Dallas County juvenile offender program teaches leadership, commitment with shelter dog training
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Irais Faura helps a juvenile offender with his test during P.R.E.P. training at a Dallas County juvenile justice center. Teenagers train shelter dogs as part of the P.R.E.P. program.
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Come. Stay. Sit.

Jetta has no idea what her new trainers are saying. All the black Labrador mix knows is that there’s a liver treat in 16-year-old Robert’s hand. And she wants it. She nuzzles his tattooed arms.

“Jetta, stay,” he commands. Still, she won’t listen to him or his partner, Tanner, 15, both of whom are at Dallas County’s Youth Village, a juvenile justice residential center where boys receive education and vocational training.

Dog trainer Juan Faura tells the two teenagers that training Jetta will be difficult. If her behavior gets worse, they could choose to work with another puppy. But the boys decide to give it their best shot with Jetta.

Juvenile offenders often don’t know the difference they can make when the streets and gangs call them. But P.R.E.P. (which stands for Patience, Responsibility, Empathy and Partnership) can show the young men that, through leadership and commitment, they can save a dog from a shelter and make it suitable for adoption. The dogs learn to be less fearful, more social. The young men learn the benefits of positive reinforcement and nonviolence.

Each training cycle lasts three weeks. “These guys know what it’s like to have people give up on them,” Faura said. “Most of them come in with the mentality of ‘I’m not going to let this dog down.’”

Dallas County resurrected the dog training program two years ago. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals ran a similar program at Youth Village for three years but lost funding in 2003. Then, in 2009, Dallas County contracted with Faura and his wife, Irais. The total annual cost of the P.R.E.P. program is under $90,000, most of which pays for the trainers.

Earlier this summer, Robert and Tanner were paired to train Jetta. She is less than a year old and was picked up as a stray and placed in an animal rescue kennel. Luckily for Jetta, a volunteer, Kayla Harmon, took her in as a foster dog. The pup paid her back by tearing up furniture and shoes at night and jumping on every person who entered the house.

“No one taught her anything,” Harmon said. “She likes to play and be hyper, and before the program, that’s all she knew how to do.”

Robert and Tanner

During Week 2 of the program, Jetta paws at Robert’s arms when she sees him. On his right arm, a tattoo portrays a scribbled drawing of the downtown Dallas skyline. On his left arm, another tattoo reads “West Dallas.” He is one of eight boys in the class. He keeps his distance from everyone on the bleachers during instruction.

At just under 5 feet, Tanner is the smallest boy in the class. On the bleachers, he sits at the center. Despite his height, he is the encouraging leader the rest of the boys look up to during dog training. (The Dallas Morning News does not generally publish the full names of juvenile offenders.)

Jetta has mastered coming and staying. Tanner commands her to sit. After Jetta gets her legs tangled in her leash, she finally sits. “Yes,” Tanner tells her. Progress. Jetta snatches her treat.

“Many of these boys have grown up in situations where they don’t bond with dogs,” said Michele Deitch, a professor at the University of Texas who lectures on juvenile justice issues. “A dog is a nonjudgmental, loving companion. I think they need that in their lives.”

The big picture

Tanner is no stranger to dogs. He comes from Garland, where his mom and dad work full time. They have a yellow Labrador and a dachshund. His mother, Sheryl, worried when Tanner began fighting in school. He was placed at Youth Village after his latest fight this spring.

“We know this is what Tanner needs,” his mother said. “The Youth Village sounded like something he needed to mature and make right choices. We want him to see the big picture.”

Robert lives with his mother. He says that her addictions to crack cocaine and unhealthy relationships hindered her ability to raise him. She was told by a judge two years ago that she would lose her two sons if she didn’t clean up. (She couldn’t be reached for comment; her phone was disconnected.)

Since then, she has given up drugs and has had a steady job. But her past has influenced Robert’s choices. He says he has sold drugs to make money and provide for himself. The original offense that put him in jail six times through probation violations was a burglary on school grounds. He was found guilty in juvenile court of stealing laptops from his high school.

“There are some things you’ve got to change,” Robert said. “I’m getting too old for coming to juvenile. I want a better life so I can help my mom.”

By Week 3 of training, Jetta has mastered all of her commands and stopped licking people’s arms for treats. Most important, she has become less destructive in her foster home, said Harmon.

“What these guys put into their dog is exactly what they’re going to get back,” Irais Faura said. “The dogs are great teachers. The guys end up loving their dog and forming this great relationship with the dog.”

Graduation day

It’s graduation day. Just before the informal ceremony, the Fauras congratulate the boys for coming so far. Tanner, Robert and a third boy receive the Pack Leader awards. They show off their award T-shirts.

Each pair of young men is called up to the front to get certificates. The gym is full of their peers from the Youth Village, as well as the placement center’s officials. The young trainers command their dogs to perform tricks for the audience.

It’s Jetta’s turn. Though she is mildly distracted, Robert and Tanner show off what has been the hardest trick for their dog to learn: the handshake.

“Jetta, shake,” Robert says. She swats at his hand as if giving a high-five.

“Oooh!” the crowd says.

The rate of recidivism is low for the P.R.E.P. program, according to a study by the University of Texas at Dallas. But some of these boys are likely to offend again. Some past participants have already done so, said Robert’s probation officer, Crystal Johnson.

Robert and Tanner have been convinced. They want to work with dogs. They both have at least two to three months left at the Youth Village. Afterward, they can start their job search at a shelter or pet store. Robert has begun to apply for jobs already.

At the end of the graduation ceremony, Robert and Tanner receive good news: The Harmon family is adopting Jetta. “I would adopt Jetta if I could,” Robert says. “I think everyone would like her, especially because of the commands she knows now. I hope they treat her good.”
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