Veteran probation officer honored during Juvenile Justice Week
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In 1967, Eric Joy, a young sociology graduate from Erie, found an ad seeking probation officers. 

After a round of interviews, he came here to begin the job with Allegheny County. 

A naive 22-year-old, greener than the grass at Gannon College, his alma mater, Mr. Joy was assigned to counsel troubled youth in the Hill District, the most urban and most ethnically diverse neighborhood he'd ever experienced. 

"It was an initiation by fire," the grandfather of two recalled yesterday from his Grant Street office. 

When he was six months into the job, riots torched the Hill after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. 

Mr. Joy remembered being at the county jail all night helping to identify youth and adults that he worked with and trying to make arrangements for them to get back home. 

Now, nearly four decades later, Mr. Joy is being recognized for his longevity. 

He was one of 19 veteran juvenile probation officers yesterday who renewed their oaths in a ceremony at the old county jail to help mark Juvenile Justice Week. Together, the veterans have 590 years of service. 

Mr. Joy, 64, was a gullible recruit when he first began. Parents would borrow "milk" money and he'd later see them heading toward bars. One day, young people would tell him they'd straightened up and were headed back to school. The next day, he'd drive past them on the streets. 

Today, Mr. Joy, who went to Duquesne University at night to earn a master's degree in sociology in 1977, is deputy director of juvenile probation in Allegheny County. 

He remembered when officers had case loads of 100 and were fortunate to see the juveniles at least once a month. 

In the 1980s, after a few federal court cases began to shine the light on probation practices, the system began to change. Case loads were reduced. It became easier to identify high-risk youth. 

And, he said, officers began working in schools and with drug and alcohol facilities to help youth. 

He's seen the system adjust to make juvenile offenders more accountable -- now youth are expected to repay for damages and perform community service. Most of the attention today is toward keeping youths in school and improving academic records. Probation officers also are more involved in helping them to develop job skills. 

Those are positive changes he's seen; there are some that are more difficult. 

The escalation in gun violence has made life for youths more dangerous. More are showing signs of mental health issues, including depression and drug- and alcohol-related illnesses. Fractured family structures, said Mr. Joy, continue to keep youth locked out of dreaming. 

Occasionally, the job required Mr. Joy to transport a youth to a camp outside of the city. He was surprised to find that many had never been out of their neighborhood, or even to a restaurant. 

"It made me realize that there are different worlds," he said. 

In Allegheny County, there are about 3,000 youth on probation. People who are highly motivated and good organizers work with them. But the key ingredient, he said, is liking children. 



(Ervin Dyer can be reached at edyer@post-gazette.com or 412-263-1410. )
