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December 28, 2007 
 
 
 
The Honorable Patrick Leahy 
Committee on the Judiciary  
United States Senate 
224 Dirksen Senate Office Building 
Washington, DC  20510-6275 
 
Dear Senator Leahy, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify before the Committee on the Judiciary on 
December 5, 2007.  The following provides my response to questions submitted to me from 
members of the committee. 
 
Questions from Senator Leahy: 
 
1. Recent reports detail the potential dangers of locking up juvenile offenders in adult 
facilities.  What can we do in the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act 
reauthorization to make conditions safer for children in custody? 
 
Congress could extend the “Jail Removal” protections of the JJDPA to prohibit the 
placement of all individuals under the age of 18 in adult jails and lock-ups for youth no 
matter what court they are in – juvenile or adult criminal court. 
 
Additionally, for juvenile detention and correctional facilities, I would recommend that the 
reauthorization of the JJDPA make conditions safer for children in custody by: 

(1) Establishing and supporting standards and programs that demonstrate effectiveness at 
keeping youth safe, provide rehabilitation services that work, and are continually reviewed 
and revised as more recent research and information becomes available. 

(2) Supporting efforts to monitor facilities, programs, and agencies to ensure they are 
keeping kids safe and providing rehabilitation.  Rewards and incentives should be available 
for facilities, programs, agencies that continually improve how they care for and treat youths 
and have outcome data to demonstrate positive impact on youths' lives. 

(3) Supporting research on specific practices within facilities to develop evidence-based 
approaches similar to evidence-based research on community-based treatments. 

(4) Prohibiting the use of especially dangerous practices, including the use of chemical 
agents; use of pain compliance techniques; hitting, kicking, striking, or using chokeholds or 
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blows to the head; use of four- or five-point restraints, straightjackets, or restraint chairs; 
tying or placing in restraints in uncomfortable positions; periods of excessive isolation; 
restraining to fixed objects; restraining in a prone position or putting pressure on the back; 
using physical force or mechanical restraints (including shackling) for punishment, discipline, 
or treatment; and use of belly belts or chains on pregnant girls.  These dangerous practices 
have been prohibited within the JDAI Detention Facility Self-Assessment, recommendations 
compiled by experienced attorneys, physicians, and psychologists who have seen the ill-
effects such practices across the country. 
 
2. How might public attitudes, including those reflected in recent public opinion 
polling, and policy preferences based on experience and observations within the 
current juvenile justice system inform reauthorization of the JJDPA? 
 
As part of the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation’s over $100 million 
investment in juvenile justice reform through its Models for Change initiative, the 
Foundation funded two independent efforts to assess public opinion about crime, youth, 
and race that were just recently released in December, 2007.  Attached are the polls for your 
consideration.  
  
“Rehabilitation Versus Incarceration of Juvenile Offenders” is a summary of public opinion 
research on the public’s “willingness to pay” for rehabilitation vs. incarceration.  The 
methodology has some advantages over traditional polling, as the authors describe.  The 
results demonstrate that the public clearly favors (i.e., is willing to spend significantly more 
money for) rehabilitation.  The authors, Alex Piquero and Larry Steinberg, are part of the 
MacArthur Research Network on Adolescent Development and Juvenile Justice.   
“Potential for Change: Public Attitudes and Policy Preferences for Juvenile Justice Systems 
Reform” is a study conducted by the Center for Children’s Law and Policy (CCLP) by the 
DC public opinion research firm Belden, Russonello and Stewart.   
 
The poll looked at a wide range of issues, including attitudes on specific types of programs 
for delinquent youth, and (for the first time in any poll) attitudes on several issues involving 
Latino youth.  The poll found that the public very strongly supports a range of rehabilitation 
programs (counseling, education, job training) over incarceration (78% vs. 22%).   
 
The poll also found that the public clearly recognizes the potential of young people to 
change (an underlying theme of several of your editorials); that the public views eight types 
of treatment, services, and community supervision as more effective than incarceration 
(most by 90% or more); that the public favors keeping nonviolent youth (which is more than 
90% of youth arrested every year) in small residential facilities in their own communities 
rather than in large distant institutions; and that the public believes that the juvenile justice 
system treats youth of color worse than white youth arrested for the same offense.  There 
was strong support (more than 70%) for funding programs to help Hispanic youth who get 
in trouble with the law overcome the language barriers they face in the juvenile justice 
system.  That is one of the biggest problems facing Latino youth and their families, and the 
poll was the first time the question has ever been asked of the public. 
  
The public opinion polling underscores the recommendations in my testimony to utilize the 
JJDPA to support effective prevention and intervention programs and to not support in-
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effective programs such as boot camps and “Scared Straight” programs.  For example, in 
Pennsylvania, we have utilized JJDPA funds to invest in evidence-based prevention and 
intervention programs such as Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care, Functional Family 
Therapy and Multisystemic Therapy. 
 
Questions from Senator Schumer: 
 
1. Would the availability of formula grant funds to states to support pre-release 
planning and reentry services targeted to youth offenders be helpful to your state? 
 
Yes.  Pennsylvania is currently in the process of developing a comprehensive aftercare 
system.  Stakeholders in the juvenile justice system as well as others in related systems are 
working together to develop a model aftercare system for youth leaving delinquency 
placements.   
 
It is important that returning juveniles who need to continue their treatment in the 
community have access to a continuum of services that have been demonstrated to be 
effective.  Effective re-entry planning—which should begin before youth enter placement-- is 
crucial if they are to benefit from residential treatment programs and successfully return 
home.  It is also a key element in promoting public safety and recidivism. 
 
A comprehensive approach to aftercare will ensure that youth receive timely and appropriate 
social support in such areas as: 
  
(1) Enrolling immediately in school or have a job waiting for them. 
 
(2) Continuing the follow-up services that are required for those who received physical or 
behavioral health treatment while in care. 
 
(3) Having strong adult support from family or other caring adults. 
 
(4) Having sufficient attention paid to developing their skills while in care so that they can 
successfully return to their home and community.  
 
(5) And ensuring that all youth offenders understand and acknowledge the wrongfulness of 
their actions and the impact of their crimes on the crime victim and the community.  Each 
child must recognize his or her responsibility for causing harm.   
 
We are currently utilizing federal, state and foundation funding to launch this effort.  
Additional federal resources through the Juvenile Accountability Block Grant or other new 
federal programs could be instrumental in Pennsylvania’s ability to provide these vital 
services.  The cuts in federal funding over the years have presented us from expanding 
effective aftercare programming that has reduced recidivism rates for our most challenging 
youth. 
  
2. What role, if any, do your state’s courts play in reviewing the aftercare or reentry 
plans of youth offenders exiting the juvenile or criminal justice systems? 
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[Needs to be checked – we do not have the answer to this] 
 
Questions from Senator Kohl: 
 
1. What would it mean for your state to receive a large infusion of Title V funds? 
 
While Title II formula grants have remained relatively constant, there have been significant 
cuts to Title V prevention dollars and to specialized initiatives.  An increase in Title V funds 
would allow us to dramatically increase our youth crime prevention initiatives. 
 
