Discussion Guide

Director’s Statement

KIDS FOR CASH is an unexpected story about those who look to authority
for help, and the power those in authority hold over them; it’s a story
about trust and mistrust; it’s a story about parenting. It’s a story about
fear—fear for our children and fear of our children. Finally, it’s a story that
challenges what we think we know. It’s a story with many sides that had
to be presented in an engaging way, and to do it justice, we wanted to hear
from both the seemingly obvious victims, as well as the villains.
After months of research and on-camera interviews, we

I have two teenaged children who were ages 10 and 13 at

discovered that there was broad public acceptance for

the time we began production. My own missteps in raising

harsh, intolerant treatment of kids who got into trouble.

my kids included the principle that if you do an “adult

Post-Columbine, like many parents, I believed in “zero

crime, you should do adult time.” But one of the most

tolerance” for bad behavior coupled with dire consequences

fundamental things I’ve learned (which in hindsight seems

that would “scare kids straight” and make them steer clear

so obvious) is that the human brain continues to develop

of trouble. Judge Ciavarella was the very embodiment of

through a person’s mid-twenties. The delay in frontal

these principles, and everyone, from police, to educators

lobe development is precisely why young people are so

and school administrators, to the community at large, was

impulsive: their ability to think logically or foresee risk is still

aware of his policies and, in fact, embraced them. But

maturing, so expecting perfect behavior is unrealistic. I wish

when news came out about Judge Ciavarella’s and Judge

I had understood this 10 years ago!

Conahan’s guilty pleas, everyone—including myself—
was forced to see things in a new light. How could such

Today is likely the toughest time in history for a child to

upstanding pillars of the community sink to such a low

grow up. We’ve essentially criminalized the act of being a

level? Why was there so much complicity and complacency

teenager. While we preach tolerance and understanding, we

by those who should know that trying kids as adults is

rarely practice it—especially when it comes to adolescents.

inappropriate and harmful?

I hope that viewers of this film will be reminded that kids are
simply kids and we should not pre-judge them, that kids

As we launched into production, the more information we

who do get into trouble need care and assistance more than

gathered the more complex the material became. At first,

they need extreme consequences.

we thought things were limited to Luzerne County until we
began to research the broader juvenile justice system. We

Audiences of all ages agree, Kids for Cash is a must see

found that the manner in which kids were treated across the

movie for anyone who has a kid, loves a kid or was a kid.

country was shockingly similar to what was taking place in
Luzerne County, and for us, the scandal of “kids for cash”
became less about the millions paid in so-called “finders
fees” received by the judges, and more about the misguided
and detrimental ways we deal with kids who misbehave.

Robert May
Robert May
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About the Film
Kids for Cash is a riveting look behind the notorious “kids-for-cash” scandal that rocked the
nation when it first came to light in 2009. In the wake of the shootings at Columbine High School
in Colorado, a small town in Luzerne County, Pennsylvania, elected a charismatic judge who
was hell-bent on keeping kids in line. While he was on the bench, more than 3,000 children were
ripped from their families and imprisoned for years for infractions as petty as creating a fake
MySpace page. When one parent dared to question this harsh brand of justice, it was revealed
that Judge Ciavarella (along with Judge Conahan, another Luzerne County judge) had received
millions of dollars in payments from the privately owned juvenile detention centers where the
kids—most of them only in their early teens—were incarcerated.

About the Campaign
The Kids for Cash Campaign is a national effort to awaken every parent, teacher, elected official
and community leader to the shocking realities of zero tolerance policies and the juvenile
justice system in the United States. Using Kids for Cash as a springboard, the campaign
aims to reveal how the current system can do more harm than good, while engaging families
and communities in the national movement to reform juvenile justice. Through a series of
screenings, partnerships, carefully planned activities and the dissemination of supplementary
materials, the Kids for Cash Campaign raises awareness, state-by-state, about ways we can all
become champions for juvenile justice and education systems that function in the best interest
of children and families.

For more information about hosting a screening of Kids for Cash, purchasing a
screening license or accessing a DVD, visit KidsForCashTheMovie.com.
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Using Kids for Cash to Spark Dialogue and Action
What a Film Can Do
Films—especially ones like Kids for Cash that feature complex and fascinating people or characters—are able to reach
people on an immediate and emotional level, opening them up to new ideas and possibilities. They provide a common text
from which to start a conversation, putting a human face on social, cultural and civic issues.
After viewing Kids for Cash, audiences are likely to feel a range of emotions, from anger to empathy to motivation. A wellplanned screening of this film has the ability to leverage that emotional power and inspire collective action. When it comes
to social change, a film can’t do it all, but it can set the stage—laying out the issues in a way that people can more easily
understand and building interest in potential solutions.

How to Use This Guide
The scandal that happened in Luzerne County is not every county’s story. Still, Kids for Cash raises important issues
about the broader juvenile justice system that are relevant to other communities. With a storyline that speaks to a range of
audiences—parents, youth, attorneys, court professionals, human service providers, educators and more—the film and this
guide were designed to prompt focused conversations about important issues such as the right to counsel, the lack of court
accountability, zero tolerance policies, trauma and the lasting effects of detention.
By providing additional background and context on Luzerne County’s “kids-for-cash” scandal itself, this guide can be used
to spark meaningful discussions and action around the need for a juvenile justice system that puts a high priority on the best
interests of youth and families. While the guide does not provide a comprehensive overview of the juvenile justice system in
the United States, it enables viewers to connect the issues in the film to things happening in their own state or community,
highlighting successful programs and policies as well as potential actions they can take.
This guide can be used by advocates, youth, families, educators, practitioners and key stakeholders to foster a greater
understanding of juvenile justice and the opportunities for reform. Depending on the audience, this guide can be used to:
•

Deepen understanding about the US juvenile justice system overall.

