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William B. Travis High School, Richmond, Tx 
434th District Court, Fort Bend County Justice Center

Gifted and Talented Mentorship Program, Fort Bend ISD

Texas has increasingly emphasized diversion programs as alternatives to traditional incarceration in an effort 
to reduce recidivism rates. Recidivism refers to the tendency of convicted individuals to reoffend, 
presenting ongoing challenges for both the criminal justice system and public safety. One such 

alternative is the use of specialty courts, which aim to redirect individuals away from conventional measures 
and toward opportunities for rehabilitation, education, and reintegration into society. This research focuses 

on evaluating the effectiveness of specialty courts within the Texas justice system. By examining the 
outcomes of these programs, the study aims to determine whether they successfully reduce criminal 

behavior, improve social outcomes, and provide a more rehabilitative alternative to traditional sentencing 
methods.

Alexa SolYórzano, The Honorable Judge Christian Becerra
Mental health Courts in Texas : Reducing Recividism

Introduction

Methodology
To evaluate the effectiveness of specialty courts in Texas, this study utilized secondary data obtained 
from the Texas Association of Specialty Courts (TASC). Specifically, the research focused on the 
report “Study on Outcomes of Participants in Specialty Courts Who Have a Mental Illness,” which 
covers the years 2018 to 2020. The target population for this study was adult felony offenders with 
diagnosed mental health conditions who participated in specialty court programs during this three-year 
period. Data collected from the TASC report included recidivism rates, program completion rates, and 
post-program outcomes such as employment status, housing stability, and continued mental health 
treatment participation. The researcher conducted a descriptive analysis of these outcomes, examining 
trends over the three-year period to assess whether specialty courts consistently reduced recidivism 
rates and improved social outcomes for participants. The findings were then compared to reported 
outcomes for similar offenders processed through traditional court systems, where available.

Graduates of the Mental
Health Court

Non- Program Participants

Summary

Findings Discussion

Program
completion/separation
category  by percentage References

This project is important because high recidivism rates not only strain the criminal justice system 
and public resources in Texas, but also contribute to rising crime on the streets, as individuals 

released from jail often reoffend without proper support or rehabilitation. After regularly 
observing Judge Becerra's Mental Health Court on Mondays, I have witnessed firsthand how these 

specialty court programs can be life-changing for individuals caught in the cycle of crime. These 
experiences have provided valuable insight into how addressing the root causes of criminal 

behavior through treatment-focused alternatives can help reduce recidivism and create safer, 
healthier communities.

Abstract

This study examines the impact of Fort Bend County’s Mental Health Court on adult offenders by 
addressing core issues such as mental health challenges, substance abuse, and social stressors that often 

lead to recidivism. Unlike traditional detention, these specialty courts craft individualized 
rehabilitation and sentencing plans that enable offenders to address the root causes of their 

behavior while fulfilling legal obligations. These courts aim to successfully graduate their members. 
Graduation reflects individuals who have completed the requirements set by the specialty court programs, 

which often include treatment, mental health services, regular court appearances, and compliance with 
behavioral expectations. Collaborating closely with Judge Becerra, whose hands-on experience in Mental 

Health Court provides invaluable insight, this research compares outcomes—such as recidivism rates and 
societal reintegration—between those processed through these innovative programs and those in 

conventional judicial settings. Using a mixed-methods approach that integrates court records, scholarly 
research, and expert interviews, the study aims to highlight the benefits of a rehabilitative justice model 

for both offenders and the community.

The data collected for this study indicate that specialty courts in Texas demonstrate notable
effectiveness compared to traditional incarceration, particularly regarding recidivism rates. There is a

clear difference between the two approaches: recidivism is reduced by about one-third when offenders
are processed through specialty courts. When traditional incarceration is used, approximately
66.7% of released offenders reoffend; however, only 21% of those who successfully graduate

from a specialty court recommit. Bar Graph A shows that specialty courts in Texas have an average
graduation rate of 62% among participants. Although an average of 18% fail to meet the terms of their
specialized treatment, more than half of the participants fully recover from their conditions. Bar Graph
B provides additional statistics demonstrating that specialty courts not only help reduce street crime

but are also less costly in terms of tax dollars spent per individual in the court system. A typical criminal
sent to jail incurs costs ranging from $20,000 to $50,000, whereas an offender processed through a

specialty court costs between $2,500 and $5,000.

This notable reduction suggests that addressing underlying issues such as mental health challenges, 
substance abuse, and social stressors through individualized rehabilitation plans plays a critical role in 
breaking the cycle of reoffending. The success of these programs is further supported by the observed 
62% graduation rate, despite an 18% non-completion rate, indicating that a majority of participants are 
able to fully recover from their conditions. In addition, the cost-effectiveness of specialty courts—
reducing the financial burden on taxpayers from as much as $50,000 per offender in traditional 

settings to between $2,500 and $5,000—reinforces their practical and economic benefits. The 
collaboration with Judge Becerra provided expert insights that align with these findings, emphasizing 

that the rehabilitative, treatment-focused approach not only benefits the individual but also contributes 
to safer communities by reducing overall crime. Although these findings are compelling, further 

research is needed to account for variables such as program duration, participant selection, and long-
term community impacts. Overall, the data supports the expansion of specialty courts as a viable and 

effective strategy for criminal justice reform in Texas.
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