2. How would additional funding of Title V for prevention programs affect 
incarceration rates of youth? 
 
In my view, we would be making a worthwhile investment in programs that have been 
shown to work to reduce crime.  I believe this would reduce youth incarceration rates and 
save state and federal taxpayer dollars. 
 
3. What information do we have about the likely long-term economic effects of such 
an investment in prevention? 
 
The Washington State Public Policy Institute has conducted a number of studies on the long 
term economic effects of investments in prevention.  Attached is additional information 
from the institute that shows the cost/benefit of such an approach. 
 
4. During the hearing, we heard about the important role of the Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention plays in conducting research and providing 
technical assistance.  In your opinion, should OJJDP do more in these two areas to 
assist states? 
 
Yes.  
 
Questions from Senator Kennedy: 
 
1. What has your experience been in dealing with mentally ill youth in your state? 
 
The Models for Change Initiative in Pennsylvania is working to improve mental 
health services for youth. Our vision is that by 2010 every county will have a comprehensive 
model system that: (1) prevents the unnecessary involvement of youth who are in need of 
mental health treatment, including those with co-occurring substance abuse disorders, in the 
juvenile justice system; (2) allows for the early identification of youth in the system with 
mental health needs and co-occurring disorders; and (3) provides for timely access by 
identified youth in the system to appropriate treatment within the least restrictive setting that 
is consistent with public safety needs. 
 
This effort is prompted by the recognition that many youth in contact with the juvenile 
justice system have significant mental health and co-occurring substance abuse treatment 
needs.  As Senator Kennedy noted in his question, according to the National Center for 
Mental Health and Juvenile Justice, nearly 70 percent of the youth placed in the juvenile 
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justice system can be diagnosed with a mental health disorder, and of those youth, up to 60 
percent have a co-occurring substance abuse disorder. Youth with unidentified and 
untreated mental health and co-occurring substance abuse needs are unable to participate 
fully in their families, schools and communities, and are at high risk of becoming involved in 
offending behavior. Once in the juvenile justice system, untreated youth pose a safety risk to 
themselves and others. Moreover, they are hindered in their ability to participate in their own 
rehabilitation, be accountable for their actions, and develop competencies, in accordance 
with the principles of balanced and restorative justice (BARJ) as incorporated into 
Pennsylvania’s Juvenile Act.  In order to promote these purposes, we are committed to 
implementing policies that promote the early identification of youth with mental health and 
co-occurring substance abuse needs, appropriate diversion out of the juvenile justice system, 
and referral to effective, evidence-based treatment that involves the family in both the 
planning for and delivery of services. Many youth enter the juvenile justice system because 
their mental health needs are not adequately met in the community.  The behavior of these 
children typically deteriorated, over time, to the point where they are charged with 
committing a delinquent act.  Parents are sometimes actually encouraged to have their 
children arrested in an attempt to get them the help they need.  Concurrent with these 
efforts, we are also working to ensure that safeguards are in place to avoid the misdiagnosis 
and/or over-diagnosis of youth in the juvenile justice system, as well as to protect youth’s 
legal interests and rights.   
 
2. What role can the federal government play in encouraging states to provide greater 
access for at-risk youth to mental health screening and treatment? 
 
The federal government has the opportunity to play an important role in encouraging states 
to provide greater access for at-risk youth to mental health screening and treatment.    
 
The federal government should require states and local juvenile justice agencies to describe 
to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) their efforts to 
implement a comprehensive screening and assessment program to identify youth in the 
juvenile justice system who suffer from mental health and substance abuse disorders.  States 
should also be required to submit in their annual reports to OJJDP their response methods 
when the initial screening of youth demonstrates a need for further assessment or treatment. 
 
One of the first activities undertaken by Pennsylvania’s Mental Health / Juvenile Justice 
Workgroup, in conjunction with the Models for Change initiative, was to select a screening 
instrument that could be used by juvenile probation departments to identify children who 
may be in need of mental health treatment.  Currently, there are twenty-one juvenile 
probation departments utilizing the Massachusetts Youth Screening Inventory – Version 2 
(MAYSI-2) instrument in a pilot project.  Very recently one of the jurisdictions participating 
in this pilot project identified a child who was seriously contemplating suicide, and 
subsequently placed him in a mental health treatment program.  The federal government can 
encourage states to provide greater access to screening by assisting with the provision of 
technical assistance and financial support in this area. 
 
Improving access to effective mental health treatment is another goal identified by 
Pennsylvania’s Mental Health / Juvenile Justice Workgroup.  It is essential that children be 
provided with access to mental health treatment programs that have been proven to work.  
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The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania has a strong history of encouraging the development 
and support of “Evidence-based Programs”, and intends to create a “Center” in 2008 to 
institutionalize this effort.  In addition to supporting the development of evidence-based 
programs, the Center will be tasked with providing training and technical assistance to assist 
local jurisdictions in developing and measuring the effectiveness of local programs, as well.  
The federal government can encourage states to provide greater access to evidence-based 
treatment by assisting with the provision of technical assistance and financial support in this 
area. 
 
To assist and encourage states to comply with these requirements, the federal government 
can create grants for comprehensive collaborations between schools, law enforcement, 
public health agencies, and other local systems and organizations responsible for at-risk 
juveniles.  When each of the stakeholders in juvenile justice and other related systems and 
organizations work together across agencies, children who suffer mental health and 
substance abuse disorders are less likely to slip through the cracks and are more likely to 
receive necessary treatment.   
 
The federal government can also facilitate the creation of regional technical assistance 
centers to assist juvenile justice agencies in all matters related to juveniles with mental health 
and substance abuse disorders, and assist juvenile justice agencies as they work to reform 
their practices.   
 
Finally, the federal government can create reporting requirements for the Department of 
Justice that will improve our understanding of the prevalence of mental health and substance 
abuse disorders in the juvenile justice system. 
 
By encouraging states to provide greater access for at-risk youth to mental health screening 
and treatment, the federal government will achieve reduced recidivism and, ultimately, safer 
communities. Research has shown that providing youth who suffer from mental health 
and/or substance abuse disorders with effective mental health services reduces arrest rates 
and yields significant savings by preventing future criminal justice costs. The provision of 
community-based mental health services for youth suffering from mental health disorders 
has also been shown to lead to a significant reduction of youth placements in juvenile 
detention and other secure facilities. 
 
3. How can the reauthorization of the JJDPA make a difference in dealing with youth 
in the juvenile justice system who have mental disorders and/or substance abuse 
problems? 
 
The reauthorization of the JJDPA can make a tremendous difference in the lives of children 
with mental health problems and their families by encouraging states to provide greater 
access to mental health screening and evidence-based treatment. 
 
