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Summary
The law enforcement leaders of Fight Crime:
Invest in Kids Montana know that one of the
most effective ways to prevent crime is to
provide young people with a foundation for
success from their earliest years. From birth
through high school, children need strong
parents and effective programs and supports
to grow up to be successful, productive
members of society. The approaches listed
here, based on research about what really
works, can set children on the right path and
make our communities safer in the long run.

Children in Montana
There are approximately 230,000 children
under age 18 in Montana, comprising 22
percent of the state’s population.1 The state
has a large Native American population,
representing 11 percent of the child
population (82 percent of Montana children

Four Approaches
That Work
1. Make high-quality early care and education
(ECE) programs available to kids ages
birth-to-five.
2. Offer voluntary parent coaching to lowincome parents of young children through
home visiting programs.
3. Provide effective school day and
afterschool programs to improve school
climate and keep kids on track.
4. Help kids who have had contact or are at
risk of having contact with the juvenile
justice system by providing them and their
parents effective interventions.
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can set kids up for success in school and
beyond. For example:

are white).2 Sixteen percent of kids
statewide live in poverty3 and 41 percent
live in families with low incomes.4 The
majority of kids (70 percent) have all
available parents in the workforce and
many require some kind of child care or
afterschool program.5

Priority 1. Make high-quality ECE
programs available to kids ages
birth-to-five

In the first five years of life, children are
forming the foundations of cognitive, social,
and emotional development upon which all
later learning and development are built.
This is a period of critical brain development,
with one million synapses – neural
connections that support learning and skills
– formed every second.6 Research shows
that high-quality early care and education
(ECE) for babies, toddlers, and preschoolers
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•

A longitudinal study of more than 1,300
children found that children in higherquality child care were better prepared
for school at age 4 compared to children
in lower-quality child care. At age 15, they
were still performing slightly above their
peers and had significantly lower levels
of behavior problems.7

•

The Child-Parent Centers preschool
program has served over 100,000 threeand four-year-olds. Researchers followed
a sample of participants up until age 28
and found that children who did not
participate were 70 percent more likely to
be arrested for a violent crime by age 18.
Those who participated had a 29 percent
increase in high school graduation rate.8

However, the current ECE system in
Montana does not meet the needs of
children and families. Sixty percent of
Montana families live in a child care desert,
where there are more than three children
for every licensed child care slot.9 Montana
is one of only a handful of states that does
not have a state-funded preschool
program.10 A pilot program, Montana STARS,
began in 2017, but ended after the 2018-19
school year. In 2019, Montana received a
federal Preschool Development Birth
through Five grant and established the
Strengthening Montana’s Early Childhood
System Project. The project will focus on
developing an ECE system for the state.11

Priority 2. Offer voluntary parent coaching
to at-risk parents of young children
through home visiting programs

Nearly 3,800 children are abused or
neglected in Montana each year,12 which
has been found to increase the likelihood of
later involvement in crime.13 To stop child

abuse before it starts, we need to provide
at-risk parents with evidence-based home
visiting programs.
•

•

The Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP)
provides at-risk families with voluntary
visits from nurses who offer coaching in
parenting skills and provide emotional
support, beginning during the mother’s
pregnancy and continuing until the child’s
second birthday. Research shows that
children served by the program were
about half as likely to be abused or
neglected than those not served.14
A study of the Parents as Teachers (PAT)
home visiting program showed a 22
percent reduction in the number of
substantiated cases of child abuse and
neglect among participants.15

Federal Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood
Home Visiting (MIECHV) funding allows
Healthy Montana Families to provide four
home visiting models: NFP, PAT, SafeCare
Augmented, and Family Spirit, a model
designed by and for Native American
families.16 The four models served more than

1,400 households in 2019, in 27 counties,
both rural and urban, across the state.17

Priority 3. Provide effective school
day and out-of-school time programs
to children and youth to help keep them
on track
Bullying and harsh school discipline have
been shown to negatively impact youth in
both the short- and long-term. In addition,
crime peaks in Montana, and nationwide, in
the after school hours, from 2 to 6 PM.18
Accordingly, we can help children steer
clear of crime by promoting: 1) effective
programs during school hours, especially
those that reduce bullying and improve
school climate, and 2) high-quality out-ofschool time (OST) programs.
•

Being bullied in school is associated with
substance use, and bullies have been
found to have a 3.5 times higher
likelihood of later having at least one
conviction than non-bullies or victims, and
a six times increased likelihood of
committing at least one violent crime later
in life.19 The Olweus bullying prevention

