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Introduction 

 
Despite the ardent efforts of policy-makers, law enforcement officials and concerned community 

members, African American boys continue to come into contact with the juvenile justice system 

at rates significantly disproportionate to their total representation in the general community 

(Bishop, 392). Although images in Hollywood and other media create the illusion that Black 

boys simply commit that much more crime, academic research has rejected this notion as 

oversimplification and pointed to larger institutional factors working to perpetuate this disparity 

(Hopson, 167).  As scholars and corrections officials explore this phenomena, more and more 

agree that “the system” does not possess the full set of tools necessary to effectively serve 

African American boys and thus cannot solve this problem acting alone (Klein, 145).  

 

A more ideal approach, argue many activists, would link the structure, sanctions and 

accountability of system-based resources with the love, care, and nurturing of community-based 

resources (Ramsey County JDAI/DMC Mission, Purpose & Principles).  Together, the two can 

focus attention & resources on providing culturally-specific and appropriate services to 

delinquent juveniles and more effectively pursue public safety through the common goals of 

restoring the harm caused by crime (restitution), and reducing the likelihood of re-offense 

(rehabilitation). 

 

This study will seek to add to the conversation on the local level by exploring the efficacy of risk 

assessment strategies at Boys Totem Town (BTT), a secure residential facility in Saint Paul, 

Minnesota.  Specifically, this paper will seek to address four primary research questions: 
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1. Were Black and Hispanic boys released from Boys Totem Town during the study period 

more likely to return to the facility than the rest of the population?  

2. Can differences in recidivism rates be explained by differences in age and/or time served 

in the facility? 

3. Do the three indicators examined in this study  - Social Maladjustment (SM), Asocial 

Index (AI) or Enthusiasm (En) explain or predict the differences in recidivism rates 

between Black and Hispanic boys and the rest of the population? 

4. Do the three indicators examined in this study effectively predict recidivism risk levels for 

any cohort of boys released from BTT during the study period? 

 

Background 

 
The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (JJDP) Act, reauthorized by Congress in 1988, 

defines Disproportionate Minority Confinement (DMC) as when the “minority proportion of 

juveniles detained or confined... exceeds the proportion of such groups in the general 

population”.  In 1997, minorities made up approximately one third of the national juvenile 

population, but approximately two-thirds of the population in the country‟s secure juvenile 

facilities.  African American youth experienced the largest disparity of any group, accounting for 

approximately 14% of the population, but nearly 27% of arrests and 45% of cases involving 

detention.  In Minnesota, the numbers are even more staggering, as African American youth in 

2008 made up only 6% of the state‟s child population, but 32% of juvenile arrests statewide (MN 

Dept of Public Safety, 2008). 
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The juvenile justice community has recently begun to understand overrepresentation not as „the 

problem‟ itself, but as part of a much larger problem: overrepresentation exists throughout the 

entire spectrum of the juvenile justice system, resulting in a snowball effect as “minority 

representation grows larger and at a faster rate than that of whites” (Piquero, 60).  African 

American boys in particular are arrested at a much higher rate (Piquero, 62), and then more 

likely to be held at intake, detained prior to adjudication, adjudicated delinquent and referred to 

adult courts than any other group (Bishop, 400).  Additionally, they are more likely to be sent to 

correctional facilities and issued longer, stiffer sentences for similar offenses. (Kerbs, 116).  

Worst yet, they are more likely to re-offend after their release (Bridges, 561).  Finally, as these 

youth are so often from lower income backgrounds, their likelihood of harsh punishment is 

additionally heightened by a lack of resources to secure private counsel (Frazier, 447).  These 

disparities are particularly profound at the earliest stages, resulting in a situation in which good 

kids often find themselves stuck in a bad cycle that is easy to enter and extremely difficult to exit 

(see Fig. 1 – Disproportionate Minority Contact in Ramsey County). 

 

While the effects of each of these individual disparities are disturbing, their aggregate effects are 

devastating, trapping many young people in a vicious cycle that serves to increase their 

likelihood of incarceration as an adult and nearly eliminate their possibilities for a bright future 

(Kerbs, 115).  These realizations led Congress to expand the DMC requisite of the act from 

disproportionate minority confinement to disproportionate minority contact in the JJDP Act of 

2002, now requiring states to monitor and reduce the disproportionate number of young people 

of color who come into contact with every stage of the juvenile justice system, including arrest, 
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referral, detention, petition to court and probation as well as confinement to correctional 

facilities.   

 

 

One common misconception is that African American boys are overrepresented in the justice 

system simply because they commit more crimes than other youth.  At best, this notion is a gross 

oversimplification, as a 2002 Justice Policy Institute study stated, “when white youth and 

African American youth with no prior admissions to public facilities were charged with the same 

offenses, African American youth were six times more likely to be incarcerated than white 

youth.”  In actuality, researchers have identified several negative „race effects‟ that contribute to 

the disparity on an institutional level at different stages of the juvenile justice process (Bishop, 

393).  Though it is difficult at best to pinpoint any one single cause, these factors include: 

Fig. 1 – Percentage of African American/ White Youth at Various Decision-Points 

(data collected by the MN Dept. of Public Safety) 



 

9 

· Varying law enforcement policies and practices, such as the “100:1 disparity between the 

5 grams of crack and the 500 grams of powder [cocaine] requiring a 5-year mandatory 

minimum sentence... widely seen as a blatant demonstration of racial discrimination by 

the criminal justice system” (Blumstein, 87); 

· Location of offenses, as “police operations and services are concentrated in certain 

criminogenic, low-income, mostly non-White areas” (Cureton, 705); 

· Differing reactions of decision-makers, such as judges and probation officers to black 

offenders, who more frequently “[attribute] blacks' delinquency to negative attitudinal 

and personality traits (Bridges, 567); and 

· Differences in access to quality legal representation, as white youth are two to three times 

as likely as African American youth to retain private counsel, depending on severity of 

offense (Feld, 1267). 

