
whites. It has raised the 
awareness of juvenile justice 
workers and installed objec-
tive tools to aid decisions. 

Disproportionality refers to 
representation of popula-
tions in the justice system 
that is not proportionate to 
numbers in the region. For 
example, if an area’s popula-
tion consisted of 45 percent 
“purple” people, 35 percent 
“green” people, and 20 per-
cent “orange” people, we 
would expect roughly those 
same percentages involved 
in the justice system. Dispro-
portion occurs when we see 
70 percent “green” people 
involved in the justice system 
when they only constitute 35 
percent of the population. 
Disproportionality may be 
due to disparities in re-

Disparity, Disproportionality, 

and the “JDAI Effect” 

Understanding disparity and 
disproportionality is a key to 
improving juvenile justice.  

Disparity refers to differ-
ences in the system’s re-
sponse to different popula-
tions. JDAI has actively re-
duced disparities in the treat-
ment of youth of color and 

How JDAI Impacts  
Disproportionate Minority Contact 

Judge George T. Stephenson on JDAI 

I became involved in JDAI 
after the court made the 
determination that we would 
be part of the initiative. A 
number of judges and other 
juvenile justice partners 
went to Chicago to see how 
Cook County had initiated 
JDAI.  

In Chicago, we observed a 

very diverse staff—diverse in 
experience, background, and 
race. They actively recruited 
people who had been 
through the juvenile justice 
system to be probation offic-
ers, school liaisons, and so 
forth.  

In Chicago, all the juvenile 
justice partners wanted to be 

involved in as fair and equita-
ble a system as possible. This 
meant being conscious and 
mindful of the impact of indi-
vidual decisions on kids and 
families of color. It was clear 
that down there judges felt 
accountable—that they took 
ownership of their part and 
the consequences of their 
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sponse, but there may be 
other causes as well. 

The JDAI Effect refers to the 
beneficial changes that occur 
before a jurisdiction imple-
ments JDAI. Here’s how it 
works. JDAI sparks discussion 
among the many groups in-
volved in juvenile justice: the 
courts, community correc-
tions, law enforcement, 
schools, health care agencies, 
and juvenile mental health 
providers. These agencies are 
often isolated from one an-
other, so their concerns and 
priorities aren’t aligned.  

When a community begins to 
consider JDAI, these parties 
begin talking together. The 
barriers between groups start 
to crumble. Goals, concerns, 
and priorities can align.  

Better alignment brings many 
benefits. Since JDAI started, 
youth crime indicators have 
dropped. Some people say 
that this is a coincidence, as 
youth crime has been trend-
ing down nationally. Yet re-
search on JDAI elsewhere 
shows that JDAI jurisdictions 
experience greater improve-
ments than those without 
JDAI. In Ramsey County, we 
have indicators of success 
that include:  

Reduction in the number of 
youth in detention. As Angel-
ique Kedem notes in Voices 
(this issue of JDAI News), the 
average daily juvenile deten-
tion population has dropped 
from 89 in pre-JDAI 2005 (the 
detention facility bed capaci-
ty is 86) to about 20.  

The drop in detention num-
bers has saved taxpayer mon-

ey. Ramsey County does not 
need as many detention 
units.  

Youth in Ramsey County Juve-
nile Detention receive im-
proved levels of service. With 
fewer youth in detention, 
more can be done to address 
each person’s challenges.  

Positive alternatives to deten-
tion are flourishing. Ap-
proaches such as community 
coaching and culturally-based 
responses provide positive 
adult role models and help 
young people avoid further 
trouble. 

Increased use of data to in-
form decisions. JDAI requires 
the collection and use of hard 
data to inform decisions. De-
cisions are now based on 
data rather than beliefs, opin-
ion, or hunches. 

Reduced racial disparity in the 
juvenile justice system. Ram-
sey County’s creation and use 
of the Risk Assessment Instru-
ment (RAI) has given law en-
forcement and others a 
means to objectively deter-
mine which young people 
belong in detention and 
which can be placed in a less 
restrictive environment.  

High levels of public safety. 
Early fears that reduced use 
of detention would mean 
increased problems have 
proved unfounded. As Judge 
George T. Stephenson states 
elsewhere in this newsletter, 
“of the kids who would have 
been held in the past without 
the RAI, more than 90 per-
cent show up when they’re 
supposed to, and they’re not 
involved in a new case while 
that case is pending.” This 
shows that the RAI is preserv-

ing public safety, saving mon-
ey, and keeping kids out of 
costly, less effective deten-
tion. 

JDAI has shown that most 
youth can be safely referred 
to an alternative to deten-
tion. And JDAI has also re-
duced disparities in the treat-
ment of various populations 
of youth. We have much to 
celebrate in the overall re-
duction of contact and deten-
tion among juveniles. But an 
important problem remains: 
Disproportionate Minority 
Contact (DMC). DMC carries a 
number of negative conse-
quences for individuals and 
society. 

