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Youth Justice Reform
in Kansas



In Wichita and across Kansas, young people go to school, spend time with peers and 
family, and pursue goals and dreams of successful adulthood every day.  Yet for far too 
many youth, particularly youth of color, these experiences are disrupted by involvement 
with the justice system, often stemming from unaddressed trauma. For young people 
whose families are struggling with substance abuse, who live in under-resourced 
communities served by inadequate schools, or who live in neighborhoods that do not 
have safe and supportive spaces where youth can engage in healthy activities, 
involvement in the justice system can become a harmful and expensive response to 
underlying issues that never get addressed. 
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Progeny held visioning sessions in several Wichita 
high schools and a youth facility. 

Progeny visioning 
sessions 
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Each session began with an activity 
designed to simulate a journey through the 
youth justice system. 

For some participants, it may have been the �rst time 
they were ever asked what they and their 
communities needed. The environment in the room 
was alive as young people who’d never before been 
given a voice in issues that impacted them shared their 
hopes for themselves, their loved ones, and their larger 
community.

Next, youth who had been involved in the 
youth justice system were asked about 
their experiences.  

Finally, Progeny youth leaders shared 
information on how much youth 
incarceration currently costs Kansas, and 
asked participants how they thought those 
resources could be better spent. 
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Racial 
and ethnic 
disparities



In 2019, Kansas spent $134,223 per youth in its Juvenile Correctional Facility, 
and over $22 million in total on the facility in operating costs alone.
Source: KDOC FY2019 Annual Report

When asked how they would spend the money used to incarcerate a single young 
person for a year (over $100,000 the past few years), many young people talked about 
using the money to support family members who were struggling, or to obtain 
housing or a car for themselves or others. Some also talked about longer term goals, 
such as going to college, starting a business, or investing. 

In the discussion about what could be done with the total amount spent on youth 
correctional facilities (more than $22 million currently), the young people shared 
bigger plans.  They wanted more positive options and support for youth and families, 
including basic necessities (food and clothing), access to safe and healthy places to 
spend time, and more intensive services such as substance use services, as well as 
improvements to key child-serving systems such as education and foster care. Several 
young people also talked about using the money to support charities or churches.
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Meeting basic needs
Youth wanted to see more money invested in homeless shelters and a�ordable 
housing, as well as improvements to neighborhoods that are unhealthy environments, 
but may be the only places some people can a�ord to live. They wanted people in 
need to be able to receive food, clothing, health care (including mental health and 
substance abuse services), and child care. They also emphasized that these services 
needed to be safe, as current o�erings, such as homeless shelters, may not be safe 
places for youth to be. Youth also wanted their communities to have access to better 
jobs, like construction or engineering. They also thought funding should be used to 
help people with criminal records or mental or physical disabilities build skills and 
obtain jobs, so that individuals would be able to support themselves and not be 
dependent on public services or charities.

Adolescence is a time of enormous growth and learning, and youth wanted 
their communities to have safe spaces where they could participate in fun and 
healthy activities with peers, such as sports or martial arts, music and art, and 
other activities that can help youth release stress. Several youth also suggest-
ed that these spaces should also be places young people can get help. Youth 
also wanted to support mentoring/peer counseling, including from Credible 
Messengers from their own communities, noting that youth need role models 
and emotional support. Youth also talked about the racial tensions in their 
communities, and hoped to invest in solutions to address them.

Positive and safe 
opportunities 
for growth
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�
Youth talked about funding education for themselves 
or their families, and for others in their communities.  
They also talked about investing in schools—particu-
larly in under-resourced neighborhoods—to improve 
their quality and ensure they could prepare young 
people for jobs. 

This included paying teachers better and investing in 
supportive services like tutoring and counseling. 
Participants also suggested that youth could bene�t 
from education around budgeting/money manage-
ment and other “life skills,” as well as 
social-emotional skills such as self-control and anger 
management. Youth also wanted parenting education 
and health education to be more easily accessible. 

Schools and
education

When youth in the youth 
facility were asked about the 
change they would like to see, 
they initially focused on 
changes to the system, like 
not using ankle monitors (or 
using smaller ones). Then a 
Progeny youth leader who 
was helping facilitate the 
session asked how many 
participants were struggling 
because their parents don't 
have jobs, or because of 
mental health or substance 
use issues. Many of the young 
people raised their hands, and 
the tone of the conversation 
changed, with young people 
making broader suggestions. 
Progeny believes that youth 
are bigger than the box they 
are put in, and this experience 
was just a small demonstra-
tion of how, as one meeting 
facilitator put it, “if you let 
youth look outside the box 
they have big ideas.”

Getting
outside 
the box





Many young people talked about wanting to invest in improving foster care in 
Kansas. Youth also wanted the justice system to be fair for people of all races, 
decreased use of electronic monitoring and probation, and more 
opportunities for restorative justice. 

Helping 
system-involved 
children and youth
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Reinvesting Kansas’
Youth Justice Savings



In terms of the system itself, young people shared that if a young person must 
be involved in the youth justice system, they would want it to be one where:

What a better system 
would look like

Young people also emphasized that schools should be a place where 
young people and their families receive support, rather than a place 
where youth are frequently arrested in traumatizing ways in front of 
their peers. (Nearly all of the youth who participated in the visioning 
session at the youth facility had been arrested at school, with some 
sharing that they’d avoided school because they feared arrest there.)

The process begins with the youth and family receiving an explanation of what 
will happen (and a chance to say goodbye if the youth is going to a placement); 
youth and families receive accurate and timely information throughout the 
process.

Sta� have empathy for young people, and encourage them to make positive 
changes, rather than judging them solely on past mistakes or viewing them as 
"bad."

Youth and parents/caregivers have the opportunity to receive counseling/
therapy to work through family issues; youth are supported in resolving con�icts 
that they experienced before their justice system involvement, whether with 
family members or other youth.

All young people receive equal and fair treatment, from sta� and service 
providers who "meet youth where they are."

Youth receive the support they need to “get on the right path,” and work towards 
life goals such as going to college or joining the military.
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