 

As difficult as it is to isolate one principal cause of overrepresentation, finding good long-term 

solutions presents an equal challenge.  According to a 2005 study released by the federal Office 

of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), one effective approach is to develop 

good community-based alternatives to detention for delinquent youth.  In the study, titled 

Alternatives to the Secure Detention and Confinement of Juvenile Offenders, the agency asserts 

that, “quality and accessible community-based alternatives must exist to enable the judicious use 

of expensive detention and confinement programs to meet the needs of both the juvenile offender 

and the community.”  The report concludes that while these alternatives do not have to include 

secure settings, implementing such a strategy without jeopardizing public safety requires the 

development and use of quality, objective instruments for risk assessment of offenders.  In 
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evaluating their efforts, three jurisdictions cited as case studies in the OJJDP report – 

Sacramento, California; Multnomah County, Oregon; and Cook County, Illinois – all strongly 

echo the need for quality risk assessment. 

 

Years ago, these factors - along with a strong and growing community-based demand - led 

Ramsey County officials to initiate two major current initiatives to address these concerns 

locally: 

Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) – a project with the Annie E. Casey 

Foundation to reduce the overall number of juveniles in detention by utilizing research-

based best practices to establish and maintain a set of community-based alternatives to 

detention.  

 

Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) – a project with the Burns Institute to engage 

community stakeholders in identifying and addressing overrepresentation of communities 

of color in corrections.  The Burns Institute recently completed a Readiness Assessment 

Consultation, which inventoried the County‟s current readiness to effectively address 

disparities in corrections. 

 

Since initiating JDAI, County and community leaders have worked together to significantly 

decrease the average daily population at the Ramsey County Juvenile Detention Center, and to 

build quality alternatives to detention for young people who come into contact with “the 

system”.  Perhaps most significantly, this diverse partnership of stakeholders in the juvenile 

justice system has agreed upon a shared concept of the purpose of detention:  
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 Prevent a young person from causing harm to themselves or others; and  

 Ensure the youth shows up for court.   

 

With these two exclusive purposes in mind, the JDAI Stakeholder‟s Group developed a Risk 

Assessment Instrument (RAI) to attempt to predict which boys are most likely to either reoffend 

before their court date or fail to appear for their hearing.  This was no easy task – early results 

were difficult to evaluate due to high numbers of “overrides”, where a decision to detain a young 

person was made despite a low score on the RAI; this practice has since been abolished. Over 

time, this common focus on two exclusive purposes for detention has enabled county and 

community leaders to reduce the number of annual admissions to detention in the Ramsey 

County Juvenile Detention Center by 72% from 2005 to 2010 (Qtrly Report to JDAI 

Stakeholders‟ Group, July 2011, pg 1). 

 

Risk Assessment Overview 

 
As it relates to the criminal justice system, risk assessment is the practice of identifying “high 

risk offenders so that... courts can target them with sanctions and rehabilitative services to 

prevent subsequent offending” (Schwalbe, 449).  In short, assessing risk is about using a variety 

of factors to predict the probability that some event will occur in the future, with the underlying 

purpose of discovering how to manage that risk to produce the most desirable outcome. 

 

Assessing risks is not a new practice - its implementation in fields like insurance, higher 

education and consumer lending is well established.  Most individuals assess risks constantly to 

inform everyday decisions such as how fast to drive, whether or not to eat fast food, or how 
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much to study for an exam.  Just the same, academics and practitioners alike have long worked 

to determine risk and use determinants of risk to address social ills.  However, as an increasingly 

challenged global economy has strained public resources, made life harder for individuals and 

families and exacerbated disparities in recent decades, institutions across sectors have placed 

increasing emphasis on effective risk assessment as a guide for strategic decision making. 

 

This work has proven fruitful in various areas: 

 Like Ramsey County, several other counties across the country have now successfully 

implemented JDAI initiatives, including Multnomah County (Portland), Oregon; Santa 

Cruz, California; Cook County (Chicago), Illinois, resulting in dramatic decreases in the 

average daily population of their juvenile detention facilities with no corresponding 

increase in juvenile crime rates (JDAI Factsheet, 2009). 

 The Saint Paul Police Department has implemented the “Blueprint for Safety”, a risk 

assessment model that considers 11 key criterion to prevent domestic violence in the city 

by predicting the families and incidents that have the highest likelihood to escalate, 

allowing for much more proactive intervention (Aslanian, 2011). 

 Perhaps the most highly publicized occurrence of risk assessment in the public sector is 

all of the work that has been done in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the 

United States to identify and secure areas of vulnerability, and to alert people to the 

current threat level through an easy to understand color-coded rating system (Woods, 4). 