Long-term Impacts of Dispropor-

tionate Minority Contact  

The number of people of col-
or who show up in the justice 
system is proportionately 
greater than their numbers in 
the population. The reasons 
for this are a constant source 
of debate.  

Researchers Bruce Western 
and Becky Pettit have identi-
fied three major negative 
impacts of DMC, published in 
Daedalus, Summer 2010 
(“Incarceration and Social 
Inequality”). They report that 
there has been a dramatic 
increase in incarceration 
among African American 
males in the U.S. African 
American males born be-
tween 1945 and 1949 have a 
lifetime risk of imprisonment 
of one in ten. Fast forward a 
generation to males born 
between 1975 and 1979, and 
the lifetime risk had in-
creased to one in four. 
Among high school dropouts, 
the risks are much worse: 68 

DMC, from page 1  
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Seven JDAI Benefits  

1. Reduction in number 

of youth in detention.  

2. The drop in detention 

numbers has saved 

taxpayer money.  

3. Youth in Ramsey 

County Juvenile 

Detention receive 

improved levels of 

service.  

4. Positive alternatives 

to detention are 

flourishing.  

5. Increased use of data 

to inform decisions.  

6. Reduced racial 

disparity in the 

juvenile justice 

system.  

7. High levels of public 

safety. 



percent of African American 
males born between 1975 
and 1979 have prison rec-
ords. 

Incarceration increases social 
and economic inequality. 
Western and Pettit describe 
the effects as invisible, cumu-
lative, and intergenerational.  

The effects are invisible be-
cause mainstream society 
simply does not have the op-
portunity to see the impact of 
incarceration. It is concen-
trated among a few popula-
tions, and those who are in-
carcerated are relocated to 
facilities distant from their 
communities and families. 

The effects are cumulative 
because incarceration reduc-
es social and economic mobil-
ity. Since a majority of this 

population are high school 
dropouts, they already face 
reduced options; incarcera-
tion increases this challenge. 
For example, time in prison is 
associated with a 40 percent 
reduction in earnings and 
higher unemployment. 

The effects are intergenera-
tional because the families of 
incarcerated people are also 
impacted. More than half of 
all prisoners have children 
under age 18. About one-
fourth had been living with 
their children at the time they 
were sent to prison. Incarcer-
ation is linked to divorce and 
separation. Children of incar-
cerated parents are at great-
er risk of developmental de-
lays and behavioral problems.  

Impact of JDAI on DMC 

JDAI has succeeded in de-
creasing the overall numbers 

of youth of color in detention 
by 66 percent. This is a major 
success story. But the dispro-
portion between white youth 
and youth of color continues. 
In 2010, 85 percent of youth 
in detention were youth of 
color, but they constitute 
only 41 percent of the total 
population of young people 
in Ramsey County, according 
to a JDAI Stakeholder Presen-
tation in January 2011. Hence 
the disproportion continues.  

The causes of disproportion-
ate juvenile minority contact 
are beyond what JDAI alone 
can influence. JDAI can take 
pride in reducing the overall 
numbers of youth, including 
youth of color in detention, 
and in reducing disparities.  

It is a great success. But more 

work lies ahead.  

 

DMC, from page 2  
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JDAI has dramatically 

reduced admissions to 

Ramsey County Juvenile 

Detention Center. In the 

chart below, the arrow, 

“JDAI Effect” shows that 

reductions occurred as 

stakeholders began 

discussions. The arrow 

“JDAI tools” shows the 

dramatic reductions as 

new alternatives to 

detention were 

introduced.  

Juvenile Detention Center Admissions 
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decisions on kids of color. See-
ing that causes you to think 
about whether your disposition 
is the best and fairest ap-
proach. You start to ask, is this 
the decision I’d make if this kid 
were not a kid of color?  

When we got back, we realized 
we had to look at how our deci-
sions impact race. Within the 
first four months we saw a sig-
nificant reduction in detention, 
simply because we were look-
ing at ourselves and how our 
decisions impacted disparity. 
So, people became race con-
scious, which is what we need-
ed at the time. I’m not saying 
that people in the system were 
making decisions to favor one 
race over another. Rather, we 
began thinking about whether 
our decisions were based on 
race. Because of this, we saw 
about a 35 percent reduction in 

detention without having 
made a single rule or proce-
dural change. Then we came 
up with an objective tool , the 
Risk Assessment Instru-
ment—the RAI. Once we im-
plemented that, we saw our 
Juvenile Detention Center 
population fall another 30-35 
percent. That tool helped us 
avoid making decisions that 
added to racial disparities. 

