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ALF Forged Connections to Help Create the Harris County GIRL Court  

and Decriminalize Girls Who Are Victims of Child Sexual Abuse 

 

Forming GIRL Court 

Leadership within the Harris County probation department, under Judge Michael Schneider (Criminal 

Justice Class 4) and Judge Angela Ellis (Criminal Justice Class 3), Associate Judge of the 315th Juvenile 

District Court, were concerned that many girls at their drug court, were frequently presenting gender 

specific issues that weren’t appropriate to be reviewed in an open court model.  A high percentage of girls 

confronting the judges were (and are presently) victims of trauma and sexual abuse and, as a result, have 

been lured into prostitution to run away from these bad situations, support a drug habit, or help support 

their families.  

 

One particular case, the B.W. case, was a “case of first impression”, explained Ann Johnson, Criminal 

Justice Class 2, and attorney with Johnson Law Firm.  B.W. was a 13 year-old girl adjudicated as a 

delinquent on a charge of prostitution. The Texas Supreme Court held that because a minor cannot legally 

consent to sex, a minor cannot commit prostitution as that offense is defined by the Penal Code, and that 

the Texas Legislature did not intend to "transform a child victim of adult sexual exploitation into a 

juvenile offender." “No other case had looked at the issue of whether to treat these children as victims or 

offenders.  The case helped people to open their eyes that there was a need that wasn’t being addressed in 

the court structure.  That case highlighted for all of us that these children should be treated as victims.  

The fundamental shift that we took from this case is that systems need to be in place to provide support 

for these victims,” she added. 

 

Rebecca De Camara (Criminal Justice Class 1), Assistant Deputy Director for the Health Services 

Division of the Harris County Juvenile Probation Department, said that she (and others) were frustrated 

and concerned that they were sending girls away from their court with global issues who needed far more 

help than what their court provided.   

 

To address this collision where juvenile criminal cases and Child Protective Services cases run into one 

another, Judge Ellis suggested developing a GIRL Court that would offer intensive supervision and 

therapeutic services, including placement in a safe community, to protect these victims.  GIRL stands for 

Growing Independence Restoring Lives.  Ellis and Schneider vowed to start the pilot program to "let these 

girls know there are people in the world who don't have inappropriate expectations of them, who care 

about them and are committed to them, and to decriminalize juvenile prostitution," Ellis said.  This Court 

model that they created, initially on an ad hoc basis, utilizes a comprehensive, interdisciplinary, strength 

based approach in working with girls who are actively engaged in or at risk of becoming involved in 

prostitution/human trafficking.  The Court employs a clinically driven, multi-disciplinary team to 

effectively address the underlying trauma associated with the participant’s at-risk behaviors and related 

delinquent conduct.  The Court has been modeled after other specialty courts — like drug court or mental 

health court — which offer intensive supervision and therapeutic services. Instead of "warehousing" the 

girls in a detention facility, the goal is to offer resources in the community that can serve these girls and 

send them to a safe place where they can receive therapy. Otherwise, most return to their pimps, the only 

"family" they've ever known.  Ultimately, GIRL Court provides successful graduates with the opportunity 

to seal their juvenile records and develop the skills necessary to change the trajectory of their lives.  Ann 

Johnson summarized, “GIRL Court is a great effort taken on by this local community to find a way to 

provide some responsibility and structure for these children and at the same time support these children to 

better their lives.” 

 

ALF and GIRL Court 



 

2 
 

The Harris County GIRL Court was formed through a collaborative effort, many of whom are American 

Leadership Forum Senior Fellows:  Rebecca De Camara (Criminal Justice Class 1), Assistant Deputy 

Director for the Health Services Division of the Harris County Juvenile Probation Department, Ann 

Johnson (Criminal Justice Class 2), Attorney with the Johnson Law Firm, Devon Anderson (Criminal 

Justice Class 2), Defense Attorney with Anderson & Thompson, Diana Quintana (Criminal Justice Class 

2), Deputy Director, Health Services Division with the Harris County Juvenile Probation Department, 

Deborah Colby (Criminal Justice 1), TRIAD Director, Houston County Protective Services and Angela 

Ellis (Criminal Justice Class 3), Associate Judge of the 315
th
 District Court.  According to Rebecca, the 

relationships that she developed during her ALF year were instrumental in shaping this collaboration.  

She also said that the relationships that Ann, Devon, and Diana formed during their ALF year together 

helped them work together in a natural way for this project.   