 

The myriad legal, logistical, and philosophical problems associated with risk assessment have 

been much debated, particularly in the areas of sentencing guidelines, child maltreatment, 
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lending and consumer fairness; earnings and wages; and higher education admissions.  In 

general, the critique of risk management as a tool to guide strategic public investments usually 

fall into one of two categories: practical concerns and ethical concerns.  The former centers on 

whether or not statistical analysis can serve as an objective tool to predict recidivism; the latter 

centers on challenging the underlying morality of implementing such a system in the first place. 

 

Practical Concerns  

 

Error/ One-Dimensional 
 

18th Century English legal expert William Blackstone once asserted in regards to the criminal 

justice system that “it is better that ten guilty persons escape, than that one innocent suffer” 

(Netter, 711).  While not everyone in today‟s society would completely agree with the magnitude 

of Blackstone‟s assertion, it is clear that a civilized society‟s criminal justice system should take 

every precaution to minimize and eliminate the improper incarceration of innocents.  

Recognizing the imperfection - not to mention the historic and persistent discrimination against 

certain groups - of our criminal justice system, many people dedicate their lives and careers to 

revisiting old cases and attempting to exonerate individuals who may have been wrongfully 

convicted of a serious crime.  Indeed, we as a society are always remorseful when we find such 

an individual.  

 

By all accounts, we are yet to see a risk assessment model that is 100% accurate.  Instead, we run 

the risk of “false negatives” - offenders predicted not to recidivate who do reoffend; and “false 

positives” - a person predicted to recidivate who is therefore incarcerated but, in reality, would 

have stayed crime-free (Netter, 711).  Obviously, any single individual released as a result of a 
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“false negative”, who goes on to reoffend - especially a serious crime - would be a very high 

profile case, resulting in significant embarrassment to juvenile justice system leaders.  

Meanwhile, we have no way to observe or calculate “false positives”, resulting in a situation 

where the overwhelming social and political pressure is to err on the side of keeping people 

incarcerated. 

 

Circularity/ Enforcement Effect  

 

According to Netter, the phenomenon of unequal enforcement creates a significant problem for 

statistical risk assessment models:  

“those who are more likely to be caught are more likely to serve longer sentences, not 

just because they are actually more likely to commit crimes, but in part because the 

police are paying more attention to them.  This phenomenon can falsely make certain 

demographic characteristics - like age or personal economics - appear to be more 

strongly correlated with crime commission than they actually are, because younger 

people and poorer people are more likely to live in areas of heavy police presence.”   

To introduce this already disparate statistic as criteria in risk assessment that impacts decision-

making would invariably introduce a substantial feedback effect, creating a vicious cycle that 

likely would exert a snowballing self-perpetuating effect on the underlying disparity. 

 

Ethical Concerns 

 

In addition to the myriad practical concerns surrounding the use of risk assessment as an 

“objective” decision making tool, the practice is surrounded by a complex set of ethical 

challenges which are equally difficult to navigate.  Specifically, detractors have complained that 
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such models distort the very purpose of incarceration by punishing individuals for “future crime” 

and engaging factors not related to the criminal offense into justice system decisions. 

 

Punishing “Future Crimes” 

 

The lynchpin of the Western criminal judicial system is the concept that individual suspects are 

to be presumed innocent until proven guilty. The entire point of Risk Assessment is to predict 

future criminal activity, enabling a systems response that attempts to prevent it.  Practically 

speaking, when we make sentencing, probation, or other decisions based on a modeled prediction 

of future criminal activity, we essentially impose a punishment on that individual for a crime that 

he or she has not yet even committed. 

 

Punishing Group Characteristics  

 

According to Netter, statistical approaches are intended to “speak to group tendencies, not 

individual proclivities”.  He asserts that “forcing convicts to be saddled by the actions of others 

who are similarly aged, similarly employed or similarly unmarried invokes principles of equity 

and justice” not present in other risk assessment contexts. (Netter, 714). 

 

Perhaps the most vivid example of the complex potential problems associated with risk 

assessment is its use in higher education admission decisions.  Standardized tests such as the 

Standardized Achievement Test (SAT) and ACT are used to determine high school students‟ 

“risk” of success or failure in post-secondary educational institutions.  Graduate and Professional 

schools use test scores on standardized exams like the Graduate Record Exam (GRE), Graduate 

Management Admission Test (GMAT), Medical College Admission Test (MCAT), Law School 

Admission Test (LSAT) as a significant factor to guide their admissions decisions.   
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Using standardized test scores alone as the sole decision-making criterion, educational 

institutions could end up rejecting a very talented, hard-working student with poor test-taking 

skills in favor of a much weaker student who happens to be a strong test-taker.  Additionally, a 

student with a cultural background most similar to that of the test‟s authors, who in general are 

overwhelmingly white and middle-class, will likely understand the topics and examples 

employed in the test - which are not necessarily the competency being assessed - therefore giving 

those students an invisible advantage over their peers.   

 

As an example, a student who has sailed extensively may have a distinct advantage over a 

student who has not in answering correctly a reading comprehension question which uses 

sailboating as a topic, despite the fact that the test is clearly not designed to test students‟ 

knowledge of sailboats.  To compound the disparity, if the test scores are used as a determinant 

of admissions tests, then moving forward, the sailing student is more likely to be admitted into a 

better school, study under more highly qualified professors, and secure better internships and 

jobs.  Therefore, rather than just measuring and reporting future risks, the assessment instrument 

could run the risk of exacerbating risks and the resulting disproportionality. 