Of course, we still have dis-
proportionate minority con-
finement but there are other 
causes to look at. For exam-
ple, people of color are over-
represented in low-income 
neighborhoods, and crime is 
prominent in those neighbor-
hoods. There is a greater law 
enforcement presence there, 
so more crime is discovered 
and more laws are enforced. 
There are all kinds of other 
environmental and social 
issues at play. Our job is to 
make sure the decisions we 
make are not improperly in-
fluenced by bias or prejudice; 
we want our partners in the 
juvenile justice system to be 
vigilant about the impact of 
their decisions on people of 
color and on racial disparity.  

We have had a culture 
change in juvenile justice 
over the past five years. We 
are all working together to be 
as fair and impartial as we 
can. The schools, the St. Paul 
Police, the Department of 
Community Corrections, the 
County Attorney’s Office, and 
the Bench have all done some 
good things. Both Community 
Corrections and St. Paul Po-
lice have made a huge posi-
tive impact on disproportion-
ality. I’d like to see the Ram-
sey County Bench and the 
County Attorney’s Office 

work as hard at analyzing our 
decisions and their impact on 
disparity as have St. Paul Po-
lice and the Department of 
Community Corrections. 

The kids who are detained 
today are being detained 
because that’s what best for 
the community and, some-
times, for that kid. I think that 
the fact that we have re-
duced the detention popula-
tion so significantly without 
an increase in juvenile crime 
tells you that for years and 
years we’ve been locking up 
kids who did not need to be 
locked up. The RAI has been 
vilified by folks who don’t get 
what we’re doing. The fact is 
that of the kids who are rec-
ommended for release under 
the RAI, more than 90 per-
cent show up when they’re 
supposed to, and they’re not 
involved in a new case while 
that case is pending. A rea-
sonable person can’t argue 
with that kind of success.  

People working in the juve-
nile justice system want to 
see fairness and justice. What 
we have to do is stop thinking 
about people in the system as 
“those people.” These are our 
neighbors, coworkers, rela-
tives, friends—they are us. 
That means we need to start 
thinking “how would I like my 
daughter treated if she were 
arrested and taken to the 
Juvenile Detention Center—
would I want her strip-
searched and locked up over-
night, when I knew she didn’t 
need to be locked up?” When 
we start thinking of it in 
terms of “us”—that’s when 
we are thinking about it the 

way we should.  

 

Ramsey County Judge George T. 

Stephenson has been involved 

with JDAI since 2006. He has 

served as co-chair of the JDAI 

Disproportionate Minority Contact 

Committee and has co-chaired the 

JDAI Stakeholders Group since 

2008. As he prepares to leave 

these duties, he shares some 

observations.  

Stephenson, from page 1  
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“The kids who are 

detained today are being 

detained because that’s 

what best for the 

community and, 

sometimes, for that kid. I 

think that the fact that 

we have reduced the 

detention population so 

significantly without an 

increase in juvenile 

crime tells you that for 

years and years we’ve 

been locking up kids 

who did not need to 

be locked up.”  



Minnesota engaged JDAI to address the significant overrepre-
sentation of children of color in its juvenile justice system. To 
accomplish this goal, I believe it is necessary that 1) juvenile jus-
tice institutions build an equal partnership with communities of 
color most impacted by disparities and; 2) we fully recognize and 
respond to the humanity and hu-
man rights of children and families 
we serve. To recognize and re-
spond to the humanity and human 
rights of children, it is critical to 
acknowledge and honor the de-
fined cultures, developmental 
needs, and life experiences of the 
children, families and communities 
we work with.  

The Convention for the Rights of 
the Child frames the basic human 
rights and needs of youth. It states 
that children in the juvenile justice 
system should be treated with the 
promotion of the child’s sense of 
dignity and self-worth. This in-
cludes promoting the youth’s con-
structive reintegration in society. It 
further states that youth are less 
likely to act out if they have sup-
port from family, mentors, schools 
and role models in the community.  

Many of us say it takes a village to 
raise a child. To have that village 
however, we need relationship and 
trust. In our work through JDAI, we strive at rebuilding the vil-
lage through equal partnership between justice policymakers 
and impacted communities of color. In my view, this means we 
need shared definition and decision making between impacted 
communities and justice agencies regarding a youth’s interac-
tions with the juvenile justice system. This includes sharing ac-
countability for successful outcomes for youth and public safety. 
This equal partnership is still a work in progress.  

Thus far, Ramsey County has seen tremendous success through 
this kind of collaboration across child serving agencies and com-
munity organizations. Structural changes through new policies 
and procedures have reduced the number of children in the 86-
bed detention facility to approximately 20 youth on average per 
day. Investment in culturally– and neighborhood-specific com-

munity alternatives to detention has ensured youth in communi-
ty-based supervision continue to follow court requirements 
without any negative impact to public safety. These programs 
have facilitated great gains for young people by connecting them 
to positive community supports.  