 

Rebecca also thanked ALF for providing the platform to share the mission of GIRL Court at an ALF 

breakfast, helping to garner community interest.  Rebecca mentioned that in the future they would like to 

create a mentor program for girls in the Court.  They are trying to define what role mentors can play and 

putting parameters on expectations so that ALF Senior Fellows may one day be able to volunteers as 

mentors for this program. 

 

Angela reiterated the importance of the relationships that she built through ALF in forming GIRL Court 

and added the names of several Senior Fellows who were not directly involved with GIRL Court, but 

were very supportive of their efforts.  Mary Covington (Criminal Justice Class 3) was a driving force 

behind other treatment courts and was extremely encouraging to Angela, offering practical suggestions as 

the groundwork for the GIRL court was being formed.  Angela said, “It was very helpful to hear from 

someone who had been a trailblazer before in other courts.” Additionally, Connie Almeida (Criminal 

Justice Class 3), Director of Behavioral Health Services in Fort Bend County was trying to make an 

impact on closing down child prostitution from different angles and having her support strengthened their 

overall vision. Angela added, her brother, Mark Ellis, Criminal Justice Class 2, Judge, 351st District 

Court Harris County, encouraged her to participate in ALF.   

 

Ann said, “Through the ALF program you are able to remove barriers to progress and work together to 

accomplish a tangible resolution or a common sense resolution to a real problem.  Having been part of 

ALF, those communication lines were open and the motivation to work together was there.  We need a lot 

of that—we need a lot of people to work together not against one another. And I think that is essential, 

especially in working to help children.” 

 

Diana suggested that ALF was instrumental to her in three main ways:  the organizational connections 

and relationships that she has been able to build, the thinking that took place during her ALF year, and the 

general receptivity of ALF Fellows to ideas and to the development of broad term thinking and inquiry. 

 

Challenges Forming GIRL Court 

Creating the GIRL Court was not an easy feat.  Diana explained that they had to create the model for 

GIRL Court from scratch.  Before theirs, there were mental health and drug courts but there was no 

existing framework for working with victimized girls like this.  Diana added, “The girls are developing 

the court with us and teaching a lot to us.”  She said, “We are not used to waiting for clients to develop a 

process for us, but in this case, we must go along this nonlinear path.  It may be a while before we know 

how it is going to end.”   

 

Angela described that while it was very helpful to ride the momentum garnered in the press on human 

trafficking, a romanticized view of assisting child victims of prostitution was portrayed.  She also 

explained that this population of girls has been so traumatized, they are highly resistant to treatment and 
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don’t feel that they need to be rescued.  She emphasized that this is the biggest challenge that she faces 

daily with the GIRL Court.   

 

Rebecca added that the complexity of the population requires that they individualize the approach in 

Court for each girl.  She described, “Every girl is different, with different drivers and different needs.  It is 

very challenging to bring an entire treatment team to a consensus with each girl.”   

 

Angela explained that one of the most important insights that developed out of this court project is a 

perspective of not criminalizing girls who are victims of child sexual abuse— a child welfare model.  

Diana clarified that some of the girls’ behavior is adaptive to what they have gone through; prostitution is 

a bad thing to do—yet in their cases, in many ways, it serves them.  She added, “The girls don’t see 

themselves as victims though we know the ramifications of this abuse.  Our GIRL’s Court merges these 

two views and perspectives.”  Angela added, “We are constantly traversing the line, between child 

welfare and juvenile justice.  It’s hard to sometimes know when to put the hammer down, what is a 

meaningful sanction, primarily because these girls are victims.”   

 

Success for the GIRL Court 

Rebecca explained, “Success looks different for every girl.  We want the girls to have clear expectations 

of what is expected of them and those expectations are not the same for every participant.  That is the 

nature of the work.”  She hopes several of the girls will eventually be able to transition into independent 

living. Ultimately, they hope to provide girls with whatever resources they need to not to have to 

voluntarily participate in prostitution. 

 

Angela summarized that most girls come in to this court without any recognition that they have been 

victimized.  They are so young that they are utterly unaware that they are victims.  The staff at the GIRL 

Court works to help the girls to recognize that they are victims, helping them to locate their own self-

worth and allow this self-worth to become a powerful tool to affect and direct their own lives.  Sadly, 

coming in, many girls do not believe that they can determine their own destiny.    Diana explained, “We 

have them for a short time period (at least a year) and they have deep wounds that will need time to 

heal—usually longer than a year, often the rest of their lives. We work to get them to a place where they 

recognize that they have been victimized and that they didn’t deserve the treatment that they received.  

That recognition is key to begin to develop skills and access resources to help them move forward, to get 

on the road to getting healthier and stronger.” 

 