•

Spark dialogue among families and/or practitioners who are dealing with the system firsthand?

•

Motivate viewers to think about ways the system can be improved in their own communities.

•

Connect viewers to information and resources that can enable them to take action.
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3

For Facilitators
The discussion prompts in this guide may raise some personal issues and sensitivities, especially for families who have
experienced the system firsthand. Because of the personal nature of experiences with the juvenile justice system, we
highly recommend that discussions and activities be led by an experienced facilitator.

Setting Guidelines

Before delving into sensitive conversations, it is important to establish guidelines and create a safe space in which
participants trust each other enough to share their experiences, opinions and ideas. A good way to do this is to conduct
a whole-group brainstorming session around discussion guidelines before engaging in conversation. You or a volunteer
should jot down guideline ideas on a flipchart or whiteboard to have as a reference. Consider sharing some of the
following guidelines:
•

Step Up, Step Back: If you are a quieter person, feel empowered to share your experiences.
If you speak a lot, step back so others have a chance to speak.

•

All Questions Are Welcome: Ask questions and feel free to ask for more information or clarification.

•

Throw Glitter, Not Shade: Be positive when others share their ideas.

•

One Mic: One person speaks at a time.

•

“I” Statements: Speak from your own experience as much as possible and begin your statements
with “I think,” “I feel” or “I believe.”

•

No Wrong Answers: Many of the questions in this guide are geared toward personal reflection and story
sharing. Your experiences and your perspectives are always correct!

If you’re hosting a community screening of Kids for Cash, get the full Event Planning Guide at
KidsForCashTheMovie.com/host-a-screening for tips and suggestions on putting together a great event.

Close-up: Kids for Cash
The Kids of Luzerne County
The stories and experiences of the young people in the film are not unusual. They represent
five of the 3,000 kids that Judge Ciavarella incarcerated during the time he was receiving
payments from the private juvenile detention facility. Regular behaviors of young people such
as playing pranks, testing limits and immaturity were enough to bring kids into the system, and
ultimately ruin their lives.

Amanda

Amanda was involved in an incident at school involving an ex-friend.
In response to verbal taunting and harassment, Amanda grabbed the girl, and a fight
ensued in the school gymnasium. Fourteen-year-old Amanda was arrested, charged
with aggravated assault and would spend the next five years in the juvenile justice
system, caught in a cycle of recidivism. Humiliated, frustrated and hopelessly fraught
with anxiety after an attempt to reenter school, Amanda was diagnosed with posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). She chose to complete her studies at home, though
still walked the stage with her classmates at graduation. She still has difficulty being in
large public settings and struggles with depression and anxiety, but is determined to get
her life back on track.
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Justin

Justin was only 12 years old when he was walking his little brother to a
neighborhood school bus stop and got into a verbal altercation with the mother of another
child. Justin’s offensive language and behavior was reported to the school police officer,
who promptly contacted Lisa, Justin’s mother. Lisa had been struggling with Justin’s use of
obscene language for some time: thinking that perhaps Justin needed to be “scared straight,”
she agreed to allow the officer to arrest Justin, expecting that he would learn a lesson about
his behavior. But Justin was charged with terroristic threats, and he began a seven-year-long
journey within the juvenile justice system. Though Justin never lost his love for music, today,
at age 21, having lost years of his life in the juvenile justice system, he struggles to remain
positive about his future prospects.

Charlie

When the police knocked on 14-year-old Charlie’s door one day, he assumed
he was getting into trouble for riding his scooter (a gift from his parents) without a helmet.
What he found out, however, was that his scooter was in fact stolen property. Even though
his parents were unaware that it was stolen when they bought the scooter, Charlie was
arrested, charged with receiving stolen property and locked up in juvenile detention. Charlie
did not cope well within the juvenile system and moved from one facility to another. He
ended up spending five years in the system and was subjected to eight placements, during
which he received little education or preparation for the outside world. His love of poetry
and family gave him hope for his life beyond confinement. Today, at 21, Charlie remains
optimistic about his future despite the odds against him.

Ed Admired and respected by coaches, teachers and his peers, Ed had hoped to go to
college on an athletic scholarship for wrestling. The summer between his junior and senior
year of high school, Ed began to get into trouble, staying out late partying and drinking
excessively with his friends. To try to “scare Ed straight,” his father decided to enlist the help
of his two friends who were local police officers. They planted drug paraphernalia in Ed’s truck
and arrested him. But instead of the expected slap on the wrist and a warning, Ed ended up
being sent away at age 17 to a boot camp where he spent three months, missing out on his
senior year of wrestling and losing his chance at a college scholarship. When he returned from
placement, Ed suffered from depression and was consumed by rage, and his life began spiraling
out of control. After another round in a juvenile boot camp, Ed ultimately landed in state prison
for assault. Five months after release from adult prison, Ed committed suicide. His mother,
Sandy, devastated by the loss of her son, became a vocal advocate for change in the juvenile
justice system.
Hillary
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Smart, funny and creative, 14-year-old Hillary created a fake MySpace page
making fun of her school’s vice principal. Though she put a disclaimer on the page stating
it was a joke, Hillary’s mother, Laurene, received a call from the police informing her that her
daughter was about to be arrested and charged with terroristic threats. After unknowingly
waiving her right to counsel, Hillary was
adjudicated delinquent and sent to a camp for
delinquent girls. Distraught over her daughter’s
egregious sentencing, Laurene brought the case
to the Juvenile Law Center’s attention, sparking
an investigation that would place Hillary’s story at
the forefront of the “kids-for-cash” scandal. Hillary
was freed after only three weeks and went on to
graduate from both high school and college.
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About Juvenile Law Center
Juvenile Law Center is the oldest nonprofit, public-interest law firm for children in the United States. Founded in 1975 by
Marsha Levick, Robert Schwartz and two other then-recent graduates of Temple Law School in Philadelphia, Juvenile Law
Center has become one of the country’s leading advocates for children’s legal rights, working nationwide to enforce and
promote the rights and well-being of children who come into contact with the justice, child welfare and other public systems.
In addition to its pivotal role in bringing justice to the families involved in the “kids-for-cash” scandal, Juvenile Law Center’s
advocacy has contributed to several landmark US Supreme Court rulings, including:
•

