth serve as attorneys, jurors, clerks and bailiffs. 

• Youth Judge Model. This model is similar to the adult judge model, except youths serve as judge. 
• Youth Tribunal Model. Young attorneys present the case to a panel of three youth judges, who decide

the appropriate disposition for the defendant. A jury is not used. 
• Peer Jury Model. This model does not use youth attorneys; the case is presented to a youth jury by a

youth or adult. The youth jury then questions the defendant directly. 

Tennessee Youth Courts
http://www.tba.org/youthcourt/index.html
http://www.facebook.com/pages/
Tennessee-Youth-Courts-Friends-of-the-Courts/
196017587093242

National Youth Court Center
http://www.youthcourt.net/

Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention
http://www.ojjdp.gov/mpg/progTypesTeenYouth.aspx

Global Youth Justice
http://www.globalyouthjustice.org/Home_Page.php

American Bar Association
http://apps.americanbar.org/abastore/
index.cfm?section=main&fm=Product.AddToCart&
pid=3460012PDF

Restorative Justice
http://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/implementing/
contents.html and 
http://www.restorativejustice.org/

The American Bar Association Youth Court
Training package
http://www.youthcourt.net/?page_id=161

Please send us your comments and ideas for new articles,
submit your pictures of events. Send to Denise Bentley at
dbentley@tnbar.org.

Nexus/Linkages
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This column will appear periodically and will include
references, resources and new information we hope will
be helpful to adult volunteers. There is a website that
carries up-to-date news articles and television clips about
youth courts around the world.  The site is called
“Global Youth Justice.”  This site uses the term “youth
justice” to encapsulate all the various names of youth-
lead courts such as youth court, teen court, student
court, and peer court.  In the “News & Press” section on

the Global Youth Justice website, there are 225 plus news
stories and highlights that share successes and struggles
of the amazing adults and youth who champion youth
justice programs, such as youth courts in the USA, UK,
Japan, Australia and a growing number of other coun-
tries.  Most of these news stories were submitted by more
than 125 adults and youth from local youth justice
programs!  You can read about them by clicking:
http://globalyouthjustice.org/New___Press.html ■

Youth Justice Practitioners

Good News
In April, CNN recognized the good work and effec-
tiveness of the Duval County, Fla. youth court. Teen
court, also know as youth court, student court, and
peer court is an imaginative way to address teen crime
without sending youth into an atmosphere where they
will just become better criminals. Teens hold other
teens accountable for their actions. Teenagers get a
second chance without the stigma of a juvenile record.

See the video at http://www.youthcourt.net/
?page_id=853 ■

Once More We Say
‘Goodbye’
This legislative session brought about many changes.
Included among the changes was the passage of the bill
abolishing the Select Committee on Children and
Youth. The Select Committee on Children and Youth,
an oversight committee, was an early champion and
strong advocate of the youth court programs in
Tennessee. The Select Committee helped set in motion
the authorization of the Tennessee Teen Court Program
of 2000. The Tennessee Teen Court Program of 2000
is enabling law that allows juvenile court judges, at their
discretion, to establish panels of trained, supervised
youth to sit as deciders of consequences for peers who
have been charged in juvenile court with certain
enumerated offenses. In other words, the statute
authorized the establishment of youth courts. Cindy
Perry, the executive director, and Debbie Gazzaway,
legislative aide to the Select Committee on Children
and Youth will continue their commitment to issues
vital to the growth and success of our great state, but
in new roles. We wish them every success in their new
positions with undying gratitude for their commitment
to the youth of Tennessee. ■

We Will Not Give Up On
Our Children!
When U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder addressed the
Summit on Preventing Youth Violence, April 4–5, 2011,
his battle cry was, “We will not give up on our children.”
He went on to add:

“We will protect them every way
we can. We will empower them as
well as we know how. And we will
challenge them to make good deci-
sions — and to contribute to the
work of strengthening our nation
and honoring our founding princi-
ples of security, opportunity, and
justice for all.” 

To read the entire speech: http://www.justice.gov/
iso/opa/ag/speeches/2011/ag-speech-110405.html ■


