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Uniting Networks for Youth
Evaluation summary: Aggression Replacement Training

Program description

Uniting Networks for Youth is a SAMHSA-funded project administered through Ramsey County Juvenile Probation. The goal is to improve outcomes for youth in the juvenile justice system with mental health needs and to increase the capacity of community-based agencies to provide services that are most effective in meeting these needs.

Youth in the juvenile justice system are referred to one of three evidence-based services. One of those services is Aggression Replacement Training (ART). ART is a comprehensive cognitive skills model that includes three areas of training: (1) skill streaming, a behavioral component designed to enhance prosocial skills; (2) anger control, an emotion-based component that teaches youth to manage anger appropriately and effectively; and (3) moral reasoning, a cognitive component that builds youth’s ability to respond prosocially to situations through group processing of moral situations.

Uniting Networks for Youth has five goals for participating youth, each with multiple measures.  These goals include: 

· Reduced involvement in delinquent, aggressive, and criminal behavior

· Improved emotional, behavioral, and cognitive functioning

· Positive relationships with families, peers, and adults in the community

· Positive and effective community functioning

· Reduced out-of-home placements

Description of the services provided

Between fall 2001 and spring 2004, 629 youth were served by Uniting Networks for Youth.  Of these, 283 received Aggression Replacement Training.  Services were provided by four agencies, including a residential program, a school-based program, and two community-based programs.

The number of Aggression Replacement Training sessions offered by each agency varied, ranging from 17 to 39.  On average, youth attended 78 percent of the sessions offered. Overall, 78 percent of the youth graduated from Aggression Replacement Training. 
The program served a diverse group of youth.  Their ages ranged from 12 to 18, with most (80%) between the ages of 14 and 17.  Eighty-five percent were male. Most youth were Black/African American (38%), White (31%), and Asian (25%).  

All youth were on probation, with almost three-quarters (74%) having an offense in the previous year. Seventy-five percent were rated at moderate to high risk of reoffense on the Youth Level of Service Inventory. The scales with the highest percentage of youth in these risk levels were personality/behavior (94%), education/ employment (90%), and peer relations (80%).

Eighty-seven percent of the youth were adjudicated delinquents. Most youth were described by staff as having frequent conflicts with their parents (81%), parents who did not adequately monitor behavior (79%), a history of threatening or intimidating others (77%), one or more previous outpatient efforts (71%), a history of being assaultive or attacking others (71%), and multiple episodes of truancy (70%).

Evaluation results

ART services were evaluated as part of a broader evaluation of the entire Initiative. Specific findings emerge related to each of the outcome goals.

Reduction of delinquent, aggressive, and criminal behaviors.  Three months after discharge, most parents and youth said that the youth had not been arrested (76% of parents, 80% of youth), appeared in court (74% of parents, 67% of youth), or convicted of an offense (80% of parents, 87% of youth).  Recidivism rates also suggest a decrease in criminal activity. While almost three-quarters of the youth had an offense in the year before they entered services, only 21 percent had an offense in the year following their discharge.
In the three months after discharge, parents and youth reported that some aggressive or delinquent behaviors rarely occurred.  For instance, almost all parents and youth (94-96%) said that the youth had never driven drunk or vandalized property. At least 80 percent of both parents and youth reported that the youth had never associated with a gang, engaged in speeding, ran away, committed assault, or stolen something.

Other behaviors were reported more frequently.  Forty percent of youth said that they had close friends get in trouble with the law.  One-third of the parents (32%), and 23 percent of the youth, said that the youth had violated a curfew.  

Youth were slightly more likely than their parents to report that they had used alcohol after discharge (30% of parents compared to 34% of youth).  Drug use was reported less frequently (28% of parents compared to 20% of youth).  Most parents (77%) and youth (74%) said that ART helped the youth resist alcohol or drug use either a lot or a little.  