Despite gains through JDAI, Min-
nesota still sits among the top 
eight states with the worst Dis-
proportionate Minority Contact 
numbers (DMC). Our mission to 
address racial, ethnic and gender 
disparities in this state has not 
been without its challenges. Leg-
islation introduced in 2009 to 
ensure sensible use of secure 
detention went nowhere. Simi-
larly, system improvements to 
collect and report juvenile justice 
data connecting race, ethnicity, 
gender, and offense, which 
would have enabled better as-
sessment for disparities, received 
no investment from either the 
legislature or juvenile justice 
agencies. This inaction regarding 
the human and civil rights of our 

most vulnerable children raises 
deep questions about our com-
mitment to the integrity of our 
justice system and equal justice 
under law. 

As I leave Minnesota JDAI and the juvenile justice reform work 
we have accomplished over the past five years, I am thankful for 
these successes and challenges. As a mother of two boys, the 
thought of my children’s safety is always foremost in my mind, 
and perhaps the reason for my urgent concern about racial dis-
parities. Though I am not raising my children in a community 
gripped by drug and alcohol abuse or gangs, my boys are not any 
safer. Whether I live in the suburbs or inner city, to a police 
officer on the street, a judge in a courtroom, a probation officer, 
social worker, or teacher, my children are foremost Black boys. 
So I sound the alarm for change with the hope that those in 
power will heed my call to shape systems and communities that 
are safe, fair, humane, and equitable irrespective of neighbor-

hood or race.  

 

VOICES from the Field 
Fair and Equitable Treatment Under the Law   
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Angelique Kedem served as Minnesota Coordinator of JDAI from 

2008 to 2011. She is now site manager for the W. Haywood Burns 

Institute and Annie E. Casey Foundation, working with sites in New 

York and Kansas.  

 



A Community Coaching Success Story 

At 16 years old, Morris (not his real name) found himself at Ramsey County’s Boy’s Totem 
Town after being arrested and charged with aggravated armed robbery.  

He was granted a conditional release while his case was pending. During this release, he be-
came involved with the JDAI Community Coach program. Morris was matched with a Commu-
nity Coach to work with him on an individual basis. The Community Coach was assigned to 
help him achieve his goals of returning to 
school, finding a job, and becoming involved in 
pro-social activities. 

Mr. Esaw, Morris’s Community Coach, felt Mor-
ris had been searching for a positive male role 
model. Mr. Esaw visited Morris at school, con-
nected with his teachers and counselors, and 
helped Morris begin to be accountable for his 
education. Mr. Esaw admits that it was challeng-
ing in the beginning, but soon Morris’s attend-
ance began to improve.  

The two also worked on improving Morris’s so-
cial skills. Mr. Esaw coached Morris in how to 
conduct himself in a mature and responsible 
manner, deal with problems, and respectfully 
interact with authority figures. Mr. Esaw helped 
Morris enroll in summer school courses. He also 
connected him to opportunities such as job 
training, college preparation workshops, sexual-
ity education, and business dinner etiquette 
courses. 

After 30 days, Morris returned to court, with Mr. 
Esaw by his side, to meet his fate regarding the 
aggravated robbery case. Morris pled guilty to a 
lesser charge and was court-ordered to remain 
on intensive juvenile probation, complete com-
munity service hours, and continue working with 
Mr. Esaw in the JDAI program.  

Mr. Esaw reported that he began to see significant changes in Morris once he became in-
volved with the Summer Squad, a Youth Enrichment Services summer program. Morris be-
came a role model for the younger kids and employed the skills he had been working on with 
Mr. Esaw. Morris attended the group on a regular basis throughout the summer and looked 
forward to working with the younger kids in order to help them succeed. Although Morris is 
no longer coached by Mr. Esaw, he says Morris calls just to keep him updated on the current 
events in his life. Now a senior, Morris expects to graduate with a diploma and enroll in barber 

school next fall. He is currently off juvenile probation. 

JDAI News reports on the work of Ramsey County’s Juvenile Detention Alternatives 
Initiative Collaboration. Previous newsletters may be viewed on our web site. 

J D A I  N E W S  

Community Coach Jamar Esaw (pictured above) 

helped his client, Morris, improve social skills , 

respect authority, enroll in summer school, and 

find job opportunities. Morris has used his skills to 

become a role model for younger kids. 

Get involved! 

There are many ways you can be a 

part of Juvenile Detention Alterna-

tives Initiative (JDAI). To learn 

about volunteer opportunities, visit 

us on the web or contact  

 

Rashad Hameed 

JDAI Supervisor 

651-266-5307 

Rashad.Hameed@co.ramsey.mn.us 

 

We’re on the Web! 

www.ramseyjdai.org 
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