2 to 6 p.m.: The Prime Time for
Juvenile Crime in Montana
Quality Afterschool Programs:
Reduce Crime
Boost Academics
Improve Behavior
Lead to Healthier Habits
Save Money
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•

A meta-analysis of afterschool programs
across the country found nearly 3 in 5
students who attended such programs
had improved behavior in and outside of
the classroom, and also performed
better in math and reading, had higher
GPAs, and were more likely to earn
credits toward graduation.23

Bullyfree Montana, an initiative of the
Montana Office of Public Instruction,
provides guidelines for schools, students,
and families on how to prevent bullying at
school and online.24 The Office has also
developed a handbook on implementing
trauma-informed schools and positive
school discipline, including PBIS.25 These
efforts are designed to improve school
climate and child outcomes.

program is one effective intervention to
prevent these outcomes, and has been
proven to reduce both instances of being
bullied and bullying others.20
•
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The School-wide Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS)
program is a three-tier system for
encouraging positive behavior and
improving school climate.21 All students
are taught expectations for their
behavior (Tier 1). For students who are
not successful in Tier 1, more focused,
intensive supports are provided in small
groups (Tier 2). For the small number of
children who are still not able to
succeed, Tier 3 offers intensive,
individual supports. Studies have shown
that SWPBIS reduces suspensions and
increases perceived school safety,
earning it an “effective” rating from the
National Institute of Justice.22
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Nearly 19,000 Montana students participate
in out-of-school time programs.26 These
programs include Boys and Girls Clubs,
programs where students learn about
media and technology, farm to school
programs, and many others.27 The state
receives more than $6 million in federal 21st
Century Community Learning Center (CCLC)
funding.28 In an evaluation of Montana’s 21st
CCLC programs, teachers reported that 95
percent of participating students maintained
or improved their academic performance
and 59 percent improved their conflict
resolution skills. Nearly all (98 percent)
participants advanced to the next grade or
graduated on time. Unfortunately, more than
49,000 students sit on waiting lists, unable
to participate due to the lack of available
afterschool programs.29 The COVID-19
pandemic has exacerbated access
problems. Although 70 percent of out-ofschool-time programs nationwide report
serving students in some way during the
pandemic, 84 percent say that they may not

be able to provide services in the fall, due
to financial challenges.30

Priority 4. Help kids who have had
contact with the juvenile justice system
by providing them and their parents
effective interventions

Many youths who have already had contact
with the juvenile justice system can get
back on track with the right help:
•

Some intensive family therapy programs,
such as Functional Family Therapy (FFT)
or Multisystemic Therapy (MST) provide
well-tested strategies to parents or foster
parents and work with the youth
themselves to reduce problem behaviors.
Research shows that new arrests of
youths in these programs have been cut
by as much as half compared to similar

The average
value of
preventing a child
from growing up to
become a youth who
drops out of school,
uses drugs, and
goes on to engage in
criminal behavior is
at least $2.6 million
per individual.”
FIGHT CRIME: INVEST IN KIDS

07

youths not receiving this
assistance.31
•

Diversion programs direct youth
who have committed offenses
away from the juvenile justice
system.32 These programs take
many different forms including
mentoring, community-based
programs, and family-based
programs. Research has
demonstrated that diversion
programs more effectively reduce
recidivism than do traditional
juvenile justice programs.33

One of the goals listed in Montana’s
Juvenile Justice Title II Formula
Grant three-year plan is to increase
the availability of diversion programs.34
The Center for Restorative Youth
Justice (CRYJ) in Kalispell is a
diversion program for youth referred
from the county youth courts system.
CRYJ has documented a 97 percent
program completion rate and an
average recidivism rate of only 10-15
percent (compared to a national
average of 55 percent).35
Unfortunately, neither FFT nor MST
are available in Montana.

Conclusion: Pay Now or Pay Much More Later
When we fail to invest effectively in our children, all Montanans pay the price—
in taxes for criminal justice costs, costs to business, and costs to victims. Worse
are the costs in human suffering. Investing now in what works not only saves
lives and protects Montanans, it saves money:
•

A study estimated that the average value of preventing a child from growing
up to become a youth who drops out of school, uses drugs, and goes on to
engage in criminal behavior is at least $2.6 million per individual.36

Helping kids get the right start in life will save money, build a stronger Montana, and
protect our communities. Throughout the state of Montana, our law enforcement
leaders know that the investments laid out in this plan—early childhood education,
prevention of abuse/neglect through home visiting programs, effective in-school
and out-of-school time programs, and interventions for at-risk youth - will collectively
help steer our kids onto the right path in life and benefit our state for years to come.
It is time to invest in what works.
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