 

To mitigate such circumstances, colleges and graduate schools commonly use other factors, such 

as an applicant‟s grade-point-average, extra-curricular activities and academic recommendations 

to further inform their understanding of each applicant before making their final admissions 

decisions - precisely the type of additional insight that critics consistently insist is necessary with 

any risk assessment instrument in any field. 
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The 2002 futuristic movie, Minority Report, imagined a utopian society in which a special police 

department, called “PreCrime”, apprehends individuals based on foreknowledge provided by 

three psychics; law-abiding “criminals” in the movie were detained, convicted and imprisoned 

for the purpose of preventing whatever crime the system‟s psychics predicted them to commit in 

the future.  In the end, the system is abandoned after it is revealed to have significant flaws that 

sometimes destroy the lives of innocent individuals and their families.  Further, the movie closes 

by surprisingly revealing one instance where the psychic prediction acted as self-fulfilling 

prophecy, by actually creating the chain of events that ultimately caused the prediction to come 

true. 

 

Complete with cars that drive themselves and guns that can only be found in a museum, Minority 

Report readily reveals itself as science-fiction and fantasy.  Unfortunately, as life imitates art, 

certain jurisdictions have seemingly sought to employ statistical analysis to imitate the movie‟s 

premise.   

 

In his 2007 Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology article, Brian Netter provides the 

following overview of risk assessment in the State of Virginia: 

Virginia’s program of nonviolent offender risk assessment uses predictions of recidivism 

to recommend which felons should be incarcerated.  Unlike many sentencing schemes 

that rely on the severity of the offense and the offender’s criminal history, Virginia’s 

depends on a statistical study commissioned by the legislature that purports to match 

offender characteristics with future behavior.  New offenders are given recidivism 
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“scores” that depend on gender, employment status, marital status, and age - all factors 

seemingly unrelated to the criminal conduct itself...” 

 

A strong critic of the program, the author goes on to reveal a critical ethical concern with the 

Virginia model, “...a young, unemployed, never-married man is considerably more likely to face 

jail time than an older, divorced woman who held a job prior to committing an identical crime.”  

Like the education example previously presented, Netter charges that, by over-relying on 

statistical analysis, the Virginia approach exacerbates, rather than addresses, the conditions 

which produce the disparity. 

 

Introduction of Analysis 
 

Boys Totem Town (BTT) is a residential correctional facility in Ramsey County for up to 85 

adolescent boys who have been adjudicated delinquent by the Juvenile Court.  BTT‟s mission is 

to “protect the community by providing a safe custodial group living environment, opportunities 

for rehabilitation, housekeeping, food service, medical services and educational programs for 

boys committed by the juvenile court.” 

BTT attempts to provide a nurturing environment for residents, complete with a wide variety of 

support services offered both during their stay and in Aftercare, including:  

 Special Education Services 

 Parent Orientation Sessions  

 Daily Peer Groups  

 Weekly Family Groups  
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 Chemical Dependency Treatment with Aftercare  

 Alcoholics & Narcotic Anonymous Support Groups  

 Chemical Awareness Educational Curriculums  

 Human Sexuality Educational Curriculums  

 Conflict Management Education  

 Health Realization Groups  

 Grief Group  

 Young Fathers Group  

 Cognitive Skills Groups  

 Vocational Counseling & Job Placement  

 Multi-Systemic Therapy (MST) & Mentorship‟s  

 Boys & Girls Clubs  

 Volunteers in Corrections  

 Three Month Aftercare Program 

Successfully reducing the number of juveniles housed in secure facilities requires the 

development and use of risk assessment tools to accurately identify boys who do not need to be 

locked up.  During the study period of 199-2003, Boys Totem Town (BTT) employed the 

Jesness Inventory (JI) and Youth Level of Service/Case Management Inventory (YLS/CMI) as 

its primary tools for assessing recidivism risk among residents
1
.  While the YLS/CMI has grown 

increasingly popular in recent years, concerns about its universal application have prompted its 

developers to validate the instrument on their own local populations (Flores, 2003).  As no such 

empirical evaluation has ever been performed locally, there currently exists little basis for 

                                                 
1
 It is important to note that these scores were not used to make decisions about release, but more to determine 

assignment of program support services and treatment. 
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confidence that the instruments provide the necessary information to inform service delivery in a 

manner that is both locally and culturally appropriate to the facility.  Similarly, there is also no 

level of assurance of the predictive validity of Jesness Scores, three of which – Social 

Maladjustment (SM), Asocial Index (AI) and Enthusiasm (EN) – are featured yearly in the 

Ramsey County Community Corrections Annual Report as measures of “improvement in 

behavior and attitude” among BTT residents, and employed as part of the facility‟s risk 

assessment toolkit.  The vast diversity of BTT residents adds potential difficulty to identifying 

one instrument that can serve as an accurate universal predictor for all offenders, underscoring 

the need to investigate the validity of any instrument to be used as such (Schwalbe, 460). 

 

Risk Indicators 

 

Drawing upon valuable lessons documented in other jurisdictions, this paper will inform the 

work currently being conducted through the JDAI Initiative by studying patterns in recidivism 

among juvenile offenders released from Boys Totem Town during the study period from 1999 to 

2003.  This research project will explore the relationship between recidivism and three Jesness 

scores: Social Maladjustment, Asocial Index and Enthusiasm Index.  Each of these will be 

defined in greater detail in the Methodology section of this report. 
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Research Questions 

 

This paper will seek to address four primary research questions: 

Research Question #1 

 

Were Black and Hispanic boys released from Boys Totem Town during the study period 

more likely to recidivate and return to the facility than the rest of the population?  