In reauthorizing the JJDPA, Congress has the opportunity to take the following three 
essential steps to make a critical difference in addressing the issues confronting youth in the 
juvenile justice system who suffer from mental health and substance abuse disorders.  
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(1) First, in reauthorizing the JJDPA, Congress should include language requiring states 

and local juvenile justice agencies to describe to the Office of Juvenile Justice and 

Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) their efforts to implement a comprehensive 

program and screening and assessment to identify youth in the juvenile justice 

system who suffer from mental health and substance abuse disorders.   

(2) Second, through reauthorization of the JJDPA, Congress should encourage the 

diversion of juveniles from detention and incarceration into home- and community-

based care.  For example, Congress might include in the JJDPA the provision of 

grants to train those involved in the juvenile justice system in the available home- 

and community-based treatment options for juveniles coming under their 

jurisdiction. 

(3) Third, in reauthorizing the JJDPA, Congress should encourage implementation of 

programs and services that have been proven to reduce recidivism and improve 

outcomes for juvenile offenders.   

In the House of Representatives, Congressman Patrick J. Kennedy has introduced 
legislation, the Juvenile Crime and Reduction Act, H.R. 3411, which amends and strengthen 
the JJDPA to achieve these three crucial goals.  The Senate should also introduce this 
legislation to strengthen the JJDPA, increase protection for and promote the rehabilitation 
of children in the juvenile justice system suffering from mental health and substance abuse 
disorders. 
 
4. What policies would you recommend for dealing with this problem and what 
practices have the greatest promise? 
 
In response to all of these questions, here has been our experience.  In Pennsylvania, we 
have seen a dramatic increase in the number of youth entering the juvenile justice system 
with mental health issues.  As a result, we invested in a Mental Health Assessment of Youth 
in Detention project in 2000.   
 
I strongly recommend the implementation of policies that promote the early identification of 
youth with mental health and co-occurring substance abuse needs, appropriate diversion out 
of the juvenile justice system, and referral to effective, evidence-based treatment that 
involves the family in both the planning for and delivery of services. In conjunction with 
these efforts, I also recommend the placement of safeguards in the system to avoid the 
misdiagnosis and/or over-diagnosis of youth in the juvenile justice system, and to protect 
youth’s legal interests and rights.   
 
Cross-systems collaboration, such as the model we employ in Pennsylvania, is premised on 
the understanding that no single system bears sole responsibility for our youth.  Youth are 
the community’s responsibility, and all policy responses developed for them, at the state, 
local and tribal levels, should be collaborative in nature, reflecting the input and involvement 
of all child-serving systems and family members.  I recommend a greater emphasis on this 
issue through reauthorization of the JJDPA, as well as a requirement that mandates a 
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stronger collaborative working relationship between the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention and the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA) within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  For 
example, Congress might require a portion of any increase in appropriations for SAMSHA’s 
Jail Diversion Program to be dedicated to programs that target juveniles for diversion. 
 
By 2006 we had implemented the Massachusetts Adolescent & Youth Screen Instrument 
(MAYSI-2) as a screening tool in all of our 23 detention centers.  The MAYSI-2 allows us an 
opportunity for early identification and prioritization of those youth who need continued 
assessment and evaluation to determine whether they can be diverted from the juvenile 
justice system or what kind of care is most appropriate based on their mental health needs. 
 
The federal government through the JJDPA reauthorization and other legislation could 
collect and disseminate information on best practices such as the MAYSI in mental health 
screening and treatment in the juvenile justice system.  Additionally, the federal government 
should substantially invest in more community-based mental health services for children so 
that they do not end up in the justice system in order to obtain mental health services.  
 
Attached is a copy of our Mental Health and Juvenile Justice Joint Policy Statement.   
 
Questions from Senator Feingold: 
 
In his written testimony, Shay Bilchik made nine recommendations to Congress for 
strengthening the JJDPA: (1) eliminate the Valid Court Order exception to the 
Deinstitutionalization of Status Offenders requirement; (2) extend the Adult Jail and 
Lock-Up Removal and the Sight and Sound protections to youth held pending trial 
in adult court; (3) require states to take concrete steps to reduce Disproportionate 
Minority Contact; (4) clarify that OJJDP’s functions include research and evaluation, 
training and technical assistance, dissemination of research and evaluation of 
findings, and demonstration of new program; (5) strengthen the JJDPA’s support in 
the area of mental health or substance abuse disorders; (6) require states to focus on 
the link between child victimization and juvenile justice; (7) enhance support for 
recruitment and retention strategies within the juvenile justice workforce; (8) 
enhance the role of OJJDP and the Federal-State partnership; and (9) substantially 
increase funding for Title V Prevention and Title II Formula Grants to states. 
 
1. As a member of Pennsylvania’s State Advisory Group, do you agree with these 
recommendations? 
 
Yes. I agree with all of the recommendations. 
 
2. Do you have any additional recommendations? 
 
Yes. I would suggest an additional provision on conditions of confinement. 
 
The 1994 Congressionally-mandated “Conditions of Confinement” report of juvenile 
facilities documented how facilities were unsafe for youths and staff, provided inadequate 
health and mental health services, were overcrowded, and generally were not meeting the 
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expectations for juvenile justice and delinquency prevention. The report called for the 
development and implementation of Performance-based Standards (PbS), launched in 1995 
by the Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators (CJCA).  In 2004, PbS won the 
“Innovations in American Government Award” by Harvard University’s Ash Institute for 
Democratic Governance and Innovation for addressing the issues of confinement: safety, 
security, fairness, health/mental health services, education, programming and rehabilitation 
as well as preparation to return to the community.  

Currently 180 correction and detention facilities across the country have volunteered to 
implement PbS (adopt the standards, report outcome data and integrate the improvement 
process), but they need financial support to continue to use PbS as OJJDP funding is 
ending.  Incentive funds could encourage the remaining 1,000 public facilities to adopt PbS.   
PbS has been effective in bringing accountability and transparency to juvenile agencies and 
facilities.  

I would recommend that the reauthorization of the JJDPA include provisions on the 
conditions of confinement issues in juvenile detention and correctional facilities by: 

(1) Establishing and supporting standards and programs that demonstrate effectiveness at 
keeping youths safe, provide rehabilitation services that work, and are continually reviewed 
and revised as more recent research and information becomes available. 

(2) Supporting efforts to monitor facilities, programs, and agencies to ensure they are 
keeping kids safe and providing rehabilitation.  Rewards and incentives should be available 
for facilities, programs, agencies that continually improve how they care for and treat youths 
and have outcome data to demonstrate positive impact on youths' lives. 

(3) Supporting research on specific practices within facilities to develop evidence-based 
approaches similar to evidence-based research on community-based treatments. 

