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PREFACE
On December 20, 2001, the Speaker of the House, the Honorable J. Dennis Hastert from
Illinois, read the following statement before the U. S. House of Representatives:

I rise to praise the efforts of the Constitutional Rights Foundation and the
Constitutional Rights Foundation Chicago. Their work encourages schools, youth pro-
grams, attorneys, judges, and police departments to work together to form and expand
diversionary programs. 

These programs, known as Youth Courts, are where juveniles, under the supervision of
representatives from the educational and legal communities, determine sentencing for
first-time juvenile offenders who are charged with misdemeanors or minor infractions
of school rules.

The program displays that as a sentencing option, community service can serve both
the offender and the community.

Speaker Hastert’s statement underscores the significance of the rapidly growing popularity
of youth courts in the United States. It also provides a rationale for this publication, Giving
Back: A Community Service-Learning Manual for Youth Courts. 

Youth courts, also known as teen courts or peer juries, engage young volunteers to help
their peers who have committed delinquent acts or other problem behaviors. Youth courts
most frequently serve as sentencing hearings for first-time offenders who have acknowl-
edged their guilt and agreed—with the consent of their parents or guardians—to accept a
sentence determined by their peers. 

The popularity of youth courts in the United States comes as no surprise. Youth courts
divert minor offenders from overloaded juvenile courts while still holding them responsible
for their actions. They teach young offenders that there are consequences for their misbe-
havior but that these consequences can be fairly administered by their peers. Youth court
volunteers learn about due process, balanced and restorative justice, and the benefits of
volunteering to improve their community and themselves. 

Educators have long known the value of community service. Beyond its value to the com-
munity, service can help provide young people with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
they need to assume the most important role in our society—that of citizen.

Constitutional Rights Foundation (CRF), Constitutional Rights Foundation Chicago
(CRFC), and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) recognize
the importance of youth courts to teach about good citizenship while they administer jus-
tice. Accordingly, CRF, CRFC, and the OJJDP have joined together to provide this publica-
tion, Giving Back, to support and enhance the quality of youth courts. We hope that you
find the information in this publication will help youth court coordinators, volunteers, and
young respondents to find meaning and value in our justice system and in community
service. 

Todd Clark J. Robert Flores Carolyn Periera
Executive Director Administrator Executive Director
Constitutional Rights Office of Juvenile Justice Constitutional Rights
Foundation and Delinquency Prevention Foundation Chicago
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Introduction
Why Community Service
Learning?
Youth courts are among the fastest grow-
ing crime intervention programs in the
nation. There are good reasons for their
popularity. Youth courts divert minor
offenders from overloaded juvenile
courts and hold them responsible for
their actions. They educate young people
about the impact their actions have on
others, teach about the legal system, and
provide opportunities and a forum to
develop and practice life and leadership
skills. 

Community service is the most popular
disposition prescribed by youth courts.
When properly administered, communi-
ty service can contribute to principles of
restorative justice. Community service
has the potential to help youthful
offenders improve their self-image,
develop needed life skills, and make
meaningful contributions to their com-
munities while still holding them
accountable for their actions.

How do busy youth court administrators
plan and implement community service-
options that can realize the principles of
restorative justice? One answer may lie
with lessons already learned in America’s
schools. 

Educators have long known the value of
community service. Many schools link
community service to classroom work to
teach math, science, language arts and
social studies. Making a connection
between classroom-based study and
service to the community is often called
service learning. 

What Is Service Learning?
According to the National and
Community Service Trust Act of 1993,
service learning is an educational
method that:

• Encourages students to learn and
develop through active participation
in thoughtfully organized service
experiences that meet actual com-
munity needs.

• Is integrated into the students’ aca-
demic curriculum or provides struc-
tured time for a student to think, talk,
or write about what the student did
and saw during the service activity.

• Provides students with opportunities
to use newly acquired skills and
knowledge in real-life situations in
their own communities.

• Enhances what is taught in school by
extending student learning beyond
the classroom and into the commu-
nity and helps to foster the develop-
ment of a sense of caring for others.
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Service Learning and
Balanced and Restorative
Justice
Balanced and restorative justice and
school-based service learning share
many of the same goals and objectives.
The chart below offers a quick compari-
son between educational and restorative
justice principles.

Because of these shared goals and objec-
tives, youth courts can take advantage of
the expertise that educators have devel-
oped about service learning. As with
youth court dispositions, school-based
service learning revolves around the
concept of community service. 

This manual will give you the tools you
need to apply school-based service-
learning methods to community-service
dispositions for youth courts. With com-
munity service learning, respondents can
explore their potential as citizens by
helping communities meet their educa-
tion, public safety, human, and environ-
mental needs. With community service
learning, respondents become resources
who provide service, rather than recipi-
ents who are always in the role of being
served. Hopefully, by following these
procedures, you can help young offend-
ers become better citizens while they
give back to the community.

Service-Learning Goals                   Balanced and Restorative
and Objectives1 Justice Goals and ojbectives

Youth court respondents will be able to:

• Understand the legal and judicial
system.

• Repair harm they have done to vic-
tims and the community.