 

Research Question #2 

 

Can these differences in recidivism rates be explained by differences in age and/or time 

served in the facility? 

Research Question #3 

 

Do the three indicators examined in this study  - Social Maladjustment (SM), Asocial 

Index (AI) or Enthusiasm (En) explain or predict the differences in recidivism rates 

between Black and Hispanic boys and the rest of the population? 

 

Research Question #4 

 

Do the three indicators examined in this study effectively predict recidivism risk levels 

for any cohort of boys released from BTT during the study period? 

 

Methodology 

 
Initial Dataset 
The initial dataset of admissions records analyzed in this study was prepared and provided by 

Boys Totem Town, including information on 1370 unique admissions to the facility during the 

five-year study period from January 1, 1999 through December 31, 2003.  To create the sample 

universe analyzed in this study, the following exclusions were made: 
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· Males age 17 or older at release, because a recidivism event would have resulted in 

placement in adult detention, as opposed to a return trip to BTT; 

· Residents released after December 31, 2002, who would not have had a full opportunity 

to recidivate, using a one-year test period; 

· Residents for whom assessment test scores are not available; and 

· Repeat readmissions beyond the first recidivism event for each unique individual. 

 

Sample Population 
Exercising the exclusions listed in the previous section resulted in a sample population of 600 

students (see Table 1), of which 36% were White (n=216); 35.5% were Black (n=213); 16.5% 

were Asian American (n=99), and 6.67% were Hispanic (n=40).  No other racial cohort of 

students comprised more than 4% of the sample population. 

Table 1 - Sample Population Characteristics by Race 

 

American 

Indian 

Asian 

American 
Black White Other Somali Hispanic 

Age (days) 5863.3 5773.2 5801.5 5910.1 5791.6 4953.0 5944.4 

Time Served (days) 250.6 261.0 262.4 257.9 243.9 271.0 247.3 

Recividism Rate 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.0 0.4 

Social Maladjustment 57.55 55.78 58.80 52.67 59.33 79 58.33 

Asocial Index 63.14 59.54 63.24 58.06 65.44 70 62.20 

Enthusiasm Index 55.82 61.48 59.69 63.55 57.78 44 58.48 

N 22 99 213 216 9 1 40 

% 3.67% 16.50% 35.50% 36.00% 1.50% 0.17% 6.67% 

        

The widely varied population size of the racial cohorts makes it difficult to form meaningful 

conclusions on an individual scale, so this study combines students into only two race categories.  

Because this dataset mirrors the national trend of overrepresentation particularly impacting 

Black
2
 and Hispanic Residents, these students are combined to create the first group; American 

                                                 
2
 Because of the small sample size (n=1), Somali youth are included as Black. 
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Indian, Asian American, White and Other students combine to constitute the second group  (see 

Table 2). 

Table 2. - Sample Population by Race Cohort 

 

Black/ 

Hispanic/  

Somali 

All  

Others 

Equal Variances Unequal Variances 

t test Pr(|T|>|t|) t test Pr(|T|>|t|) 

Age (days) 5820.7 5864.9 1.231 0.219 1.237 0.217 

Time Served 260.0 258.0 -0.403 0.687 -0.412 0.681 

Recividism 0.4 0.3 -1.941 0.053 -1.928 0.054 

Social Maladjustment 58.80 54.04 -4.232 0.000 -4.279 0.000 

Asocial Index 63.11 59.00 -3.022 0.003 -3.028 0.003 

Enthusiasm Index 59.48 62.32 2.240 0.025 2.254 0.025 

N 254 346     

% 42.33% 57.67%     

 
 
Key Definitions 
 

Recidivism 
 
For the purposes of this analysis, recidivism is defined as a return to BTT within one year of 

release, regardless of the nature of the event which causes the return (e.g. - new offense, 

probation violation, etc.).  Admittedly, this definition differs from a pure measure of recidivism, 

and is discussed in greater detail in the Limitations section of the report. 

 

Social Maladjustment 

 

Social Maladjustment is an assessment tool intended to measure an individual‟s willful 

involvement in “a pattern of engagement in purposive antisocial, destructive, and delinquent 

behavior” (Merrell, 901). Lower scores are desirable; any individuals with scores above 62 are 

considered to be at higher risk. 
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Asocial Index 

 

Asocial Index is an assessment tool intended to reflect a student‟s willingness to “resolve 

conflicts in ways which show disregard for social customs and rules” (Benda, 2001).  Lower 

scores are desirable; any individuals with scores above 62 are considered to be at higher risk.  

 

Enthusiasm Index 

 

Enthusiasm Index is an assessment tool intended to measure a student‟s level of enthusiasm for 

rehabilitative programming and services provided.  Higher scores are desirable; any individuals 

who score below 58 are considered to be at higher risk. 

 

Analysis 
To answer the four research questions, the following series of statistical analyses was conducted: 

 T-test to determine whether or not the mean recidivism rates for the two groups of students 

analyzed were statistically equal; 

 Logistic regression on recidivism controlling for age, race and time served, to determine the 

degree to which differences in recidivism rates can be explained by corresponding differences in 

age and time served in the facility between the two groups (Black/Hispanic/ Somali and All 

Others); 

 Logistic regression on recidivism controlling for race, age, time served, Social Maladjustment 

risk rating, Asocial Index risk rating, and Enthusiasm risk rating, to determine predictive 

reliability of the three indicators on recidivism for the entire population, taken as a whole; and 

 Two logistic regressions controlling for race, age, time served, Social Maladjustment risk rating, 

Asocial Index risk rating, and Enthusiasm risk rating, to determine predictive reliability of the 

three indicators on recidivism for the two groups, considered separately. 
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Key Findings 
 

Research Question #1  

 

Were Black and Hispanic boys released from BTT during the study period more likely to return 

to the facility than the rest of the population? 