(4) Prohibiting the use of especially dangerous practices, including the use of chemical 
agents; use of pain compliance techniques; hitting, kicking, striking, or using chokeholds or 
blows to the head; use of four- or five-point restraints, straightjackets, or restraint chairs; 
tying or placing in restraints in uncomfortable positions; periods of excessive isolation; 
restraining to fixed objects; restraining in a prone position or putting pressure on the back; 
using physical force or mechanical restraints (including shackling) for punishment, discipline, 
or treatment; and use of belly belts or chains on pregnant girls.  These dangerous practices 
have been prohibited within the JDAI Detention Facility Self-Assessment, recommendations 
compiled by experienced attorneys, physicians, and psychologists who have seen the ill-
effects such practices across the country.   

Questions from Senator Durbin: 
  
1. What lessons have we learned from states that have changes their juvenile transfer 
laws?  How might these lessons inform reauthorization of the JJDPA? 
 
In the 1990’s, most states changed their laws to make it easier to transfer youth to the adult 
criminal justice system.  In light of recent research, states are now re-examining their laws 
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with a number of states, such as IL, DE and CT, substantially revising their state statutes to 
reduce the number of youth prosecuted in the adult criminal justice system. 

Similar to the re-examination of laws by policymakers at the state level as a result of this new 
research, federal policymakers could re-examine and update the JJDPA as well. One area 
where this would be directly related to the research is to extend the “Jail Removal” provision 
to cover youth no matter what court they are in – juvenile or adult.  

2. Would the availability of formula grant funds for pre-release planning and reentry 
services targeted to youth offenders be helpful in Pennsylvania? 
 
Yes.  Pennsylvania is currently in the process of developing a comprehensive aftercare 
system.  Stakeholders in the juvenile justice system as well as others in related systems are 
working together to develop a model aftercare system for youth leaving delinquency 
placements.   
 
It is important that returning juveniles who need to continue their treatment in the 
community have access to a continuum of services that have been demonstrated to be 
effective.  Effective re-entry planning—which should begin before youth enter placement-- is 
crucial if they are to benefit from residential treatment programs and successfully return 
home.  It is also a key element in promoting public safety and recidivism. 
 
A comprehensive approach to aftercare will ensure that youth receive timely and appropriate 
social support in such areas as:  
 
(1) Enrolling immediately in school or have a job waiting for them. 
 
(2) Continuing the follow-up services that are required for those who received physical or 
behavioral health treatment while in care. 
 
(3) Having strong adult support from family or other caring adults. 
 
(4) Having sufficient attention paid to developing their skills while in care so that they can 
successfully return to their home and community.  
 
(5) And ensuring that all youth offenders understand and acknowledge the wrongfulness of 
their actions and the impact of their crimes on the crime victim and the community.  Each 
child must recognize his or her responsibility for causing harm.   
 
We are currently utilizing federal, state and foundation funding to launch this effort.  
Additional federal resources through the Juvenile Accountability Block Grant or other new 
federal programs could be instrumental in Pennsylvania’s ability to provide these vital 
services. 
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3. What role, if any, do the Pennsylvania courts play in reviewing the aftercare or 
reentry plans of youth offenders exiting the juvenile or criminal justice systems?  
 
Pennsylvania judges play a leadership role in reviewing aftercare plans.  Our Juvenile Act 
requires judicial oversight at all critical review hearings in delinquency cases.  The Juvenile 
Court Judges Commission (JCJC) www.jcjc.org in partnership with the National Center for 
Juvenile Justice (NCJJ) has created a Delinquency Bench Book that helps guide judicial 
decision-making at review hearings that include aftercare planning.  Most Pennsylvania 
judges take great care to ensure that comprehensive aftercare plans are developed that 
include meeting a youth’s education, housing and physical and behavioral health needs. 
 
 
 
Please let me know if you have questions or need additional information.  I can be reached 
at (717)-787-9532. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Anne Marie Ambrose 
Director 
Bureau of Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice Services 
State of Pennsylvania 
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Rehabilitation Versus Incarceration of Juvenile Offenders:
Public Preferences in Four Models for Change States 
Executive Summary

Alex Piquero and Laurence Steinberg

Over the past few decades, American juvenile justice policy has become progressively more punitive.  
During the 1990s, in particular, legislatures across the country enacted statutes under which growing 
numbers of youths can be prosecuted in criminal courts and sentenced to prison.  Indeed, today, in 
almost every state, youths who are 13 or 14 years of age (or less) can be tried and punished as adults 
for a broad range of offenses, including nonviolent crimes.  Even within the juvenile system, punish-
ments have grown increasingly severe.  

It is generally accepted that intense public concern about the threat of youth crime has driven this 
trend, and that the public supports this legislative inclination toward increased punitiveness.  But 
it is not clear whether this view of the public’s attitude about the appropriate response to juvenile 
crime is accurate.  On the one hand, various opinion surveys have found public support generally for 
getting tougher on juvenile crime and punishing youths as harshly as their adult counterparts.  At the 
same time, however, scrutiny of the sources of information about public opinion reveals that the view 
that the public supports adult punishment of juveniles is based largely on either responses to highly 
publicized crimes such as school shootings or on mass opinion polls that typically ask a few simplistic 
questions. It is quite plausible that assessments of public sentiment about juvenile crime, and the 
appropriate response to it, vary greatly as a function of when and how public opinion is gauged.  In 
our own work, we have found that very slight variations in the wording of survey questions generate 
vastly different pictures of public attitudes about juvenile justice policy.

An assessment of the public’s support for various responses to juvenile offending is important 
because policy makers often justify expenditures for punitive juvenile justice reforms on the basis of 
popular demand.   Punitive responses to juvenile crime (e.g., the incarceration of juvenile offenders 
in correctional facilities) are far more expensive and often less effective than less harsh alterna-
tives (e.g., providing juvenile offenders rehabilitative services in community settings).  If politicians’ 
misreading of public sentiment has led to the adoption of more expensive policy alternatives than the 
public actually wants, tax dollars are likely being wasted on policies that are costly and possibly inef-
fective, and that also may be less popular than is widely assumed.
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In a previous study conducted in Pennsylvania in 2005, we and our colleagues Daniel Nagin and Eliza-
beth Scott assessed public opinion toward juvenile justice policy using an approach that differs from 
conventional polling, by measuring respondents’ willingness to pay for alternative policy proposals.  
More specifically, we compared respondents’ willingness to pay for incarceration versus rehabilitation 
of juvenile offenders who had committed serious violent crimes.  In the current report we present the 
results of a replication of this study conducted in each of the Models for Change sites during 2007.

Our approach has several advantages over conventional public opinion polling.  First, asking how much 
respondents as individual taxpayers are willing to pay for a specific policy yields a more accurate esti-
mate of their attitude toward that policy than merely asking whether they approve or disapprove of it, 
because the question requires the respondent to consider the cost of the policy as well as its benefits.  
It is far easier to endorse a particular policy when it is proposed in the abstract (e.g., “Do you favor 
expanding the city’s sanitation services in order to clean the streets more frequently?”) than when one 
is told the actual cost of that policy (e.g., “Do you favor expanding the city’s sanitation services in order 
to clean the streets more frequently, at an annual cost to the city of $1 million per year?”) or what the 
impact of that policy would be on the respondent’s personal tax burden (“Would you be willing to pay 
an additional $100 in property taxes annually in order to expand the city’s sanitation services and clean 
the streets more frequently?”).  As a consequence, conventional polls may indicate more enthusiastic 
public support for a potentially expensive policy than would likely be the case if the actual cost burden 
of the policy were revealed. 