• Analyze their own needs and the
needs of others, i.e., victims and the
community.

• Develop competencies that will
enable them to become responsible
and productive citizens.

• Understand the impact their actions
have on others, i.e., victims and the
community.

• Identify and act upon opportunities
to make meaningful contributions to
their families, schools, peer groups,
and communities.

• Develop a personal stake in the
future of their communities.

• Increase life and coping skills. 

Students will be able to:

• Learn about their community and
its people, processes, and institu-
tions.

• Identify and analyze community
problems.

• Develop social, political, and analyt-
ical skills necessary to participate in
community life.

• Learn that individual rights and
freedoms are balanced by responsi-
bilities.

• Understand the value of service for
the good of the themselves and the
community.

• Recognize characteristics and
actions of a participating citizen.

• Work cooperatively with others.

1 Service-learning goals and objectives excerpted from Active Citizenship Today, a school-based, service-learning pro-
gram designed and implemented by Constitutional Rights Foundation and Close Up Foundation.
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How to Use This Manual
Manual review. Make sure you are famil-
iar with the procedures and have gath-
ered the materials respondents will need
to make their project a success.

Project Supervisors. All projects
described in this manual require super-
vision. The role of supervisor may be
carried out by a variety of individuals. A
project supervisor can be a youth court
coordinator, a qualified adult volunteer,
a teacher or school administrator, a
social-services professional, a member
of a partnering community organization,
an outside resource person who may
have expertise in the project area, or a
law-enforcement or probation officer. 

Supervisor Guides provide step-by-step
instructions for supervisors to guide
each session. Instructions include an
Overview, Materials and Preparation,
Procedures, and Check Points. 

Handouts provide directions for respon-
dents to complete each step of a com-
munity service-learning project.
Handouts include directions, readings,
activities, a Stop and Think reflection
component, and a supervisor sign-off
called a Check Point.

Important! Handouts refer to “supervi-
sors”  or “project supervisors” in all read-
ings, activities, and action steps. Make
sure respondents know who is acting as
the project supervisor at each stage of a
community service-learning project.

Community service-learning options.
This manual provides three basic plans,
or options for planning and implement-
ing a community service-learning proj-
ect. To determine which option is best
for you, see Choosing a Community
Service-Learning Option on page 15. 

Materials and preparation. This manual
is spiral-bound to make it copy-friendly.
Be prepared to photocopy handouts for
respondents. Done in a Day handouts
(see page 25) have a list of tools and

materials required for each project. 

Project Guidelines. Make sure the proj-
ect you plan:

• Is do-able, given your resources and
time frame. A small, successful proj-
ect is preferable to a large, failed
project.

• Promotes good citizenship by devel-
oping positive knowledge, skills, atti-
tudes, and behaviors.

• Gives back to the community. 

• Involves community members in
project planning and implementa-
tion. 

Evaluation and
Reflection
In this manual, evaluation and reflection
are implemented by two simple handout
components:

• Stop and Think. Reflection allows
respondents to stop and think about
what they are learning and how com-
munity service impacts their own
skills, attitudes, and behaviors. In the
Stop and Think component, respon-
dents are required to write answers
to questions describing what they
have learned from each activity. 

• Check Points. Respondents are
required to submit their completed
project handouts to supervisors for
signatures. At this point, supervisors
can evaluate respondent progress by
reviewing their responses to handout
questions. 
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In addition, supervisors are encouraged
to set up their own evaluation proce-
dures to determine:

• How does each community service-
learning project operate?

• What are the overall effects of each
project on the respondents?

• What effects does each project have
on other youth court participants
and the community?

• How can each project be improved?

Information collected from evaluation
and reflection can provide useful data
for:
• Demonstrating your youth court’s

capacity to provide services to
respondents.

• Reporting respondent progress to
parents, probation officers, and the
courts.

• Demonstrating the success of proj-
ects for staff development.

• Writing grants and seeking commu-
nity support for youth courts.

Introduction
This section consists of activities that
introduce respondents to basic concepts
about community, community prob-
lems, and ways to address them (com-
munity service-learning projects). Step
One and Step Two consist of skill- and
awareness-building activities and serve
as an introduction to the community
service-learning options presented in
Step Three. All activities are organized
into Guides for supervisors and
Handouts for respondents. 

Step One—What’s a Community?
Introduces the idea and purpose of
community service. Respondents follow
procedures and complete handouts to
accomplish three goals:

• Define community.

• Discuss the purpose of community
service. 

• Identify the benefits of service to
their own community. 

Step Two—What’s the Problem? Guides
an exploration of community problems.
Respondents follow procedures and
complete handouts to accomplish three
goals:

• Identify crime as a community prob-
lem.

• Reflect on crime as a community
problem with causes and conse-
quences.

• Brainstorm a list of additional com-
munity problems.

Step Three—Community Service-
Learning Options Provides information
for (a) supervisors to choose and (b)
respondents to complete one of three
community service-learning options:

• Volunteering—At an existing com-
munity service agency.

• Build Your Own—Planning and
implementing an action project.

• Done in a Day—Completing one or
more short, pre-planned community
service-learning projects. 

Supervisor Guides and Handouts