· Null Hypothesis: H0 = There are no statistically significant differences in recidivism rates 

by race. 

· Alternative Hypothesis: H1 = There are significant differences in recidivism by race. 

 

Of the 254 Black/ Hispanic students released from BTT during the study period, 104 (40.94%) 

returned to the facility within one year.  At a glance, this rate is higher than that of the 346 

“Other” students, of whom 115 (33.24%) returned to the facility within one year.  But is it higher 

to a statistically significant degree? 

Table 3 - Recidivism T-Test Results 

 Black/  

Hispanic 

All  

Others 

Mean 0.4094 0.3324 

Std. Dev. (0.030) (0.025) 

t-test -1.928  

Pr(|T|>|t|) 0.054  

2*Pr(F<f) 0.4535  

* Unequal variances 

Table 3 illustrates the results of a t-test conducted to determine whether the means (recidivism 

rates) of the two groups are statistically equal or different, relative to the variability of the 

students‟ scores within each group.  With a t-statistic of -1.928, Black/ Hispanic boys have a 
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higher probability to recidivate than their peers, significant at a 5% level.  These recidivism rates 

translate into odds ratios of 0.693 and 0.498, respectively, resulting in an odds ratio for Blacks/ 

Hispanics that is 1.39 times that of all others. 

 

Finding #1: The null hypothesis is rejected, and the alternate hypothesis accepted - Black and 

Hispanic boys released from Boys Totem Town during the study period were more likely to 

recidivate and return to the facility, compared to the rest of the population. 

 

 

Research Question #2  

 

Can the differences in recidivism rates between Black and Hispanic boys and the rest of the 

population be explained by differences in age and/or time served in the facility? 

· Null Hypothesis: H0 = The difference in recidivism rates between Black and Hispanic 

boys and the rest of the population are not due to differences in age or time served. 

· Alternative Hypothesis: H1 = The difference in recidivism rates between Black/ Hispanic 

boys and the rest of the population is explained by differences in age or time served. 

Because age and time served are two variables that could significantly impact an individual‟s 

odds of recidivating, differences in means for these two variables could considerably distorting 

both the analysis and  its findings.  To determine whether such differences exist, a logistic 

regression was conducted, controlling for race, age and time served (see Table 4). 
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Table 4 - Logistic Regression on Recividism  

(Controlling for race, age, time served) 

 Logistic Odds Ratio 

Black/Hispanic/Somali 0.309* 1.362* 

 (0.173) (0.236) 

 [0.074] [0.074] 

Age -0.000***  

 (0.000)  

 [0.008]  

Time served 0.003**  

 (0.001)  

 [0.029]  

Constant 1.599  

 (1.281)  

 [0.212]  

Observations 600  

standard errors in parenthesis 

p-values in brackets 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

When controlling for age and time served, the Black/ Hispanic offs of recidivism was still 1.362 

times that of others, inside a 10% confidence interval.  Although the magnitude of the difference 

decreases very slightly, a significant difference remains. 

 

Finding #2: Neither the student‟s age nor length of time served explains the differences in 

recidivism; further, there are no significant differences in the age or time served between black 

and Hispanic students and the rest of the population (see Table 2).  The null hypothesis is 

accepted. 
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Research Question #3  

 

Do the three indicators examined in this study - Social Maladjustment (SM), Asocial Index (AI), 

and/or Enthusiasm (EN) explain or predict the differences in recidivism rates between Black/ 

Hispanic boys and the rest of the sample population? 

· Null Hypothesis: H0 = Residents rated “high risk” by the assessment indicators are no 

more likely to recidivate than their peers. 

· Alternative Hypothesis: H1 = Residents rated “high risk” by the assessment indicators are 

indeed more likely to recidivate than their peers. 

 

Understanding that significant differences do exist between groups of boys released from BTT 

during the study period, and that these differences cannot be fully explained by differences in the 

mean age or time served in the facility, it is particularly important to understand the degree to 

which the indicators - Social Maladjustment (SM), Asocial Index (AI) and Enthusiasm (EN) 

effectively predict recidivism risk for the population. 

To determine the answer, a logistic regression was conducted controlling for race, age, time 

served and risk rating in each of the three indicator categories (see results, Table 5).  As 

illustrated in Table 3, the p-values for SM (0.280), AI (0.232), and En (0.301) are all well outside 

a 10% confidence interval.  As such, none of the coefficients for these indicators is statistically 

significant - no difference can be proven in the recidivism rates of boys rated “high risk” and 

boys not rated “high risk” for either of the three indicators.  Further, even after controlling for 

age, time served, and assessment scores, Black/Hispanic odds of recidivism is still 1.352 greater, 

within a 10% confidence level.  
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Table 5. - Logistic Regression on Recividism  

(controlling for race, age, time served, SM, AI and EN Post Scores) 

 Logistic Odds Ratio 

Black/Hispanic 0.301* 1.352* 

 (0.176) (0.238) 