Second, our approach permits a more direct comparison of public attitudes toward different policies 
designed to address the same fundamental problem.  In conventional opinion polling, respondents’ 
preference for one versus another policy is often ascertained (e.g., “Do you favor Policy A or would you 
prefer Policy B?”), but the phrasing of such comparative questions seldom provides respondents with 
information on the relative effectiveness or cost of the proposed options.  Without knowing what the 
respondent believes to be the effectiveness or cost of each alternative, one is unable to know what the 
respondent’s answer genuinely reflects.

In the present study, we use an experimental methodology that permits us to compare respondents’ 
opinions about two juvenile justice policy alternatives that are presented as equally effective.  Any 
observed differences in respondents’ willingness to pay for two policies of equal effectiveness must 
necessarily indicate a true preference for one over the other.
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DATA & METHODS
Telephone interviews were conducted with a random sample of approximately 500 households from 
each of the four Model for Change sites (Illinois, Louisiana, Pennsylvania, and Washington) during 2007.  
Respondents were presented with several hypothetical scenarios and numerous questions about their 
background and attitudes.  The basic survey was the same for all individuals, with one important excep-
tion.  One item, which asked respondents if they would be willing to vote for a crime policy proposal 
requiring each household to pay an additional amount of money in taxes, was systematically varied.  
Half of the sample, randomly selected, responded to a proposal to increase the amount of rehabilita-
tive services provided to serious juvenile offenders, without any increase in their time incarcerated, 
whereas the other half of the sample responded to a proposal to increase the amount of time serious 
juvenile offenders were incarcerated for their crime, without the addition of any services.  Otherwise, 
the wording of the two proposals was nearly identical, in order to compare responses to each of them.

	 The text of the added question about willingness to pay for rehabilitation was as follows:

Currently in _____________ juvenile offenders who commit serious crimes 
such as robbery are put in jail for about one year. Suppose ______________ 
citizens were asked to approve the addition of a rehabilitation program to the 
sentence for these sorts of crimes. Similar programs have reduced youth crime by 
30%.  Youths in these programs are also more likely to graduate from high school 
and get jobs. If the change is approved, this new law would cost your household 
an additional $100 per year in taxes. 

After reading this question, respondents were asked: “Would you be willing to pay the additional $100 
in taxes for this change in the law?”  Respondents who indicated ‘yes’ were asked an additional follow-
up question: “Would you be willing to pay $200 for the same change?”  Respondents who indicated ‘no’ 
to the original question also were asked an additional follow-up question: “Would you be willing to pay 
an additional $50 for this change?”  Response options to all questions were ‘Yes’ and ‘No’.

	 The text of the added incarceration question was nearly identical:
  

Currently, in ____________ juvenile offenders who commit serious crimes 
such as robbery are put in jail for about one year. Suppose ___________ citi-
zens were asked to vote on a change in the law that would increase the sentence 
for these sorts of crimes by one additional year, making the average length of 
jail time two years. The additional year will not only impose more punishment 
but also reduce youth crime by about 30% by keeping juvenile offenders off the 
street for another year. If the change is approved, this new law would cost your 
household an additional $100 per year in taxes.”

The same follow-up questions were asked of respondents who received the incarceration scenario as 
were asked of respondents who were presented with the rehabilitation scenario.  
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RESULTS 
As  Figures 1 and 2 indicate, across the sample as a whole (that is, with data from all four states com-
bined), the public clearly favors rehabilitation over punishment as a response to serious juvenile offend-
ing.  More respondents are willing to pay for additional rehabilitation than for additional punishment, 
and the average amount in additional annual taxes that respondents are willing to pay for rehabilitation 
is almost 20% greater than it is for incarceration ($98.49 versus $84.52).  Conversely, significantly more 
respondents are unwilling to pay for additional incarceration (39 percent) than are unwilling to pay for 
added rehabilitation (29 percent).  It is quite clear that the public supports rehabilitation and is willing to 
pay for it.

	

	

Figure 1

Figure 2
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This general pattern holds in three of the four Models for Change sites: Pennsylvania, Washington and 
Illinois.  In Pennsylvania, the public is willing to pay 18% more for rehabilitation than punishment ($98 
versus $83).  In Washington, the public is willing to pay 29% more ($102 versus $79).  And in Illinois, the 
public is willing to pay 36% more for rehabilitation than punishment ($100 versus $73 annually).  In 
Louisiana, the amounts for rehabilitation and punishment are statistically equivalent ($94 versus $98). 
(See Figure 3)

DISCUSSION
When informed that rehabilitation is as effective as incarceration (in fact, the former is more effective), 
the public is willing to pay nearly 20 percent more in additional taxes annually for programs that offer 
rehabilitative services to serious juvenile offenders than for longer periods of incarceration.  We find this 
for the sample as a whole, and in three out of four of the Models for Change sites (the sole exception is 
Louisiana).  

These results are consistent with public opinion surveys in general, which usually find more public support 
for rehabilitation than politicians may believe is the case.  The added value of the present survey is that 
this general trend is found using a methodology that is thought to more accurately gauge public support 
for various policy alternatives than conventional polling.

Figure 3
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One criticism of this approach to assessing public opinion is that the actual dollar amounts generated 
through the method may not be accurate, because respondents are forced to pick among predetermined 
responses.  Some individuals who indicate a willingness to pay $200 in additional taxes may in fact be 
willing to pay even more, but because we did not press beyond this amount, we do not know how large 
this group is, nor do we know how responses would have differed had we used different dollar amounts 
to anchor the response categories.  Moreover, because the respondents know they are answering a 
hypothetical question, their responses may differ from what they would say if a genuine referendum 
were held.

The absolute dollar amounts are less important than the relative amounts, however.  Although the true 
dollar amount that taxpayers are willing to pay for either policy may be uncertain, what is certainly clear 
is that participants are willing to pay more for rehabilitation than for incarceration if each delivers the 
same result.  This finding, together with evidence that incarceration is substantially more costly than re-
habilitation (at least five times more costly, according to some estimates), supports the conclusion that 
the returns per dollar spent on rehabilitation are a better value than the returns on incarceration.  Sup-
port for rehabilitation would likely be even stronger if respondents were told that at least five offenders 
can be provided with services for the same price as incarcerating just one of them.

Our survey challenges the view held by many politicians and the media that the public opposes reha-
bilitation and favors incarceration of young offenders.  According to conventional wisdom, the driving 
force behind the punitive reforms in recent years has been the public demand for tough juvenile justice 
policies, and politicians frequently point to public outrage at serious juvenile crime as justification for 
sweeping legislative reforms.  