Improvement of emotional, behavioral, and cognitive functioning.  A major goal of ART is the improvement of cognitive skills.  This goal was measured through the use of a skill streaming checklist, designed to assess skills in areas related to the ART curriculum.  
At the beginning of the program, youth were most likely to say that they “often” or almost always” used the following skills: listening when someone is talking to them (65%), helping others who might need or want help (58%), doing nice things for yourself when you have earned it (55%), and paying full attention to whatever you are working on (55%). In contrast, they were most likely to report that they “almost never” or “seldom/rarely” handled it well when someone accused them of doing something (40%) or identified what made them afraid (43%).
Of 39 items on the checklist, youth reported using all but one skill more often at discharge, indicating improvement. Twenty-five items showed statistically significant increases. The largest improvements emerged for trying to understand someone’s anger, handling it well when someone accuses them of something, figuring out ways other than fighting to handle difficult situations, thinking about what they are really able to do before they start a new task, apologizing to others when they have done something wrong, trying to stay out of situations that might get them in trouble, asking permission from the appropriate person,  handling complaints made against them in a fair way, and trying to find out what caused it when there is a problem.
Three months after discharge, parents and youth were asked whether ART helped youth develop a variety of cognitive skills, such as anger management, problem solving, and decision making.  For most items, youth were more likely than parents to say that ART had helped.  For all items, 67 to 92 percent of parents and youth said that ART had helped a little or a lot.  
Youth were most likely to report that there had been improvement (either “a little” or “a lot”) in the areas of decision making skills (92%), showing self-control when angry or frustrated (91%), and problem solving skills (89%). Parents reported the highest level of improvement in developing anger management skills (85%), increasing communication skills (83%), expressing feelings better (82%), and improving decision making skills (80%).

At intake, 27 percent of youth fell into the problem range on the Symptom Distress scale of the Outcome Questionnaire. There was no statistically significant change in the mean score between intake and discharge and almost three-quarters (74%) of the youth showed less than a 10-point change in their rating.

Three months after discharge, 63 percent of both parents and youth said that the program had helped the youth, either a lot or a little, to develop a more positive view of him or herself.  Eighty percent of parents and 92 percent of youth felt that ART helped the youth become more responsible.

While many parents reported that there had been improvements while youth were in the program, 50 percent had concerns about the client’s behavior or emotional health.  While some parents had concerns, 89 percent said that ART had helped either very well or somewhat well with the client’s emotional or behavioral issues.  

Three months after discharge, 16 percent of the youth said that they had seen a therapist or counselor for an emotional, behavioral, or mental health problem in the three months since discharge.  Only three percent felt that they needed to see a therapist or counselor.

Improved relationships with families, peers, and adults in the community.  At intake, 45 percent of the youth fell into the problem range on the Interpersonal Relations scale of the Outcome Questionnaire.  The change in the mean from intake to discharge was not significant and most youth (86%) did not show a clinically meaningful change.

Three months after discharge, 93 percent of parents and 97 percent of youth said that they get along somewhat or very well.  More than half of the youth (59%) and 70 percent of the youth said that there had been changes in their relationships since the youth participated in ART.  

Overall, 81 percent of both parents and youth felt that ART helped youth improve relationships at home.

Eighty-eight percent of parents and 86 percent of youth reported that the program helped youth improve relationships with peers at least a little.  Youth were more likely than parents to say that the program helped a lot (44% compared to 37%).

Seventy-nine percent of parents and 75 percent of youth reported that the program helped youth improve relationships with teachers at least a little.  Most youth (85%) said that they had positive relationships with adults from school, work, the neighborhood, or the community.  When asked who these adults were, youth identified teachers, other family members, neighbors, co-workers, and friends.
Positive and effective community functioning.  At discharge, 93 percent of the youth were identified by staff as either having graduated or being enrolled in school. Three months later, 80 percent of parents and 91 percent of youth said that the youth was in school.  

Some youth continued to exhibit school-related problem behaviors.  Thirty-two percent of parents and 27 percent of youth said that the youth had skipped school at least sometimes in the three months after discharge, while 40 percent of parents and 33 percent of youth said that the youth had been suspended, expelled, or dismissed from school.  

Despite these problems, 74 percent of parents and 72 percent of youth said that ART helped youth increase academic success either a little or a lot.  Only 10 percent of the youth said that they had a problem or difficulty related to school since they left the program.

