Youth service hours pay off 

Teens serve their community as they serve their time

Monday, October 04, 2004

By Barbara White Stack, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

At first, it was forced labor done under court order -- delinquents washing and painting, buffing and staining in a sweltering McKeesport church last summer. 
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Pastor Virginia Burda delivers a sermon in the main sanctuary at the New Jerusalem Holiness Church, McKeesport. Teenagers in the McKeesport Community Intensive Supervision Project painted the walls in the background and washed the woodwork in the pulpit area and on the floors of the church with the help of Burda and her husband, Tom Burda, who co-pastor the church.
Click photo for larger image. 


Later, it became a labor of pride by teens who stopped counting the hours worked toward completion of their community service sentences and began looking forward to the tiny congregation's first service in its refinished sanctuary. 

"They chose to show us the best side of themselves," said Virginia Burda. She and her husband, Tom Burda, serve as pastors for the New Jerusalem Holiness Church in McKeesport. 

For two months last summer, three to eight teens sentenced to the McKeesport Community Intensive Supervision Project -- called CISP -- arrived at the church every day to help the Burdas renovate the ramshackle place of worship. 

They learned new skills. They built an enduring relationship with the Burdas. And beyond changing the church's appearance, they changed themselves. 

This project and others sponsored by the Allegheny County juvenile probation department demonstrate why the county increased both the number of community hours worked by delinquents and the percentage of delinquents who completed their court-mandated hours. 

The second annual report card of the county's juvenile court, to be released during Juvenile Justice Week which begins today, will show that 98 percent of delinquents freed from court supervision in 2003 completed their community service sentences, which typically are 100 or more hours. In 2002, that figure was 96.6 percent. 

That year, the youths worked 68,791 hours. In 2003, their hours rose to 69,654. 

Jim Rieland, the county's chief probation officer and director of juvenile court services, believes those numbers may be the highest in the country. That's something he would know from his frequent travels nationwide promoting the concept of Balanced and Restorative Justice, which was adopted by Pennsylvania during a reform of juvenile justice in 1995. 

The concept widens the traditional focus of juvenile court ---- reforming errant youths ---- to include efforts to help victims and protect communities. 

Community service is a big part of that. 

John Fiscante, probation supervisor at the McKeesport CISP program, explains that the community service projects create a relationship between the youngsters and community residents that makes it harder for the teens to repeat their offenses. 

For example, in McKeesport, where the population is dominated by senior citizens, delinquents in the CISP program work off their community service hours by mowing lawns and weed whacking for residents too frail to do the work themselves. All that's asked in exchange is a glass of pop or a sandwich. The eating promotes talking. The seniors get to know the scary teens. The youths get to know the scary old people. 

"An emotional bond is formed," Fiscante said. "The boys know who lives in that house now. It is no longer just a house on the street." 

The reporting of the community service hours served is part of the Balanced and Restorative Justice concept. The community has a right to know just how well its juvenile justice system is working, and the reporting, now in its second year, is part of that. 

Rieland is trying to get every chief probation officer in the state to do it, and he promotes the idea when he travels. 

His report card this year shows a decrease in repeat offenses while youngsters are on probation, from 13 percent in 2002 to 11 percent in 2003. 

The percentage of youngsters who did not violate the terms of their probation remained the same at 94 percent. 

The amount of restitution paid rose from $138,979 to $155,911, but the percentage of youngsters who paid in full dropped from 81 percent to 77 percent. 

In addition to reporting the numbers to the public, it's crucial to collect and study them so the department knows where it must improve, Rieland said. 

One reason the community service numbers are so high, he said, is that youngsters frequently complete more hours than required. 

Fiscante said it's not unusual for a youngster to perform 200 hours when sentenced to 100. 

Fiscante is always looking for meaningful community service projects. He just set up one with Glenshire Woods, a McKeesport nursing home. Teens visit the seniors there twice a week now; they play checkers and cards and wheel the seniors around. 
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Pastor Virginia Burda and her husband, Pastor Tom Burda, in the basement section of their church that they hope to renovate into a fitness area.
Click photo for larger image. 
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When he heard about the needs of the Burdas' church last summer, Fiscante was intrigued. When he walked through the church building the first time, he was horrified. 

"I felt something was going to fall on me from the ceiling," he said. "It was that terrible." 

The youngsters started work in July, under direct supervision of the Burdas and a CISP worker. The boys performed some tasks requiring limited skills, like washing and painting walls. But Tom Burda also taught them to repair plumbing in the church bathroom, to buff and stain hardwood floors, and to set and clean pews. 

The Burdas had bought the church on Soles Street 2 1/2 years earlier but had only been able to conduct services in a small, restored section of the fellowship hall. With the boys' help, they held their first service for approximately 25 members on Aug. 1. 

The Burdas gave the boys lunch each day -- fun food like pizza and chicken and hoagies that the youngsters considered far superior to CISP fare. Virginia Burda said those times with the boys were the best. 

"I really enjoyed sitting and talking with them," she said. 

When the work was done, the Burdas e-mailed photos across the country to their 14 sister churches. And, at a service, they recognized the youngsters for their hard work. 

"We promised them that as long as they lived, this would be their church and told them that they had invested in the church in a way that makes them a part of it as long as we are in existence," Virginia Burda said. 

Before they found the old church in McKeesport, the Burdas had conducted services in a home in Duquesne. They felt drawn to the dilapidated church and bought it not knowing how they would ever restore it. 

Then Fiscante showed up. 

"We thought the CISP young people and community service were an answer to our prayers," she said. 



(Barbara White Stack can be reached at bwhitestack@post-gazette.com or 412-263-1878.)