We believe, instead, that members of the public are concerned about youth crime and want to reduce 
its incidence, and are ready to support effective rehabilitative programs as a means of accomplishing 
that end — indeed favoring rehabilitation to imposing more punishment through longer sentences.  Our 
findings offer encouragement to lawmakers who are uncomfortable with the recent trend toward puni-
tive juvenile justice policies and would like to initiate more moderate reforms.

The high cost of punitive sentencing has become a consideration in the public debate —long sentences 
translate into more prison space, more staff and generally higher operating costs.  Cost-conscious 
legislatures may become disenchanted with punitive juvenile justice policies on economic grounds and 
pursue policies that place greater emphasis on rehabilitation and early childhood prevention.  If so, they 
may be reassured, on the basis of our findings, that the public will support this move.
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Potential for Change: Public Attitudes and Policy Preferences 
for Juvenile Justice Systems Reform
Executive Summary

A Center for Children’s Law and Policy Report

Introduction
New polling data on Americans’ attitudes about youth, race and crime reveal strong support for 
juvenile justice reforms that focus on rehabilitating youthful offenders rather than locking them up in 
adult prisons. The public also believes that African American and poor youth receive less favorable 
treatment than those who are white or middle class.  

The poll was commissioned by the Center for Children’s Law and Policy as part of the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation’s Models for Change juvenile justice reform initiative, which 
supports juvenile justice reform in Illinois, Pennsylvania, Louisiana and Washington state. Prior to 
the poll, focus groups on the issues were held in Chicago, Pittsburgh, Baton Rouge and Seattle. The 
poll included oversampling in the four Models for Change states to determine attitudes by the public 
there.

Survey findings include:

• The public recognizes the potential of young people to change. Nearly nine out of 10 (89 percent) 
of those surveyed agreed that “almost all youth who commit crimes have the potential to 
change,” and more than seven out of 10 agreed that “incarcerating youth offenders without 
rehabilitation is the same as giving up on them.”

• The public supports redirecting government funds from incarceration to counseling, education and 
job training programs for youth offenders. Nearly eight out of 10 favor reallocating state govern-
ment money from incarceration to programs that provide help and skills to enable youth to 
become productive citizens.

• The public views the provision of treatment and services as more effective ways of rehabilitat-
ing youth than incarceration. Majorities saw schooling, job training, mental health treatment, 
counseling and follow-up services for youth once they leave the juvenile justice system to 
help them go back to school or find a job services as “very effective” ways to rehabilitate 
young people. Less than 15 percent of those surveyed thought that incarcerating juveniles 
was a “very effective” way to rehabilitate youth. 
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• The public favors keeping nonviolent juveniles in small, residential facilities in their own communities 
rather than in large distant institutions. More than three-quarters of the public favors juvenile jus-
tice policies that keep nonviolent youth in small facilities in their own communities, and six in 
10 favor community supervision for nonviolent youth. Eight out of 10 favor keeping these youth 
in small residential facilities rather than in large institutions.

• The public believes the juvenile justice system treats low-income youth, African American youth and 
Hispanic youth unfairly. Almost two-thirds of respondents said that poor youth receive worse treatment 
than middle-class youth who get arrested for the same offense. A majority think that African Ameri-
can youth receive worse treatment than white youth who get arrested for the same offense. 
More than seven out of 10 favor funding programs that help Hispanic youth who get in trouble 
with the law overcome the language barriers they face in the juvenile justice system. 

 
 1. The public recognizes the potential of young people to change.

The juvenile justice system in the United States began a century ago in Chicago with the enlightened 
goal of providing individualized treatment, supervision and services to troubled and at-risk youth. In the 
1990s, attitudes changed. A temporary rise in violent juvenile crime and a few spectacular cases fueled 
political calls for more punitive approaches: a shift away from rehabilitation and toward the implemen-
tation of harsher sanctions, reduced confidentiality of juvenile proceedings and increased incarceration 
of young people. 

Today, the fallacies that drove the wave of punitive poli-
cies are being challenged and the space for new ideas to 
flourish is growing. A number of factors—falling crime 
rates, state budget crises, rigorous demonstrations of 
“what works” and new research on brain development in 
adolescents—are encouraging policymakers to reconsider 
the wisdom of “get-tough” policies. There is a large reservoir of public support that policymakers can 
draw upon to help shift the juvenile justice system back to the principles on which it was founded. 

The public believes that almost all young people who commit crimes have the potential to change. 
Nearly nine out of 10 people nationally (89 percent) agreed with the statement that “almost all youth 
who commit crimes are capable of positive growth and have the potential to change for the better.” 
In the Models for Change states, more than eight out of 10 agreed with the statement. Similarly, more 
than eight out of 10 disagreed with the statement that “there is not much you can do to change youth 
who commit crimes.” More than three out of four agreed that “incarcerating youth offenders without 
rehabilitation is the same as giving up on them.”

“The system seems to ignore the potential any 
child may have. The way the system seems to 
be set up, they seem to be written off rather 
than helping them become productive society 
members. I think they keep throwing these kids 
away.”— Focus group respondent, Chicago



 � 

 

 

Strongly 56%

Strongly 4%

Somewhat 
33%

Somewhat 7%
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Agree Disagree

Nearly nine out of 10 agreed that "almost all youth 
who commit crimes have the potential for change."

“Please tell me if you agree or disagree with each of the following statements. (Do you 
agree or disagree? Is that strongly or somewhat agree/disagree?) Almost all youth who 
commit crimes are capable of positive growth and have the potential to change for the 
better.
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More than seven out of 10 agreed that "incarcerating 
youth offenders without rehabilitation is the same as 

giving up on them."

“Please tell me if you agree or disagree with each of the following statements. (Do you agree 
or disagree? Is that strongly or somewhat agree/disagree?) Incarcerating youth offenders 
without rehabilitation is the same as giving up on them.”
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2. The public supports redirecting government funds from incarceration to counseling, education and job 
training for youth offenders. 

In Illinois, Pennsylvania, Louisiana and Washington, the legislatures have enacted policies that discour-
age incarcerating youth in large state facilities and encourage having more young people under commu-
nity supervision or receiving services and treatment in their own communities. The public supports this 
change in policy.

A majority in the United States and in the four Models 
for Change states strongly favor taking away some of the 
money their state spends on incarcerating youth offenders 
and spending it instead on programs for counseling, educa-
tion and job training for youth offenders. Nearly eight out 
10 say they strongly favor or somewhat favor this policy 
choice. 