Eliminating the death penalty for juveniles. (Roper v. Simmons, 2005)

•

Eliminating life-without-parole sentences for juveniles in nonhomicide cases. (Graham v. Florida, 2010)

•

Finding that age is relevant in determining whether minors can reasonably believe that they are “in custody” and
therefore subject to a Miranda warning. (J.D.B. v. North Carolina, 2011)

•

Ending mandatory life-without-parole sentences for juveniles in homicide cases. (Miller v. Alabama, 2012)

Juvenile Law Center and the “Kids-for-Cash” Scandal

Laurene Transue’s call to Juvenile Law Center prompted an investigation into what many now refer to as the worst judicial
scandal in US history. Juvenile Law Center worked quickly to secure Hillary’s release, realizing the case had broader
implications. Wondering how many other children were receiving harsh sentences, Schwartz, Levick and their colleagues
spent months gathering data about what was going on in Ciavarella’s courtroom. They discovered rampant and abusive zero
tolerance policies and systemic violations of court rules and procedures.
Juvenile Law Center petitioned the Pennsylvania Supreme Court to intervene, and after an eight-month wait, the court
accepted the case. Juvenile Law Center worked tirelessly to expose the violations that took place in Ciavarella’s courtroom,
ultimately getting nearly 2,500 children’s cases cleared and their records expunged.
To learn more about Juvenile Law Center, visit www.JLC.org.
Go to page 20 to learn about other organizations that are fighting for juvenile justice reform.
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The “Kids-for-Cash” Scandal in a National Context
Although the exchange of cash and other breaches of judicial ethics in the Luzerne County scandal are anomalies, the harsh
zero tolerance policies, the lack of access to legal representation and the associated trauma inflicted on children and families
are not. Even though the violent crime rate among youth has steadily declined since the early 1990s, school-based arrests
for minor crimes such as truancy have skyrocketed. In fact, the United States confines five times more kids than any other
country in the world, and we spend more than $7 billion annually to incarcerate youth.

Facts and Statistics

Learn more about juvenile justice state-by-state at our interactive map.
Visit KidsForCashTheMovie.com/get-the-facts.

“No Place for Kids” by Annie E. Casey Foundation (2011).
www.aecf.org/~/media/Pubs/Topics/Juvenile%20Justice/Detention%20Reform/NoPlaceForKids/JJ_NoPlaceForKids_Full.pdf.
2
“Recommendations for Juvenile Justice Reform” by National Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Coalition (2011).
www.sentencingproject.org/doc/NJJDPC%20Opportunities%20for%20Obama%20Administration_Final.pdf
3
“Juveniles in Residential Placement” by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (2013). www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/241060.pdf
4
“No Place for Kids” by Annie E. Casey Foundation (2011).
www.aecf.org/~/media/Pubs/Topics/Juvenile%20Justice/Detention%20Reform/NoPlaceForKids/JJ_NoPlaceForKids_Full.pdf.
5
“Youth with Mental Health Disorders in the Juvenile Justice System: Results from a Multi-State Prevalence Study” by Jennie L. Shufelt, M.S., and Joseph J. Cocozza,
Ph.D., Research and Program Briefs, National Center for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice (2006). www.unicef.org/tdad/usmentalhealthprevalence06(3).pdf
6
“The School to Prison Pipeline” by New York Law School (2009/10). www.nylslawreview.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/54-4.Feierman-Levick-Mody.pdf
7
Easy Access to FBI Arrest Statistics: 1994–2010 (2010). Display counts for juveniles. ojjdp.gov/ojstatbb/ezaucr/asp/ucr_display.asp
8
“Recommendations for Juvenile Justice Reform” by National Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Coalition (2011).
www.sentencingproject.org/doc/NJJDPC%20Opportunities%20for%20Obama%20Administration_Final.pdf
9
The W. Haywood Burns Institute. www.burnsinstitute.org/downloads/BI%20DMC%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
1
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A Note about Demographics in Luzerne County
According to a 2012 US Census poll, Luzerne County’s population is 92.7%
Caucasian,10 thus the film provides little context for the racial disparities
within the criminal justice system overall. In fact, it is important to note that
the US juvenile justice system as a whole detains a disproportionate percentage
of youth of color compared with the general population. Data as recent as 2010
indicates that youth of color represent 68% of the nation’s detained children.11
We encourage discussion facilitators to acknowledge the demographic makeup
of your juvenile justice population during post-screening discussions and to
bring in speakers, stories and facts that may help to localize these issues as they
exist in your community. For more information on disproportionate minority
confinement, including national data, visit www.burnsinstitute.org.
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US Census Bureau, 2012.
Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement, 2010.
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Discussion Questions
Whereas Kids for Cash captures the experience of families in one Pennsylvania county, there are
themes in the film that are relevant to families nationwide. The following discussion questions
are designed to help viewers connect the themes of the story to their own experiences. Depending
on your goals for discussion, you may decide to choose one or more particular themes to focus on.
If you feel the conversation may get tense (e.g., if your group represents people with differing perspectives on the juvenile
justice system, or if you’re convening a conversation with families who have been through the system), please visit the
“Setting Guidelines” section on p.4 for tips on creating a safe and productive environment for discussion.

