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In his book, Twelve Weeks to Change a Life, Max Greenberg makes the 
argument that government works as a fractured state. The same social 
services that should be available to those affected by violence, do not 
work. The book is written from an ethnographic perspective to provide 
the reader with insights to the voices of at-risk youth.  Greenberg (2019) 
helps to provide readers with a historical overview of the violence 
prevention efforts. The author is able to breathe life into the voices of 
others from the lived experiences of disenfranchised youth. He explains 
the ephemeral violence prevention efforts and the separation between the 
programs and the youth which the programs are designed to help. The 
author points out the youths’ perspective of the adults that are supposed 
to provide social support for them. More especially important is the 
youths’ views on law enforcement officers.  

There are several key elements that aide this book in giving a better 
understanding of how at-risks youths may be served better. One element 
of this can be seen from the historical aspect. Greenberg (2019) claims 
the ephemeral state of violence prevention programs has transformed and 
grown over time. Prevention is essentially the best solution to violence, 
but how is that accomplished is one of the aims the author tries to 
achieve. Greenberg (2019) points to the beginning of prevention with 
activism in the feminist movement during the seventies, then it evolves 
into the crime control response from increased violence in the nineties, 
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and eventually moving into the present state of violence prevention being 
a public health concern. The explanation of this evolution examines how 
society reacts to violence. This is important because the way society 
reacts will determine what priorities will be made. It seems early on in 
the process, the priority for violence prevention was small. As the violent 
crime rates grew, society reacted. This made the need for prevention 
programs to become more important to politicians.  Violence was 
thought of as a public health issue because so many young Black and 
Hispanic youths were being killed in the inner cities (Greenberg, 2019). 
Under the guise of public health, violence prevention was brought into 
the schools as an effort to train kids to avoid violent situations.  

Tancred et al. (2018) also took the public health approach when 
studying the integration of health and academic education as a way to 
violence prevention. The premise behind their approach was based on 
boundary erosion between teachers and students as a way to help 
students make better decisions. Tancred et al. (2018) claim that if 
boundaries are eroded, then pro-social outcomes can be achieved. The 
boundaries in the study were those between education and health, 
students and teachers, and most importantly boundaries between schools 
and families. Greenberg (2019) mentions finding a disassociation 
between at-risk youths and adults. This disconnect is portrayed as 
causing youth to not trust the adults that they should take refuge in. 
Greenberg (2019) also mentions that school-based law enforcement 
officers are more common now than ever before. This provides an 
opportunity for positive interactions between at-risk youth and police 
officers. Hopkins, Hewstone, & Hantzi (1992) point out that school 
police officers are viewed in a more positive way than regular street 
officers are. The results from the study show school police officers 
actually do have some influence over students at their schools. Officers 
based in the schools have access to a broad section of society. If these 
officers can incorporate boundary erosion in their relationships with at-
risk youths, they could bridge some gaps in the youths’ view on law 
enforcement and other criminal justice practitioners.  

Wilson, Brennan, & Olaghere (2018) found that police officers, who 
use diversion tactics when they deal with low level offenders, were able 
to build a positive report with these youths. This helped to reduce future 
offending. These diversion tactics are an important aspect of enforcing 
the law. Diversion requires the officer to use discretion when dealing 
with youth. This can be favorable for the law enforcement officer and the 
youth as well. Diversion can be seen as a happy medium between harsh 
punishment and no action. Wilson et al. (2018) claim that this is popular 
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with law enforcement officers, and it also helps protect the youth from 
the juvenile justice system. The officers can still be involved with 
helping to correct the behavior, but they will not have to formally 
process the youth. Tactics in diversion can help school-based law 
enforcement officers build relationships with youth in the school setting. 
Greenberg (2019) brings up a situation where a Hispanic female youth 
was headed down a wrong path as being a rebel before her mother 
brought her to see a police officer as an intervention method. She viewed 
the intervention as a turning point in her life. The police officer was able 
to use a diversion technique, instead of turning the girl over to the formal 
process about her gang involvement. Diversion mentioned by Wilson et 
al. (2018) and boundary erosion revealed by Tancred et al. (2018) may 
be useful tools to be used by law enforcement to help build prosocial 
relationships with youth. 

Relationships should be a two-way street with each party being 
respected. The expressions of the youth in the book revealed that they do 
not see themselves as being respected by adults. Greenberg (2019) 
argues that he learned, at-risk youth are often skeptical of the adults in 
their lives. He was able to come to this finding by listening to them 
through their lived experiences. Greenberg (2019) claims, many of the 
youth did not feel they had social ties with the adults in their lives, and 
their views of police officers were not favorable. Many of these youths 
felt they were on their own. They even had to maintain social isolation as 
a way to avoid trouble. It is troubling to know that these youths feel they 
do not have social support from the adults in their lives. Greenberg 
(2019) suggests this is partly to blame due to the mandatory reporting 
laws that require certain adults to make an official report if they learn of 
certain violent situations.  This makes it to where the youths view the 
adults as neither trustworthy nor supportive. Greenberg (2019) mentions 
not having social support could actually increase violent situations. One 
of the detrimental findings of the youths’ voices was how they view law 
enforcement officers. Greenberg (2019) claims that youths viewed 
officers based on hearing stories of police brutality. According to 
Greenberg (2019), the relationship between the youth and law 
enforcement was not seen favorable by the at-risk youth, no matter 
whether the interactions were inside of or outside of school. This should 
be an eye opener to law enforcement officers everywhere. Police officers 
need to do a better job at building these relationships.  