 

 

“For nonviolent crimes, it would make more 
sense to take the money, x amount of dollars 
to keep an individual incarcerated for x amount 
of time—you could put that to programs 
to prevent them from being in jail to begin 
with.”—Focus group respondent, Baton Rouge

“Do you favor or oppose taking away some of the money your state government spends 
on incarcerating youth offenders and spending it instead on programs for counseling, 
education and job training for youth offenders. Is that strongly or somewhat favor/op-
pose?”
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Nearly eight out of 10 favor reallocating money from 
incarceration to programs for youthful offenders.
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3. The public views the provision of treatment, services and community supervision as more effective 
ways of rehabilitating youth than incarceration.

Large majorities see providing treatment, services and 
community supervision as more effective ways of reha-
bilitating youth who commit crimes than punishment or 
incarceration in either an adult or juvenile facility.

A majority views family counseling, mental health treat-
ment, vocational and job training and assistance with getting a high school education as “very ef-
fective” ways to rehabilitate young people who commit crimes. In contrast, less than 15 percent see 
incarcerating youth in either a juvenile or adult facility as being “very effective” at rehabilitating youth 
who commit crimes. 

One of the biggest challenges facing communities is the development of effective “aftercare” services 
and plans for juveniles: the ability to connect juveniles leaving the system with the programs and servic-
es they need to adjust and succeed. More than six in 10 of those surveyed nationally said that “provid-
ing follow-up services once youth leave the juvenile justice system to help them go back to school or 
get a job” was a “very effective” way to rehabilitate young people who commit crimes.

 

 

“If you’re just going to throw them in a place 
where no one cares and nobody does anything, 
you’re just going to grow up an 18-year-old kid 
that still has nothing.”—Focus group respondent, 
Baton Rouge

“I am going to read you a list of things the juvenile justice system can do to help rehabilitate 
youth who commit crimes. In your opinion, please tell me how effective each of the following is 
in rehabilitating youth offenders: very effective, somewhat effective, not very effective, or not 
at all effective way to rehabilitate youth who commit crimes?”
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Treatment, supervision and services were seen as "very effective" 
ways to rehabilitate youthful offenders. Less than 15 percent 

thought that "locking them up" was "very effective."



 � 

Similarly, when responses of “somewhat effective” and “very effective” are combined, most respon-
dents believe that non-incarceration options are productive ways to rehabilitate youth. Across all ques-
tion items, about nine out of 10 see mentoring, job training, mental health treatment and other non-in-
carceration options as effective ways to rehabilitate youth who commit crimes. 

By contrast, six out of 10 survey participants see incarcerating youth in a juvenile facility as “some-
what” or “very” effective. Few people think that incarcerating youth in adult jails and prisons is effec-

tive: less than three out of 10 see them as effective ways to rehabilitate youth. 

 

 

“The problem is that we are punishment-focused 
rather than education-, rehab- and change- focused. 
The change I would make is to provide funding for 
mentor and group-based education and rehabilita-
tion.”—Focus group respondent, Chicago

“I am going to read you a list of things the juvenile justice system can do to help rehabili-
tate youth who commit crimes. In your opinion, please tell me how effective each of the 
following is in rehabilitating youth offenders: very effective, somewhat effective, not very 
effective or not at all effective way to rehabilitate youth who commit crimes?”
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More than eight out of 10 people said that providing community-based 
services is a "somewhat" or "very" effective way to rehabilitate 

youth, compared to six out of 10 or three out of 10 for incarcerating youth.

“Putting them in prison without even a thought 
to rehabilitation is pretty much the status quo 
and is not accomplishing anything. There’s a lot 
more options than just giving them a DCN [De-
partment of Corrections number] and forgetting 
about them.”— Focus group respondent, Baton Rouge  
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4. The public favors keeping nonviolent juveniles in small, residential facilities in their own communities 
rather than in large distant institutions.

Of all youth arrested each year, more than 90 percent are charged with nonviolent offenses. Of the 
youth subsequently held either in detention or juvenile corrections facilities across the country, more 
than six in 10 are held for nonviolent offenses.  Illinois and Louisiana recently made policy changes to 
increase the number of young people in “community-supervision,” which generally involves keeping 
nonviolent youth in their own homes under the close supervision of a caseworker or probation officer, 
where they are required to receive counseling services and attend school. 

To help move more nonviolent youth to places more likely to reduce their reoffending, several states 
have embraced the “Missouri model” approach. In Missouri, young people were removed from large, 
distant state institutions and into small, “community-based” residential facilities that provide intensive 
services. Three-fourths of those committed to state care in Missouri are placed in open environments, 
such as nonresidential treatment programs, group homes or other non-secure facilities. In open envi-
ronments, youth typically spend each weekday focused on both academics and counseling alongside 
10 to 12 other youths who share a dormitory. Afterwards, residents participate in community service 
activities, tutoring, and individual and family counseling.  Statistics from the Missouri Department Youth 
Services found that in 2006, the recidivism rate was only 8.7 percent.  It is difficult to compare that fig-
ure to other states’ recidivism rates because states use different measurement practices.  In an effort 
to overcome these measurement differences, the Virginia Department of Juvenile Justice conducted a 
study in 2005 using the same definition of juvenile recidivism in 27 states.  The study showed that 55 
percent of juveniles released from facilities in Florida, New York and Virginia were rearrested within 
one year. Louisiana and Washington, D.C., have recently embraced the “Missouri model” approach.

Wherever young people are in the juvenile justice system, the public wants them to be held account-
able. Eight out of 10 say that they want a stronger focus on accountability and that the system is not 
focused enough on “teaching youth who commit crimes to be accountable for their actions.” However, 
the public supports keeping nonviolent offenders, who comprise the majority of youth who enter the 
system and the majority of youth who are incarcerated, in community-based facilities or under commu-
nity supervision. 

1 Sickmund, Melissa, T.J. Sladky and Wei Kang. 2005. Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement Databook. www.ojjdp.ncjrs.
org/ojstatbb/cjrp/  
2 Mendel, Richard A. 2001. Less Cost, More Safety: Guiding Lights for Reform in Juvenile Justice. Washington, D.C.: American 
Youth Policy Forum. www.aecf.org/upload/PublicationFiles/less%20cost%20more%20safety.pdf. 
3 Missouri Department of Social Services. 2006. Division of Youth Services Annual Report: Fiscal Year 2006. www.dss.mo.gov/re/
pdf/dys/dysfy06.pdf. 
4 Snyder, Howard N. and Melissa Sickmund. 2006. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report. Washington, D.C.: Office 
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. http://ojjdp.ncjrs.gov/ojstatbb/nr2006/downloads/NR2006.pdf .
5 Virginia Department of Juvenile Justice. 2005. Juvenile recidivism in Virginia. DJJ Research Quarterly. Richmond, VA: VDJJ; 
cited in Snyder, Howard N. and Melissa Sickmund. 2006. Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report. Washington, D.C.: 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.
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Seventy-six percent strongly or somewhat favor “placing nonviolent youth in facilities located in their own 
communities.” Eight out of 10 say they favor placing nonviolent youth “in a residential facility that holds a 
small number of youth” instead of incarcerating them in a large juvenile facility. Six out of 10 nationally say 
that instead of incarceration in a large juvenile facility, they favor assigning a nonviolent youth “to live in their 
own homes and receive counseling and other services under the close supervision of a caseworker.”