Getting the Conversation Started
Before digging into deeper conversations, it’s always a good idea to begin with general conversation starters as a
way to get people warmed up for the discussion.
•

Which moments in the film jumped out at you? Did you have strong reactions to any particular stories? Which ones
and why?

•

Did you relate to any particular people in the film? Which ones and why?

•

Many people are unaware of what happens when a young person enters the juvenile justice system. Were you
already aware of these issues before seeing the film? Have you personally had—or do you know anyone who has
had—any experience with the juvenile justice system?

Right to Counsel, Know Your Rights
Legal representation is a critical component of our justice system. The consequences associated with lack of
counsel are dire—perhaps even more so for kids—and often have permanent, life-altering effects.
1. Hillary’s mother, Laurene, waived Hillary’s right to counsel under misleading circumstances: “The woman slid a
paper, a form, but it was blank and she said, ‘Do you have an attorney?’ and I said, ‘No.’ and she said, ‘Sign here.’”
Putting yourself in Laurene’s shoes, would you have done the same thing? Why or why not? In your opinion, whose
responsibility is it to ensure parents are informed about their options when navigating the juvenile justice system?
2. As you saw in the film, the juvenile justice system is complicated, and the consequences associated with juvenile
court involvement are significant. Were you aware of what can happen when kids are pulled into the justice
system? Do you think most parents understand why it is important to hire a good attorney for children? If not, can
you think of any ways to better inform parents and youth?
3. Later in the film, the Chief Public Defender says it made no difference in Ciavarella’s court whether youth had
counsel, because “he sent everybody away.” What do you think about this statement? What are the implications
of a public defender assuming that a client’s fate is already determined? In this scenario, who would you say is
accountable for the kids getting “put away”?

Kids for Cash Discussion Guide
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Zero Tolerance Policies
Many schools and communities have adopted rigid zero tolerance policies that some argue allow no room for
common sense, extenuating circumstances or age-appropriate responses. Although these policies might be popular,
many believe this one-size-fits-all approach is doing more harm than good and is ultimately doing a disservice to
children, families, schools and communities.
1. After the Columbine shooting, there was a rise in zero tolerance policies in schools around the country, with a
heightened focus on suspensions, expulsions and arrests. What do you think about this response to in-school
behavior? Do you think rules of this nature make school environments safer? Why or why not?
2. The superintendent of the Wilkes-Barre School District during the time of the scandal said that when students
misbehaved in school, they could be “arrested in an instant if we believe that is the right thing to do.” As a result,
there were probation and police officers in many of their schools. What are the pros and cons to having police
officers in schools? How might this affect students?
3. Ciavarella claims he “did what he thought was right” throughout his time as a judge, and he defends his high
numbers of youth placed in confinement. Do you think the “tough on crime” mentality might have played a role in
his decisions? If so, how? Can you think of alternate ways juvenile court judges can prevent crime and administer
discipline?
4. In your opinion, what is the role of schools in disciplining kids for bad behavior? What are some alternate ways
schools can administer discipline and prevent bad behavior without resorting to the juvenile justice system?

For examples of alternate approaches to detention and discipline, see p. 14.

Disrupted Education, Disrupted Lives
The consequences of removing a child from his or her school are substantial. Beyond the obvious disruption in
educational progress, the emotional toll is often devastating and permanent. Children lose their entire support
system—teachers, friends, coaches and so on. When this occurs, children can be reluctant to return to school, may
feel intense shame and often drop out.
1. Justin and other kids in the film imply that they learned a lot of things they “didn’t really need to know” from other
kids in the system who exposed them to ideas and behaviors they would not otherwise have encountered. What
are the effects of placing low-risk youth in facilities with violent offenders? If “bad behavior” is happening in a
juvenile facility, who is accountable? Can you think of alternatives to detention that might reduce or prevent the
spread of negative influences?
2. Amanda speaks about feeling intense loneliness and isolation while in detention. What do you think about
isolating kids?
3. After being in and out of juvenile facilities, Charlie was later arrested for credit card fraud and sent to the county
jail. He says, “It’s a good thing I’m here, maybe ... In placement, they didn’t teach us about how to live in the real
world.” How do you feel about his statement? What are some ways the system can help young people prepare for
and transition into the “real world”?
4. Justin reflects that his peers who finished high school have “so many more options” than he does with a GED. How
might a GED be limiting compared to a high school diploma? How can the juvenile justice system be supportive of
a child’s learning and growth while providing effective discipline?
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Adolescent Brain Development
Numerous studies confirm that although many teens might look like adults, they do not possess the emotional
maturity of an adult. In fact, the frontal lobe of the human brain (the part that controls impulse and reasoning) is last
to mature and is not fully developed until age 25.

To learn more about the most recent research on adolescent brain development
and juvenile justice, read the National Academy of Sciences’ report Reforming
Juvenile Justice: A Developmental Approach at sites.nationalacademies.org/
DBASSE/CLAJ/Reforming_Juvenile_Justice/index.htm.

1. Many kids in the film talked about how it felt to be shackled and treated like criminals. What are your opinions
surrounding the use of shackles on kids?
2. Charlie describes his experience in detention as staying in his cell all day except for at meal times. How might
this type of confinement hinder a child’s growth and development? In your opinion, are there any benefits to this
approach?
3. Bob Schwartz and Marsha Levick of Juvenile Law Center point out how young people’s brains are at a very
sensitive stage of development, and they react to critical situations very differently than adults. How do you think
this information should be incorporated in the juvenile justice system?
4. In certain states, kids as young as 10 years old can be charged as adults. Do you think this is appropriate in any
circumstance? Why or why not?