 [0.087] [0.087] 

Age -0.000***  

 (0.000)  

 [0.006]  

Time Served 0.003**  

 (0.001)  

 [0.032]  

SM High Risk 0.259 1.296 

 (0.239) (0.311) 

 [0.280] [0.280] 

AI High Risk -0.275 0.759 

 (0.229) (0.175) 

 [0.232] [0.232] 

EN High Risk -0.483 0.617 

 (0.467) (0.288) 

 [0.301] [0.301] 

Constant 1.781  

 (1.299)  

 [0.170]  

Observations 600  

standard errors in parenthesis 

p-values in brackets 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

 

Finding #3: Neither of the three indicators examined in this study explains or predicts the 

difference in recidivism between black and hispanic students and the rest of the population. The 

null hypothesis is accepted. 
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Research Question #4  
 

Do the three indicators examined in this study effectively predict recidivism risk levels for any 

cohort of boys released from BTT during the study period?  

· Null Hypothesis: H0 = Within specific race cohorts, the three indicators examined in this 

study are not effective predictors of recidivism risk for either group boys released from 

BTT during the study period. 

· Alternative Hypothesis: H1 = Within specific race cohorts, the three indicators examined 

in this study are effective predictors of recidivism risk for released from BTT during the 

study period. 

 

The final question in the analysis deals with whether or not either of the indicators under 

exploration provides a more reliable predictor of recidivism risk for either of the specific cohorts 

of boys under consideration in the study.  Table 6 shows the results of a logistic regression 

conducted for Black/ Hispanic boys only.  As the p-values presented for Social Maladjustment 

(0.426), Asocial Index (0.300), and Enthusiasm (0.331) are all well outside a 10% confidence 

interval, no statistically significant correlation can be drawn for either of the three indicators 

between a “high” risk rating and recidivism for Back/ Hispanic boys. 
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Table 6 - Logistic Regression on Recividism: Black/ Hispanic 

(Controlling for race, age, time served, SM, AI & EN Post scores) 

   

 Logistic  Odds Ratio 

Age -0.000**  

 (0.000)  

 [0.047]  

   

Time Served 0.002  

 (0.002)  

 [0.306]  

   

SM High Risk 0.277 1.319 

 (0.348) (0.459) 

 [0.426] [0.426] 
   

AI High Risk -0.362 0.696 

 (0.349) (0.243) 

 [0.300] [0.300] 
   

EN High Risk 0.692 1.997 

 (0.711) (1.420) 

 [0.331] [0.331] 
   

Constant 2.668  

 (2.000)  

 [0.182]  

Observations 254  

standard errors in parenthesis 

p-values in brackets 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
   

 

A similar analysis of the White/ Asian/ American Indian/ Other category is almost identical.  The 

calculated p-values for Social Maladjustment (0.443) and Asocial Index (0.526) lie well outside 

a 10% confidence interval, so a “high” risk rating in neither of these assessments can be shown 

to be a reliable predictor of recidivism.  However, the analysis of Enthusiasm post-scores for 

White/ Asian/ American Indian/ Other students produces a coefficient of -1.482 with a p-value of 

0.057 – significant on the 10% level –  indicating that the odds of recidivism for “high risk” rated 

boys in this cohort are actually slightly lower than that of their peers (see Table 7).  This is a 

surprising finding – one would naturally expect any relationship found to move in the opposite 
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direction.  An alternative analyses was conducted to attempt to further explain this phenomenon, 

using raw scores instead of risk categories, and revealed a nonlinear relationship between 

Enthusiasm scores and recidivism for this cohort – boys who scored in both the high and low 

ranges for this indicator recidivated more frequently than boys who scored in the middle range. 

 

Finding #4: No significant linear relationship can be established between any of the three 

indicators in this study.  The null hypothesis is accepted. 

 

Table 7 - Logistic Regression on Recividism: All Others 

(Controlling for race, age, time served, SM, AI & EN) 

   

 Logistic  Odds Ratio 

Age -0.000*  

 (0.000)  

 [0.067]  

   

Time Served 0.003*  

 (0.001)  

 [0.065]  

   

SM High Risk 0.255 1.289 

 (0.332) (0.428) 

 [0.443] [0.443] 
   

AI High Risk -0.196 0.822 

 (0.309) (0.254) 

 [0.526] [0.526] 
   

EN High Risk -1.482* 0.227* 

 (0.779) (0.177) 

 [0.057] [0.057] 
   

Constant 1.389  

 (1.768)  

 [0.432]  

   

Observations 346  

standard errors in parenthesis 

p-values in brackets 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Limitations 
 

Definition of Recidivism 

 

For the purpose of this study, recidivism is defined as an event which results in the student being 

returned to BTT.  This definition - determined largely by the nature of the available data, which 

came directly from the facility - carries the risk of understating recidivism rates by virtue of 

failing to count residents who reoffend and are either processed in another jurisdiction, placed in 

another secure juvenile facility, certified as adults, sentenced to some alternative to secure 

confinement such as probation or house arrest, or released into their parents‟ custody. 

 

Missing Nature of Offense Committed  

 

Another limitation is the inability is the lack of specific data regarding nature of offense which 

results in the boys being sentenced to BTT.  It would be interesting to explore the relationship 

between residents‟ Jesness scores and the type and seriousness of the offense which he has been 

convicted of - both for the original offense and the recidivism incident.  This type of information 

could add significant insight into the data being analyzed in the study. 

