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2nd chance for mentally ill teens - Denver Post 

Program helps turn lives around, keeps kids out of the criminal-justice system
By Ann Schrader

Life was spiraling in the wrong direction for Stephanie Winkler — 18 years old with a month-old son, an arrest for fighting with the baby's father and therapy for depression. 

Colorado's first juvenile mental-health court program — designed to keep juveniles with mental-health diagnoses out of the criminal justice system — threw Winkler a life preserver. 

"Everybody is really willing to help you get what you need," said Winkler, a full-time student at McClain Community High School. "You get more support, and it's more personal and has less punishment than the regular system." 

The 1st Judicial District program, modeled after a similar one in San Jose, Calif., provides resources so juveniles ages 12 to 18 and their families can turn their lives around. 

Winkler and 12 other teenagers have successfully completed the program, a collaboration among the Jefferson Center for Mental Health, the District Attorney's Office, the courts, probation, the Juvenile Assessment Center, the school district and other agencies. 

"That's a lot of people who usually fight with each other," said Magistrate K.J. Moore, who handles the cases. "Instead, we talk about how we can help these kids and how we can help their families." 

Referrals come from wherever contact is made with a kid who might have mental-health issues. A panel screens the candidates, who with their families must agree to a contract with a probation officer. 

Contract conditions include counseling, frequent meetings with the probation officer, who drops in at school and home to see how things are going, and monthly reviews with the court. 

The program works on incentives for positive behavior, such as small items given as rewards, and sanctions for negative behavior, including a weekend at a juvenile correctional facility. 

"I can't tell you how grateful I am. This is a totally different kid," the mother of 14-year-old boy said at last week's ceremony for the first group to complete the program. The mother said she was desperate for help. The program "wasn't out to just punish him for his bad decisions and gave him tools to manage his life a little bit better," the mother said. 

The young man, described as a master of the Japanese art of origami, took a dollar bill from Jefferson County Chief Judge Brooke Jackson and neatly folded it into a ring. 

Jackson slipped on the ring, saying, "Mental illness is not a small issue" for those involved in the justice system. One-fourth to one-third of juvenile cases studied in 2002 involved mental-health issues, he said. 

"The system does not always do the best job," Jackson said. "We have to find ways to do better with people with mental-health issues. . . . We're making progress. Baby steps, maybe, but we're making progress." 