Trauma for Youth and Families
Kids as well as their families can be traumatized when the kid goes to court and is treated like a criminal, then placed
away from the family in a confined environment with other troubled youth. The long-term psychological effects
of such treatment can permanently alter a child’s view of the world and can lead to lifelong emotional instability,
increased dependence on public services and turbulent transitions to adulthood.
1. According to most state juvenile justice laws, the instant that kids are placed in a facility, they are in state custody:
parents no longer have the authority to make decisions regarding the health, education and welfare of their
children. Why do you think this is the case? What would you do if you were a parent who had lost custody of your
child to the juvenile justice system? Do you know who you would contact?
2. Ed’s mom, Sandy, talks about how as a child he was diagnosed with attention deficit disorder, and began drinking
as an adolescent. If a child shows early signs of mental health and/or substance abuse issues, where should
parents or guardians look for support if they can’t afford professional help? In your opinion, what role, if any, should
schools and social service providers play in supporting families? What about the role of the broader community?
3. As a result of her time in the system, Amanda now has problems being around large groups of people, and she
suffers from PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder). How might experience in the juvenile justice system lead to
this type of outcome? What are some better ways to nurture the mental and emotional health of young people?
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Financial Costs to Families and Taxpayers
The high cost of attorneys’ fees, court costs, fines, restitution, placement support fees and probation fees can be
overwhelming for families. And there are financial implications for us all: placing one child in a facility can cost as
much as $600 a day, averaging $88,000 per child per year—costs that are ultimately borne by taxpayers.12 In fact, the
United States spends nearly $7 billion each year to incarcerate youth.
1. The judges in the film were involved in opening a private juvenile detention facility to replace the public one. Although
such facilities are for-profit, they are still funded by taxpayer dollars, via government contracts. What do you think
of this system? In this scenario, who should be responsible for ensuring that proper standards are upheld for the
treatment of youth in these facilities?
2. Certain studies show that alternatives to incarceration provide a much greater cost-benefit to our communities in the
long run. However, certain effective programs are available to less than 5% of eligible youth and families. Do you have
any experience with alternatives to incarceration? How can we provide better, more cost-effective services to at-risk
kids and families in our communities? Why do you think so few juvenile courts adopt these alternatives?
3. As noted in the film, the United States spends $10,500 per child per year on public education, yet $88,000 per child
per year on juvenile detention. What do you think about these numbers? Why would it cost more to incarcerate than
to educate?

Overuse of Incarceration
No other country in the world punishes children as harshly as the United States. We incarcerate five times more youth
than any other country in the world, and we are the only country that sentences youth to life in prison without the
possibility of parole. Moreover, there are significant racial disparities in the system, with youth of color treated more
harshly than whites, at every decision-making point in the system.13 Although a “tough on crime” approach may be an
effective stance during election campaigns, there is no evidence that it actually increases public safety.
1. Hillary was charged with multiple offenses after creating a fake MySpace page parodying her school’s vice principal.
Amanda got in a fight at school. Charlie was apprehended for “receiving stolen property.” (See their full stories on
p. 5.) Do you believe that incarceration was the appropriate response to any of these cases? Why or why not?
2. After Amanda was initially detained at age 13, she ended up spending four years in and out of facilities. The other
young people in the film also spent multiple years in the system. Marsha Levick, of Juvenile Law Center, explains that
oftentimes it is a series of minor offenses and technical parole violations that keeps kids in the juvenile justice system,
creating a vicious cycle. What do you think triggers this cycle? How can the system be designed to foster rehabilitation
and prevent kids from returning to detention? In addition to the kids, who needs to be involved to prevent recidivism?
3. When the Interbranch Commission on Juvenile Justice began its investigation into the “kids-for-cash” scandal, the
members of the commission said they were looking at not only the actions of certain parties, but also the “inaction of
others” that allowed the scandal to occur. What do you think they meant by this? Do you think the judges involved in the
scandal were the only ones responsible for what happened to the youth who were affected? Who else contributed to
what happened to Charlie, Justin, Amanda, Hillary and Ed?
4. Given that Luzerne County’s population is predominantly white, the stories in the film do not reflect the reality of
disproportionate minority confinement. In fact, according to the W. Haywood Burns Institute, “youth of color comprise
38% of the youth population in the US, yet comprise nearly 70% of those who are confined.” Years of research from
experts around the country demonstrate that youth of color are over-represented at every decision-making point of the
juvenile justice system, and are given harsher sentences than their white counterparts for similar conduct. What do you
think about this disparity? How can perceptions and biases at the decision-making level have an impact on young people?
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“The Costs of Confinement: Why Good Juvenile Justice Policies Make Good Fiscal Sense” by Justice Policy Institute (2009).
www.justicepolicy.org/images/upload/09_05_rep_costsofconfinement_jj_ps.pdf
Fact Sheet by the W. Haywood Burns Institute. www.burnsinstitute.org/article.php?id=55
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Progress for Youth and Families
There are organizations around the country working to improve the circumstances for youth and families. In this section you’ll
find a few models and alternatives that are working well and gaining traction nationwide.

The Comeback States
In 2000, the United States reached a record high of more than 100,000 youth held in detention
centers or incarcerated in other juvenile facilities, yet just a decade later this alarming number
dropped by 39% to 66,322.
What caused this number to plummet? And how did this number get so high in the first place?
Published in 2013 by the National Juvenile Justice Network and the Texas Public Policy Foundation, The Comeback States
examines this drastic reduction of youth incarceration in the United States and highlights those states that have successfully
adopted reforms to reverse troubling trends of youth imprisonment. This bipartisan report analyzes the forces driving the
increase in youth confinement in the 1980s and 1990s, as well as the emerging approaches to addressing juvenile justice that
prioritize the well-being of youth, their families and communities.
The Comeback States identifies six key policies that effectively reduce reliance on juvenile detention and placement in other
juvenile facilities:
•

Increase the availability of evidence-based
alternatives to incarceration

•

Reduce schools’ overreliance on the justice
system to address discipline issues

•

Require intake procedures that reduce the use of
secure detention facilities

•

Disallow incarceration for minor offenses

•

Restructure juvenile justice responsibilities and
finances among states and counties

•

Close or downsize youth confinement facilities

In addition, The Comeback States highlights nine states leading the nation in measurable juvenile justice reform. These states
exceeded the national average for reduction in youth confinement in the decade from 2001 through 2010, and all of them
adopted statewide policies based on at least four of the above six key policies.
Yet, even though these states have been resoundingly successful in reducing the number of kids being held in the juvenile
justice system, there is still much work to be done. Read The Comeback States to learn more:
www.njjn.org/uploads/digital-library/Comeback-States-Report_FINAL.pdf.