 

“Please tell me whether you favor or oppose each of the following proposals for dealing 
with youth convicted of NONVIOLENT crimes. Is that strongly or somewhat favor/oppose?”
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“Please tell me whether you favor or oppose each of the following proposals for deal-
ing with youth convicted of NONVIOLENT crimes. (Do you favor or oppose this? Is that 
strongly or somewhat favor/oppose?) Instead of incarceration in a juvenile facility, assign-
ing youth to live in their own homes and receive counseling and other services under the 
close supervision of a caseworker.”  
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A majority of respondents favor community supervision over 
incarceration for nonviolent juvenile offenders.
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6. The public believes the juvenile justice system treats low-income youth, African American youth and 
Hispanic youth unfairly. 

The public thinks that the system treats some youth—specifically, poor or low-income youth, and African 
American and Hispanic youth—unfairly and that the juvenile justice system or “programs” should be devel-
oped to help the system be more fair to youth of color.

The public strongly believes that low-income youth receive worse treatment at the hands of the justice 
system. Nearly two-thirds of people polled nationwide (65 percent to 34 percent), and the majority of those 
surveyed in the Models for Change states think poor youth receive worse treatment than middle-income youth 
arrested for the same offense. 

 

	
About half of those polled said that “an African American youth who gets arrested receives worse treatment 
by the justice system than a white youth who gets arrested for the same offense.” In each of the Models for 
Change states, a larger proportion of the public believe that African American youth receive worse treatment 
rather than the “same” or “better” treatment. At a time when the justice system is just beginning to learn the 
scale of Hispanic overrepresentation in the justice system, 47 percent of the public thought Hispanic youth 
receive worse treatment compared with white youth, with 41 percent saying they thought Hispanics received 
the same treatment as white youth.

“It’s almost like that’s the face they expect to 
see.”—Focus group participant, Baton Rouge 

“I’ve seen kids in white neighborhoods be 
picked out just for being black. I think there’s 
definitely an attitude. The attitude that cops 
have towards them is they’re guilty for walking 
down the street.”—Focus group respondent, Chicago

“In general, do you think a poor youth who gets arrested receives the same, better, or 
worse treatment by the justice system than a middle-income youth who gets arrested for 
the same offense?”
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Nearly two-thirds of respondents said that poor youth who get arrested 
receive worse treatment by the justice system than middle-income youth 
arrested for the same offense. Three percent said that poor youth receive 

better treatment than middle-income youyouth.
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The public recognizes the language barriers that Hispanic youth face in the juvenile justice system. 
More than seven out of 10 nationally, and more than six out of 10 in the Models for Change states, think 
“we should fund more programs to help Hispanic youth who get in trouble with the law overcome the 
language barriers they face in the juvenile justice system.”  In addition, six out of 10 respondents agreed 
that “we should fund more programs that acknowledge and address the cultural backgrounds of His-
panic youth who get in trouble with the law.”

 

“In general, do you think an African American youth who gets arrested receives the same, 
better, or worse treatment by the justice system than a white youth who gets arrested for 
the same offense?”

 
“Please tell me if you agree or disagree with the following statements. (Do you agree or 
disagree? Is that strongly or somewhat agree/disagree?) We should fund more programs to 
help Hispanic youth who get in trouble with the law overcome language barriers they face 
in the juvenile justice system.”
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More than seven out of 10 think we should fund more programs 
to help Hispanic youth who get in trouble with the law overcome 

the language barriers they face in the juvenile justice system.
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Nearly two-thirds of respondents said that poor youth who get arrested 
receive worse treatment by the justice system than middle-income youth 
arrested for the same offense. Three percent said that poor youth receive 

better treatment than middle-income youyouth.
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Conclusion: The public is ready to support juvenile justice reform.

	 The findings from the survey show that the public is ready to support juvenile justice reform. 
The public sees rehabilitation, services, treatment and community supervision as more effective ways 
to curb reoffending than incarceration in either juvenile or adult facilities. A majority of respondents 
support moving juveniles out of large institutions and into community-based facilities or into community 
supervision. And the public favors redirecting funds spent on incarceration to support these community-
based services. 

	 The public believes the juvenile justice system treats low-income youth, African American 
youth and Hispanic youth unfairly. The public thinks that poor youth, African American youth and His-
panic youth are more likely to receive worse treatment in the juvenile justice system than white youth 
charged with the same offense. More than seven out of 10 think that the system should fund more 
programs that help Hispanic youth overcome language barriers, and six out of 10 support measures to 
address their cultural backgrounds when they are in the justice system.

	 These results also show that Models for Change is implementing the kinds of reforms the public 
supports in Illinois, Pennsylvania, Louisiana and Washington. While the nature of the work varies from 
state to state, all are working toward reducing overrepresentation and racial and ethnic disparities, 
improving the delivery of mental health services, expanding community-based alternatives to incarcera-
tion, increasing the number of youth receiving services that have been proven effective, keeping young 
people out of adult facilities and helping young people return home after being in the juvenile justice 
system. 
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About the Poll and Methodology

As part of Models for Change, one of the initiative’s grantees—the Center for Children’s Law and 
Policy—asked a public opinion research firm to survey public attitudes on youth, crime, race and the 
juvenile justice system. In the summer of 2007, Belden Russonello and Stewart (BRS) conducted eight 
focus groups on the issues in Chicago, Pittsburgh, Baton Rouge and Seattle. Informed by the results 
from the focus groups, BRS conducted a national survey  in September 2007. 

Survey interviews were conducted September 17 to September 29 of 500 adults 18 years or older 
nationwide and approximately 300 adults in the four Models for Change states. The national survey of 
500 people had a margin of error of ± 4.4 percent, and the individual state surveys had a margin of error 
of ± 5.7 percent. 

For more information, contact Mark Soler, Executive Director, Center for Children’s Law and Policy, at 
msoler@cclp.org or (202) 637-0377 ext. 104.

Models for Change is an effort to create successful and replicable models of juvenile justice system reform 
through targeted investments in key states. With long-term funding and support from the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, Models for Change seeks to accelerate progress toward a more 
rational, fair, effective, and developmentally appropriate juvenile justice system. Four states - Illinois, 
Louisiana, Pennsylvania and Washington - have been selected as core Models for Change sites. Other 
states participate in action networks targeting mental health and disproportionate minority contract in 
juvenile justice systems.  

Contact information:

www.modelsforchange.net

Press inquiries on Models for Change:
Jen Humke
The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation
140 S. Dearborn Street, Chicago, IL 60603-5285
(312) 726-8000
jhumke@macfound.org
www.macfound.org

Center for Children’s Law and Policy
Mark Soler
1701 K Street, NW
Suite 600
Washington, DC 20006
Phone: (202) 637-0377
www.cclp.org