Three months after discharge, approximately one-third of the clients over the age of 15 were working.  Fifty-nine percent of parents said that the youth was required to do volunteer work or community service.  Of those parents who said that there was court-ordered community service, 88 percent said that the required time had been completed.

More than half of the youth reported being involved with recreational activities in the community (57%), extracurricular activities in school (56%), and religious activities (54%).  Parents gave lower ratings of involvement in these activities (ranging from 37% to 54%).  Forty-two percent of the parents said that youth were involved in organized sports.

Reduced out-of-home placements.  At discharge, most youth (79%) were living with their parents. Other youth were living with other relatives, in a group home, in a residential correctional program, in a chemical dependency program, or on their own.  When an out-of-home placement occurred, it was most often due to a failure to resolve issues in the case plan or client behavior/offense.
Stakeholder satisfaction

Three months after discharge, parents rated their satisfaction with services.  Parents gave high ratings to the staff, with 85 to 92 percent rating their knowledge and skills, ability to listen and understand, ability to communicate in a way they understood, usefulness of suggestions, and respect for client rights as at least “good.”

Satisfaction with outcomes was a little lower.  Seventy-seven percent of the parents rated their satisfaction with the outcomes of the services their child received as at least “good.”  Only 68 percent were this satisfied with the progress their child made towards goals.

Most parents felt their child got the right amount of service (77%) and the right kind of service (67%) to meet his or her needs.  Sixty-seven percent said the services met their expectations. Most parents (94%) would recommend the program to others.

Youth also gave high ratings to the quality of the staff.  Eighty-two to 90 percent of the youth gave ratings of “good” or better to the group leader’s knowledge, respect for client rights, ability to listen and understand them, caring and warmth, and ability to communicate in an understandable manner.  Only 72 percent rated the usefulness of the group leader’s suggestions as at least “good.”  

All clients said that they respected their group leader either “a little” or “a lot.”  Eighty-eight to 96 percent said that they liked their group leader, felt their group leader cared about how they were doing, and trusted the group leader.

Eighty percent of the youth were satisfied with the progress they made towards their goals, while 71 percent were satisfied with the outcomes or results of the services.  Eighty-seven percent of the youth said that they received the right amount of service to meet their needs, while 92 percent said that it was the right kind of service.

Perceived accessibility of services 

Parents were most satisfied with the cost of the services and the responsiveness of staff to phone calls. For these items, more than 80 percent of the parents gave ratings of “good” or better.  Ratings were slightly lower for the convenience of the service times, the convenience of service locations, and the ease of contacting the staff, though 73 to 77 percent of the parents still rated these elements as at least “good.”  Sixty-five to 74 percent of the youth rated each of these program elements as “good” or better.


Perceived cultural appropriateness of services 

Most parents (85 to 94%) rated all elements of cultural competence as good to very good.  These elements included the group leader’s ability to relate to their cultural background, sensitivity to cultural issues, knowledge of culturally relevant community resources, and awareness of their cultural values.  Youth provided lower ratings, with 71 to 76 percent rating these program elements as at least “good.”
Conclusion

The youth and families who received ART have provided consistently positive feedback regarding their satisfaction with the services and with the staff.  They have also consistently reported benefits of the program across all outcome areas.  Skill Streaming Checklist results indicate significant gains in important cognitive skills.  While these outcomes are positive, standardized test scores (i.e., Outcome Questionnaire) have shown little change. Recidivism data suggest a dramatic decrease in criminal activity, though data from a comparison group will be needed to draw stronger conclusions.  Further research will also be conducted to determine what characteristics of youth appear to be most strongly associated with positive outcomes and to possibly refine referral criteria for services.


For more information


For more information about Uniting Networks for Youth, contact Frank Hosch at Ramsey County Juvenile Probation; (651.266.5303; � HYPERLINK "mailto:Frank.Hosch@co.ramsey.mn.us" ��Frank.Hosch@co.ramsey.mn.us�. For more information about the ART model contact Bill Fullerton at the Wilder Foundation’s Community Assistance Program (651. 872.2408; wmf@wilder.org). For more information about the evaluation, contact Cheryl Hosley at Wilder Research Center (651.647.4624; cah1@wilder.org). 
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