Percentage Decrease in Number of Youth Confined by State from 2001 – 2010
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Alternatives That Are Working for Youth
Community Truancy Boards Prevent Unnecessary System Involvement
in Spokane, Washington
Adapted from the Models for Change: Innovation Brief, written by Bonnie Bell, 2013 14
School truancy—having a significant number of unexcused absences—is a status offense that can result in the arrest and
detention of youth. In 2004 alone, 56,000 truancy cases were processed in state courts, representing a 69% rise in ten
years.15 As truancy processing continues to rise, juvenile justice advocates around the country have been experimenting with
alternate approaches so that precious system resources are used in a more productive way. One such example is in Spokane
County, WA, where advocates have designed community truancy boards—which focus on support and services, rather than
punishment and restitution—to stem truant behavior. Community truancy boards essentially create greater accountability
across sectors, instituting a collaborative approach that engages truant youth and their families in restorative justice-oriented
programs in which a variety of school, court and community resources are coordinated to improve school attendance,
promote school attachment, and enhance academic progress and achievement.
The West Valley School District Community Truancy Board was established in 1996 in response to a state bill mandating
the filing of truancy petitions. The bill routed students directly into the juvenile justice system, which not only drained county
resources, but also contributed to a pattern of further deviance and delinquency among detained youth. The community
truancy board presents an intermediary step to stem the flow of kids into the system. In 2007, a partnership was formed
between the board, Spokane County Juvenile Court and Washington State University to assess the effectiveness of the
model for county-wide replication to address the high dropout rates and chronic truant population.
Meetings with the community truancy board help parents and youth understand the truancy process and laws while giving
them access to community resources. The board learns about obstacles that make attending school challenging for the
students—such as housing concerns, lack of transportation, violence in the home, medical and mental health issues, or drug
and/or alcohol usage—and works to address these challenges rather than punish the student. Typically, after hearing the
youth’s case, truancy boards establish a set of solutions and goals for that young person, and the families sign an agreement
that the student will, to their best ability, work to change what is needed to attend school regularly. If performance improves,
the student’s truancy petition is dropped; otherwise the student must attend juvenile court.
Relationships and partnerships between the court, schools and board member volunteers have made the West Valley
Community Truancy Board a success. The 2007 study found that students who attended the community truancy
board had a higher rate of graduating or obtaininga GED and correspondingly lower dropout and transfer rates
than truant students in comparison districts. West Valley Community Truancy Board participants had a high school
graduation rate of nearly 70%, over 20% higher than the graduation rate of similar truant students who did not attend
a community truancy board. The model is economically sound since it reallocates existing community resources and
leads to a reduced number of truancy hearings. Due to the cost effectiveness and success of the model, the study proved it
worthwhile to expand to other school districts in Spokane County. Community truancy boards are now being adopted across
Washington and spreading to other states, proving that multisystemic interventions are effective in reducing truancy and
beneficial for communities.
Spokane County offers a Community Truancy Board Toolkit at www.spokanecounty.org/juvenilecourt/content.aspx?c=2837.
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“Innovation Brief: Using Community Truancy Boards to Tackle Truancy” by Bonnie Bush, Models for Change (2013). www.modelsforchange.net/publications/483
“Transitions of Truants: Community Truancy Board as a Turning Point in the Lives of Adolescents” by Charles L. Johnson, Kevin A. Wright & Paul S. Strand, OJJDP
Journal of Justice (2012). www.academia.edu/1541912/Transitions_of_Truants_Community_Truancy_Board_as_a_Turning_Point_in_the_Lives_of_Adolescents
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Reducing Youth Incarceration in Louisiana Through Evidence-Based Practices
Adapted from the Models for Change: Innovation Brief, written by Stephen Phillippi, PhD & Debra DePrato, MD, 2013 16
In the social science and research communities, there is a wealth of research indicating what works and what does not work
in reducing delinquent behavior with juvenile offenders in communities, yet very few people—whether the general public,
those involved in schools, or those involved in decision making and policy making—are aware of these highly effective,
evidence-based programs and practices. In fact, less than 10% of juvenile offenders nationwide receive these services.
One state set out to change that: Louisiana had a long history of relying on facilities to lock up kids who were arrested. In fact,
in the 1990s Louisiana had the highest rate of incarceration of youth per capita in the United States. But in recent years, the
state has made substantial changes in the way it handles juveniles coming in contact with the justice system, reducing
the number of youth placed in correctional facilities from more than 2,000 a decade ago to fewer than 500 today.
Louisiana created a unique partnership, connecting local, state, university and national contacts to collaborate and increase
the number of youth who could receive in-home, evidence-based services and reduce the number of incarcerated youth.
Through a series of targeted investments and strategic initiatives, the state has demonstrated a substantial increase in the
use of evidence-based community programs and practices. It has now doubled the number of delinquent youth who have
access to evidence-based services and has simultaneously experienced a 46% drop in juvenile arrests.
FFT (Functional Family Therapy), MST (Multi Systemic Therapy) and MTFC (Multidimensional Family Therapy) are three
commonly used programs targeting school-aged youth before they are involved in the juvenile justice system. A recent survey
showed that Louisiana now ranks second in the nation for the number of MST and FFT per capita.

