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The “Costs” of NOT 

working with high 

risk youth 



•  A typical career criminal causes $1.3-

$1.5 million in external costs 

 

• A heavy drug user, $370,000 to 

$970,000; 

 

• A high-school dropout, $243,000 to 

$388,000. 

 

• On average it costs $40,000 a year to 

keep a youth in a detention center 



Psalm 139:13-16 

The Message (MSG) 

 

   Oh yes, you shaped me first inside, then out;  

      you formed me in my mother's womb.  

   I thank you, High God—you're breathtaking!  

      Body and soul, I am marvelously made!  

      I worship in adoration—what a creation!  

   You know me inside and out,  

      you know every bone in my body;  

   You know exactly how I was made, bit by bit,  

      how I was sculpted from nothing into something.  

   Like an open book, you watched me grow from conception to birth;  

      all the stages of my life were spread out before you,  

   The days of my life all prepared  

      before I'd even lived one day. 

 

We miss out on a life that was meant for 

so much more than this! 



How do we define a  

“high risk” youth? 









Why are the 40 assets so 

important? 







So what does this 

look like in  

the teens I work 

with? 





Thalamus - decides where to send incoming sensory data (from eyes 

ears, mouth, skin) 

Sensory cortex - interprets sensory data 

Hippocampus - stores and retrieves conscious memories; processes 

sets of stimuli to establish context 

Amygdala - decodes emotions; determines possible threat; stores 

fear memories 

Hypothalamus - activates "fight or flight" response 



Survival Mode 

 

Fight or Flight    24/7 

 



• Lives for immediate gratification, and 

postponement of rewards is unacceptable  

 

• Exhibits learned behaviors. Attitudes and 

behavior patterns are learned from others, a 

shocking and discouraging sign of the 

gratification, and postponement of rewards is 

unacceptable  

 

• Has a weak conscience and is less affected by 

guilt than the average person  



• Uses people without becoming attached. 

People become “tools” in his quest for 

meaning  

 

• No respect for law, tradition, or persons in 

authority 

 

• Capable of loyalties and selfish love. The 

bases for his friendships are difficult for the 

average citizen to understand, but these 

are realistic relationships for troubled youth 



 

• Believes that his behavior is all right. From his 

perspective his motives are justified and 

behavior reasonable. 

 

• Pleasure is guiding life principle. Self-centered, 

materialistic, and status-oriented values 

scream, “I want it, and I want it now 

 

• Is lonely — peer group does not meet needs 

for love and self worth. 



So....How do I address this 

with the youth I work with?? 

 



•Our teens need a safe encouraging environment  

 

•Our teens need strong bonds of connection with 

adult role models who take an invested interest in 

them  

 

•Our teens need to feel they are a part of a caring 

community that values them as persons of great 

worth regardless of their behavior  



•Our teens need a distinctive set of rules and consequences 

which are taught to them within the context of relationship 

where they know that the person who both developed the 

rules and carries out the consequences has their best 

interest at heart and not just the common good  

 

•Our teens need to make their own decisions and their own 

choices, yet know that we will stand by them if those choices 

lead to bad consequences. However, they do not need us to 

change the severity of the consequence but to help them 

work through those consequences to a positive end. 

 

•Our teens need to know that their confidences will be kept 

with the exception where they indicate harm to themselves or 

others and that this exception is based on our care and 

concern for them.  



 

• Take a genuine interest in 

something positive about the 

student. (Play up strengths) 

 

• Create Boundaries 

 

• Find ways to develop the 

student interest 
 





 

The 10 most common sparks among 

American teenagers 

Creative Arts 

Athletics 

Learning (e.g., languages, science, history) 

Reading 

Helping, serving 

Spirituality, religion 

Nature, ecology, environment 

Living a quality life (e.g., joy, tolerance, 

caring) 

Animal welfare 

Leading 
 



 

• Build trust through 

consistency 

 

• Be a good listener 
 



 

• Believe that youth are valued and 

are worth the effort 

 

• Be available 

 

• Go the extra mile 

 

• Be consistent—“I will not give 

up” 
 



 

• Be authentic 

 

• Be intentional in your 

interactions 

 

• Don’t make gaining trust the 

main goal 

 

• Celebrate small successes 

   Expect failures 
 



Its not about the right program” 



Young Adolescents Should Not be Aggregated in Groups: 

This is the most important recommendation  

 

Amount of Time in a Group Should be Minimized: The 

amount of time that a young person spends in a setting with 

more antisocial peers should be minimized 

.  

Opportunities for Unstructured Interaction with Antisocial 

Peers Should be Minimized: When antisocial young people 

are placed together, they should not be  

allowed to interact freely or without supervision by trained 

adults.  Care should be taken to minimize interaction before 

and after group sessions.  

 
 

 

Dodge, Dishion and Lansford (2006) 



 

Program Directors Should Create and Maintain a Prosocial Peer 

Culture: Strategies include minimizing the ratio of delinquent to non-

delinquent young people in a group, maximizing the ratio of adult 

leaders to young people, and infusing an already prosocial  

group with new delinquent members only gradually and only while 

maintaining positive peer culture.    

 

 

Group Settings Should be Highly Structured and Led by Well-

Trained Adult Leaders: Training and supervision of adult leaders is 

essential.   
 

 

Dodge, Dishion and Lansford (2006) 



Relationships trump 

programs  

100% of the time! 

 

 

 

 

What program do YOU remember? 



Strategies for working 

with high risk youth 
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