 

Counting Hispanic/ Latino Youth 

 

The Federal Government considers race and ethnicity as separate matters, noting that “Hispanics 

and Latinos may be of any race.” 

(http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/race/racefactcb.html)  In Census 2000, the 

US Census Bureau reversed their usual ordering of questions to ask respondents their ethnicity 

before their race (http://www.co.ramsey.mn.us/NR/rdonlyres/750B3105-DFEF-46BB-A81F-

AF747D6B3E33/8375/chs_demographics_760_2007.pdf).  

http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/race/racefactcb.html
http://www.co.ramsey.mn.us/NR/rdonlyres/750B3105-DFEF-46BB-A81F-AF747D6B3E33/8375/chs_demographics_760_2007.pdf
http://www.co.ramsey.mn.us/NR/rdonlyres/750B3105-DFEF-46BB-A81F-AF747D6B3E33/8375/chs_demographics_760_2007.pdf
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Despite this recognition on the federal level, BTT treats “Hispanic/ Latino” as a race in 

collecting demographic data on  residents.  Given the fact that race is often far more readily 

observable than an individual‟s ethnic background (especially in the absence of a language 

barrier, which seldom exists for children growing up in Minnesota), this means that the only way 

a student would be identified as Hispanic/ Latino is if she self-identified with her ethnicity before 

her race.  This limitation readily reveals itself in the dataset, of which is only 6.67% is identified 

as Hispanic/ Latino, despite that same population representing 7.9% of the City of Saint Paul‟s 

general population at the time of the 2000 Census.  As justice system overrepresentation is a 

phenomenon that most acutely impacts people of African American and Hispanic descent in 

communities across the entire United States, it is highly improbable for the Hispanic/ Latino 

community to actually be underrepresented in Boys Totem Town.  Much more likely, this 

number illustrates an undercount based on the method used to record ethnicity. 

 

Because of the very diverse nature of the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area, and the lack of specific 

definition for some of the terms used to describe “races” of the residents, there exists a 

significant miscount potential, particularly for residents of Hispanic or Latino origin. 

 

Natural Groupings 

 

The great diversity that exists within the Twin Cities Metropolitan Area is perhaps its greatest 

strength.  This same characteristic also constantly adds difficulty to the task of devising 

meaningful conclusions about racial and ethnic groupings in the area, primarily because it is so 
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difficult to draw solid lines around large groups without stumbling over several difficult 

questions.  

 

For example, African Americans in the Twin Cities include domestic-born African Americans as 

well as a large, diverse population of New Americans who have immigrated from the African 

continent to Minnesota in recent years.  As it applies to BTT residents, the term “African 

American” could refer to residents of Somali, Ethiopian, Eritrean, Oromo and Liberian descent, 

just to name a few.   Similarly, the term “Asian American” must combine Hmong, Vietnamese, 

Laotian, Karen, and several other cultures into one group.  It is important to note that each of the 

specific communities mentioned above is a distinct cultural group within Ramsey County, and 

several are large enough to count uniquely. 

 

Conclusions 
 

Much like the rest of the country, Ramsey County has experienced significant racial 

disproportionality in their juvenile justice systems.  Boys Totem Town is no different. Despite 

the county‟s relatively small African American populations, which according to the US Census 

Bureau represented only 11% of the county‟s population at the time of the 2010 Census, a full 

35.5% of boys released from BTT during the study period were African American.   

 

Unfortunately, due to “Hispanic” being counted as a race and not separately as an ethnicity, only 

40 (6.67%) of the 600 boys included in this study were identified as Hispanic.  This design flaw 

overlooks the fact that people of Hispanic/ Latino ethnicity can also be African American, white, 

or any other race. Residents can identify either their race or their ethnicity - they cannot choose 
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both (http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/27/27123.html).  Set up in this fashion, this would 

only identify boys who chose to self-identify as “Hispanic” instead of white or black. 

 

Despite the heavy emphasis on the social and economic benefits of using risk assessment in the 

public sector, it remains a controversial subject as scholars and practitioners alike debate the 

merits of the practice.  As discussed earlier, the practice has proven to be a valuable tool in 

promoting public safety, from preventing domestic violence to reducing admissions to juvenile 

detention.  In the case of Boys Totem Town, the three indicators examined in this study - Social 

Maladjustment, Asocial Index and Enthusiasm - cannot be proven to have possessed any 

predictive validity whatsoever, with regard to predicting recidivism risk among boys released 

from Boys Totem Town during the study period. 

 

Finally, there remain significant, unexplained differences in recidivism between Black and 

Hispanic boys and the rest of the population, that are unexplained by this study, due largely to 

the limitations of the dataset used.  These differences merit further examination. 

 

  

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/27/27123.html
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Recommendations 

 
· Change data collection practices to recognize ethnicity separate and distinct from race.  

Collect more detailed/accurate information about race & ethnicity of BTT residents for 

more reliable analysis. 

· Identify/research other jurisdictions that have successfully self-developed a risk 

assessment instrument for local use. 

· Initiate a process to develop a more effective instrument for risk assessment. 

· Conduct evaluation of utilized risk assessment tools to ensure maximized reliability on an 

ongoing basis 

· Continue analysis to identify any areas of disparity within BTT, and take specific and 

culturally-appropriate measures to address. 

· Train facility staff on significance and use (misuse) of any instruments used for risk 

assessment. 
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