About Models for Change: Models for Change is an initiative that supports a network
of government and court officials, legal advocates, educators, community leaders
and families working together to ensure that kids who make mistakes are held
accountable and treated fairly throughout the juvenile justice process. The initiative,
supported by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, provides researchbased tools and techniques to make juvenile justice more fair, effective, rational and
developmentally-appropriate. More information at www.modelsforchange.net.
16

“Innovation Brief: Model for Effective Implementation of Evidence-Based Practices by Stephen Phillippi, PhD & Debra DePrato, MD, Models for Change(2013).
www.modelsforchange.net/publications/494
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Balanced and Restorative Justice in Practice:
Peacemaking Circles in Peoria, Il Block the School-to-Prison Pipeline
Adapted from the Models for Change: Innovation Brief, written by Jason Szanyi, 2012 17

Learn more about the Balanced and Restorative Justice framework in
OJJDP’s Guide for Implementing the Balanced and Restorative Justice Model at
www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/implementing/balanced.
Balanced and Restorative Justice (BARJ) principles and practices, which focus on accountability, competency development
and community safety, have been gaining traction as effective alternatives to the punitive juvenile and criminal justice
systems. Communities across the country have been reevaluating their dependence on incarceration and punishment, and
are instead responding to crimes by focusing on repairing harm and building (or re-building) relationships.
Peoria County, Illinois has embraced BARJ programming in its public schools and community after promising signs of
success. In the early 2000s, Peoria’s Manual High School was sending a large number of students into the local detention
center in response to frequent fights and gang activity. With a desire to reverse this trend and get at the root of the problem,
local advocates from the Models for Change network established Peoria’s first series of “Peacemaking Circles” in 2006.
These circles, designed to open up lines of communication and understanding, provided a way for students and teachers to
talk out their grievances in a safe and productive way, resolving conflicts before they escalated into arrests and involvement
with the juvenile justice system. According to former Models for Change Coordinator Lori Brown, the circles, like other
restorative justice practices, emphasized “changing relationships by engaging people: doing things with them, rather than to
them or for them.”
The positive outcomes from the Peacemaking Circles at Manual helped them spread to other Peoria schools and led to
experimentation with other BARJ practices. For example, students launched Motivating and Nurturing Youth Opportunity
(MANYO), a peer jury program that emphasizes youth-led conflict resolution during school fights. Instead of the usual
approach of administrators suspending kids for bad behavior, MANYO creates a structure for students to make their case
to a jury of peers, who in turn provide options for resolutions and restoration that don’t require suspension. The process not
only makes youth more accountable to their peers, but it also allows for dialogue and understanding that can aid prevention.
Thanks to the BARJ programs, officials saw a 35% reduction in school-based referrals from Manual High School to
the local detention center, with a 43% drop for African American youth. Additionally, between 2008 and 2010, of the
119 cases addressed through peer juries at Manual and two other Peoria County public schools, only 5% of students
had to be referred back to administration for further action.
As the greater Peoria community took note of the preventative potential of Peacemaking Circles and peer juries, the concept
quickly caught on in community volunteer programs and even the local police department. As time goes by, these Balanced
and Restorative Justice practices are proving both practically effective and cost effective, allowing the community to avoid
the expenses associated with lengthy arrests, disposition hearings and residential stays. And according to a recent Illinois
Department of Human Services update, no young people who have been through the peer jury process have moved deeper
into the juvenile justice system.18
To learn more about BARJ in Illinois, check out Illinois Balanced and Restorative Justice (www.ibarj.org) and Community
Youth Justice Institute (www.cyji.org), which both offer training and best practices.
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“Innovation Brief: Partnering with Schools to Reduce Juvenile Justice Referrals” by Jason Szanyi, Models for Change (2012). www.modelsforchange.net/publications/349
www.dhs.state.il.us/page.aspx?item=51924
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What You Can Do
Advancing juvenile justice reform will require the active involvement of families, communities,
policy makers and systems professionals. There are important things everyone can do to help
pave the way for change:
1. Get to know the juvenile justice system in your state. Juvenile courts vary greatly from community to community
and from state to state. Take some time to learn about the specifics of the courts where you live and what happens
to youth when they are arrested. What options are available in your community?
2. Know your rights. For everyone, but especially for youth and parents, it’s important to know your rights during
encounters with law enforcement or within juvenile court to prevent mistreatment and/or a juvenile record. Find
helpful tools for youth and families on p.18.
3. Support programs that prevent delinquency and aid rehabilitation. Many organizations that are dedicated to
helping youth stay on track rely on volunteers and public donations. Find out how you can help by reaching out to
your local agencies. Directories like the National Juvenile Justice Network’s can help you locate them:
www.njjn.org/our-members/our-members.
4. Help advance healthy policies for children and youth. As you learn more about the juvenile justice system,
perform your civic duty and support policies that serve the best interest of youth and communities. Make your
voice heard—reach out to your representatives through votes, calls, letters, petitions and more.
5. Understand your role in the solution. We can all support the healthy development of youth and help ensure
effective juvenile justice practices, but those who work with youth have special responsibilities. Teachers,
administrators, counselors, mentors and others: be sure to access the resources for educators on p.19.
6. Share your story. The workings of the juvenile justice system in the United States are largely unknown except to
those who have actually experienced the system. If you have a story, share it with friends, family and community. If
you’re comfortable doing so, share it on the Kids for Cash Facebook page, where you can connect with other youth
and families: www.facebook.com/kidsforcashthemovie.
For more specific actions for parents, youth, educators and system professionals, visit:
KidsForCashTheMovie.com/demand-justice.
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Resources and Organizations
For Youth and Families
Why It’s Important to Know Your Rights: A Guide to Young People’s Rights in Juvenile Delinquency Court has helpful
information for youth and parents regarding law enforcement and court systems. If you are planning a “rights night” in your
area, please contact the National Juvenile Defender Center for hard copies of this booklet, Know Your Rights wristbands and
the DVD “Mario’s Story.” www.njdc.info/gaultat40/pdfs/kyr_booklet.pdf
The Know Your Rights Project engages youth in conflict with the law on juvenile justice issues by centering young peoples’
perspectives and leadership on justice for youth and families. The Know Your Right’s Project graphic novel provides critical
information for youth should they become involved with law enforcement or the Illinois juvenile justice system.
www.law.northwestern.edu/legalclinic/cfjc/documents/JuvenileJusticeGuideEnglish.pdf
The Campaign for Youth Justice is dedicated to ending the practice of trying, sentencing and incarcerating youth under 18
in the adult criminal justice system. The Campaign for Youth Justice works in partnership with state-based campaigns in a
number of states. It serves as a clearinghouse for information on youth who have been prosecuted as adults, and it has tools
and resources available for those interested in learning and taking action.
www.campaignforyouthjustice.org/family-resource-center.html
The Juvenile Collateral Consequences Project is an endeavor undertaken by the American Bar Association to document
and analyze the significant hardships experienced by youth who have come in contact with the juvenile justice system. These
hardships, known as collateral consequences, affect youth who have successfully completed a sentence imposed by the
court. www.beforeyouplea.com
Mistakes Kids Make is a storytelling project to remind us that the mistakes we make as kids should not ruin the rest of our
lives or the lives of our families. The project teaches all of us that all kids deserve to get the support and services that can
help them make better decisions in the future. mistakeskidsmake.org