It is not all that uncommon for youths to be untrusting of adults. Riese 
et al. (2016) comment on this in their research of youths’ perception of 
physicians being able to help them with violence. This is important to 
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note because it shows that adults need to be aware that these perceptions 
exist. Riese et al. (2016) claim, youth are inherently untrusting of 
physicians for various reasons, but the longer they have a relationship 
with their doctor the better their increase in their trust will be. This 
requires work on the part of the doctor. Adair (2015) found that her 
graduating seniors were being sent to college with little information on 
violence prevention, especially rape prevention. She decided to take 
matters into her own hands. She knew that this was a controversial topic 
but found there was nothing about violence prevention being taught to 
these kids. Adair (2015) claims that she prepared the next class to have 
violence prevention built into the curriculum. This took a lot of effort on 
her part, but she knew that it was her responsibility as an educator to 
serve in a social support role to the students. Adair (2015) claims that she 
had to build trust with the students over time and could not bombard 
them in the first few weeks of school. It took several months of work on 
her part. Greenberg (2019) also comments how it is difficult for 
facilitators to get the kids to trust them because they are being sent into 
the kids’ lives after they have experienced so much violence already. 
These at-risk youths were not starting their learning with a clean slate, 
they have already experienced quite a bit of violence in their short lives. 
Law enforcement officers need to know that they will have to build a 
level of trust with youths to have positive relationships. Police officers 
are dealing with youths who have varied experiences with violence, and 
they should take this into account. Officers need to know these 
relationships do not happen in one instance, and they take time to 
cultivate. 

Even though there are major positive takeaways from this book, there 
are some limitations as well. One of the limitations was the fact that it 
left out a major component of the youths’ lives. The parents’ 
perspectives were not taken into account. This would allow a perception 
from their point of view. Sadly, many of these youths do not have a 
traditional parental setting. The perceptions of these parents can still be 
beneficial, even if the perceptions are not pleasant. Knowing their 
perceptions can help generate discussions on how to make improvements 
on violence prevention programming. It may point out that there needs to 
be an adult violence prevention program in the community. Payton, 
Khubchandani, Thompson, & Price (2017) conducted research on 
parental expectations on high schools and their role with firearms 
prevention. This is important, because it shows the parents’ involvement 
with firearms violence prevention. It helps to answer the question of who 
is responsible for firearms prevention efforts. Some would say it should 
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be done at home. Greenberg (2019) suggests that the public health efforts 
would say that it should be done by providing ephemeral programming 
to students at school. Payton et al. (2017) argue that firearms prevention 
should be a public health concern, taught at schools. This is largely due 
to the amount of firearms available in the United States, and the lack of 
firearm safety training at home. Paton et al. (2017) found that most 
parents’ perceptions were that children were not being taught firearms 
violence prevention at home. These perceptions support the ephemeral 
state of programming that Greenberg (2019) discusses. However, it 
would have made a stronger argument if he would have added parental 
perspectives in the book.  

Another limitation was the lack of perspective from areas outside of 
the Los Angeles, California region. If the author had included voices of 
students from other areas within the United States, it would have 
supported his public health argument. Patel, Liddell, & Ferreira (2018) 
argue that New Orleans, Louisiana is one of the most violent cities in 
America. This is per capita. Not to downplay the amount of violence that 
the at-risk youths in Los Angeles experience, but there are other areas in 
the United States that have extreme levels of violence as well. In fact, 
Greenberg (2019) did an excellent job in painting the picture of violence 
in Los Angeles. Patel et al. (2018) conducted research on six-week 
summer programs designed as violence prevention programs. In Twelve 
Weeks to Change a Life it appeared that ephemeral programming was 
somewhat successful. The study conducted in New Orleans did not bode 
as well. Their findings included mix results, and they actually found that 
participants had an increase in bullying behavior (Patel et al., 2018). This 
shows there is still efforts to be done in violence prevention efforts.  

It would have been beneficial to include comparative examples of 
youths’ perceptions on law enforcement as well. This would show the 
differences in thinking between groups of youth. Clarke (2017) 
conducted a study of pairing high-risk youths with police officers as 
mentors in the United Kingdom. This study had the narratives of the 
youths and monitored their behaviors. It provided an opportunity to 
evaluate the relationship between the police officers and the youths. 
Clarke (2017) found that most of the youths reduced their negative 
behaviors, and they also built trusting relationships with police officers. 
Greenberg (2019) pointed out the lack of trust with police officers found 
in the youth from Los Angeles. Adding information from studies like the 
one conducted by Clarke (2017) could lead to changing the culture of 
policing within the schools of Los Angeles. 
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Twelve Weeks to Change a Life was able to breathe life into the voices 
of young people living in a fractured state. These perspectives will 
ultimately be beneficial to practitioners in the criminal justice field, so 
they can see how their use of discretion can affect others. For the most 
part, this book had positive benefits that should lead to building better 
relationships with youths. Greenberg (2019) paints a picture of violence 
programming over many years. The information he provides from an 
ethnographic point of view can aide those who are interested in learning 
about how the programs work in real life. His thoughts, along with the 
voices of the youth he spoke to, can influence practitioners in the field of 
criminal justice. Through this book, he set out to explain the history of 
ephemeral curriculum, the voices of those teaching and being taught the 
lessons of the programs, and how this effects society. This book is a must 
read for criminal justice practitioners. 
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