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_T.hrowing

the Books at
Criminals

B Courts: New law requires
offenders to attend classes as
a condition of probation.

By JOCELYN Y. STEWART
TIMES STAFF WRITER

One way to teach a crimingl & |esson
18 Lo pend him Lo school.

That is the basls of a new Law that
authorizes lwo Los Angeles County
courts to demand that offenders serve
time In & classroom as a condition of
probathon,

The African American churches
that pushed for Lhe legislation are
learning some lessons Wo—about how
Lo use Lhe system (o chape public
policy and belp solve community
problema

The new law, signed by Gov, Pete
Wilson this month, authorizes a
five-year pllot program to require
adults convicted of nonvialent and less
serious offenses Lo enroll in classes
toward earning the equivalent of &
high scheol diploma.

For some, it will mean first learning
how Lo read.

Believed to be the first of its kind,
the law, which will go into action Jan.
1, |s rooted in the ides that education
will improve the lives of those on
probation and reduce the likelihood
they will return to erime. That
philosophy, championed by a local
group of ministers, has won the
support of many in the eriminal justice
yaiem

“1 think it beats the heck out of
being in jail,” sald David Davies, who
heads tha Loa Angeles County
Probation Department's Adult Fisld
Services Bureaw, *] think most people
will mee Lhin uy & positive opportunity
toward employment or betler
employment.”

Assemblyman Carl Washinglon
(D-Paramount |, who sporsored the
bill, said the new law will show “there
are 3 number of individuals who have
been waiting for & second chance.”

‘The law also s significant for the
collaborative effort that brought it
into being—the work of 37 Alrican
American congregations known as
Los Angeles Metropolitan Churehes,

With no funding from the stale or
federal governments, Lhe group has
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The Rev. Richard Byrd wes among & group of clergymen and their congregations who lobbied for the new law.

ugreed to find and provide schooling
for men and women in the program.
They have worked long and hard for
the job for one reason

“Ultimately these are our children,”
said (he Rev. Richard Byrd, a member
of Les Angeles Metropolitan Churches
and pastor of Christ Unity Center For
Affrican Spirituality. “The real thrist
of the program for us (s Lhe returming
of our children back (o ui 8o Lhal we
can have the type of influence that we
desire to have e examples for their
lives."

The ministers have been fueled by &
wense of urgency, backed by some
ntaggering statistics.

In California, one-third of African
American men belween Lhe ages of 18
and 29 are elther in jdl, in prison, on
probation or on parole, Byrd said.

“¥ou're laking away from our

commurnity a vast resource of talent,
of fathers, of mothers’ sons, of
hushands who cannol be the type of
foree in the community and in their
familiea’ lives and in our churches that
Lhey desire (o be and that we need
them to be."” Byrd said

Abpul TO% af repeal offenders are
illiterate, according to a US. Justice
Department Report. They are often
caught in a cycle. After releass from
Jail or prison, still lacking the skills
needed Lo survive in Lhe workplace,
they often end up returning Lo crime
and incarceration.

African American chiurches have a
long Lradilion of promoting educatson,
S0 local ministers decided Lo use that
tradition Lo tackle this modern
problem.

“Rather than blame anyone for the
problem, we decided it wes the

church's responaibility o createa
long-Lerm solution to that problem,”
sald the Rev. Bugens Williams,
director of Loa Angeles Metropalltan
Churches

The ministers organization offered
Lo provide the training and Isadership.
The group's only request was for the
state to make the education
compulsory.

Early on they gained mupport from
Los Angeles Dist. Atty. Gil Carcett,
who drafled the legislation, and
Washington, who agreed Lo spanser it
in the Assembly. Los Angeles County
Supervisar Yvonne Brathwaite Burke
lent her support.

“Gil Garcetti was pivotal in Lhis
enlire process,” Williams said. “0n
this one, he stepped up Lo the plate and
was with us from day one.”
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To help push the bil into law, the
ministers prodded and prayed. They
rallied their congregitions to dem-
onstrale Lhe community’s support.

“The churches believed and con-
vinced a number of people that this
was a good idea, that this i3 some-
thing worth trying,” said Eric
Middeton. a legislative analyst with
the Lo Angeles County Depart-
ment of Probation, “A lot of people
would have been frustrated or given
up at Lhe end of the first year. When
pecple drafl hills, for what sounds
like a good idea, they think it doesn't
have to be sold to 120 members of
the Legislature.”

Dlimately, the bill passed with

bipartisan support.

Oneside the Legislatore, the law is
seen ad long overdus, given Lhe
connection between illiteracy and
crime. [f judges can order a eriminal
o jail, or a drug addict into treat-
ment, say supporters, why not de-
mand education?

“Punishment systems Lhal are
whaolly based on locking people up
and keeping them awiy from soci-
ety crcalc no hope for
those people back to the community
with dignity,” said Yxta Maya Mur-
ray, a professor of criminal law and
criminal seniencing at Loyola
Marymount Universily. “This seems

like one of the more optimistic and
idealistic laws that Wilson has

also sees solutions in the new law.
Some people who want to enroll
in the organization's automotive
training program, for example, can't
read an aulomotive manual. Those
applicants are senl 0 the Urban
League's lleracy center and en-
couraged Lo reapply.
“Anything that will allow them to
receive an education s a very
worthwhile effort and
that I think will malce us all a better
" sald Patrick Harria, the
Urhanl.euue:dﬂefnpeuﬂmnfﬁ-

U:tlill'_'l.' the new law, only those
eonvicted of nonviolent erimes such
a8 auto theft or burglary will be
allowed to participate, sald Davies of
the probation department.

After conviction, men and women
will be asked to supply proof that
they graduated from high school o
earned an equivalent degree.

“If they don't have that proof,
they will be assigned io the pro-
gram,” he said. “We will allow the
programa o determine what further
needs the person has."”

The ministers are now gearing up
o complete their daunting task. In
designing a network of educational

centers, they are relying on experts,
imludiugt;y.[unnﬁnum\:y.

This year, the organization has
given an award to Charlolie Beal, 8
Yolo County resident who teaches
inmates to read and who has helped
18 to earn the eguivalent of a high
school diploma.

A local judge had ordered some of
those inmales to participats, Beal
said. Whether they participate vol-
untarily—ar by court order—the
impacmuuum

“It changes Lheir allitude. It
changes thelr personalities” =said
Beal, who tutors in the Yolo County
Monrne Faslity.

Pride, self-esteem, hope—they
are intangities. But those analyzing
the impacl of education on the
eriminal justice system will look for
concrete evidence, such as a redue-
tion in recidivism.

The new law authorizes Lthe pilot
program at the downtown Criminal
Court Buildng and the Inglewood
courthouse. The will be
evaluated by academicians at Cal

succeeds, thet lives are changed.
*Our energy and our love must be
turned to rebuilding ourselves,”

Byrd said. “Nobody is going to do it
for us™
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