For a close-up look at the stories of the kids in the film, check out “Kids in the
System,” a 16-minute video adapted from Kids for Cash that comes with a brief
discussion guide with focused questions for families, social service providers
and system professionals. Available at KidsForCashTheMovie.com.

Photo courtesy of SenArt Films/Kids for Cash Movie
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For Practitioners
The Comeback States Report: In 2000, a record-setting 108,802 youth were held in detention centers awaiting trial or
confined by the courts in juvenile facilities in the United States. In a dramatic turnaround, by late 2010 the number of youth
confined in state and county juvenile facilities had plummeted by 39%. This report uses new federal data to document and
analyze national and state incarceration trends. www.modelsforchange.net/publications/462
Protecting Youth from Self-Incrimination When Undergoing Screening, Assessment and Treatment Within the Juvenile
Justice System: When youth involved with the juvenile justice system are screened or assessed in order to identify, evaluate
and/or determine treatment for behavioral health disorders, there is a chance that they will incriminate themselves. This
monograph reviews state statutes to determine safeguards that exist to protect youth from this form of self-incrimination.
www.jlc.org/resources/publications/protecting-youth-self-incrimination-when-undergoing-screening-assessment-andBlueprints for Healthy Youth Development: The Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence at the Institute of
Behavioral Science, University of Colorado at Boulder, designed and launched a national prevention initiative to identify and
replicate youth violence, delinquency and drug prevention programs that have been demonstrated as effective. The project,
initially called Blueprints for Violence Prevention, identifies prevention and intervention programs that meet a strict scientific
standard of program effectiveness. More than 1,100 programs have been reviewed, but only a small portion of them have
been designated as a model or a promising program based on their ability to effectively improve developmental outcomes in
the areas of behavior, education, emotional well-being, health and positive relationships. www.blueprintsprograms.com
LGBT Youth in Juvenile Court – Practice Tips for Juvenile Defenders: In 2009, the Equity Project released the
groundbreaking report Hidden Injustice, which examined issues affecting LGBT youth throughout the delinquency process,
ranging from arrest through post-disposition, and put forth corresponding recommendations for juvenile justice professionals.
The information in this resource extracted from Hidden Injustice provides tips for juvenile defenders to ensure the equitable
treatment of their LGBT clients. www.equityproject.org/pdfs/LGBT_Youth_in_Juvenile_Court.pdf
The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s Model Programs Guide: The Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention’s Model Programs Guide contains information about evidence-based juvenile justice and youth
prevention, intervention and reentry programs. It is a resource for practitioners and communities about what works, what is
promising, and what is less effective in juvenile justice, delinquency prevention, and child protection
and safety. www.ojjdp.gov/mpg
Technical Assistance Partnership for Children and Family Mental Health: Communities face many challenges in working
to better meet the needs of all the children, youth and young adults they serve. This resource series was developed to help
communities address the mental health and related needs of young people involved or at risk of involvement with the juvenile
justice system. www.tapartnership.org/content/juvenileJustice/resourceseries.php

For Educators
The Dignity in Schools Campaign (DSC): The DSC challenges the systemic problem of pushout in our nation’s schools
and advocates for the human right of every child to a quality education and to be treated with dignity. The campaign has
compiled examples of practical guides for implementing alternatives to zero tolerance discipline and preventing pushout.
www.dignityinschools.org/content/guides-implementing-positive-discipline-and-preventing-pushout
A Teacher’s Guide to Rerouting the Pipeline: Typically, principals, school resource officers, probation officers and social
workers are charged with responding to school discipline problems. But it’s the classroom teachers who spend the most
time with students, and their daily decisions can help divert students from the school-to-prison pipeline. This resource, by
Teaching Tolerance, provides helpful tips. www.tolerance.org/sites/default/files/general/Rerouting_the_Pipeline.pdf
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Recommended Juvenile Justice Organizations
The American Bar Association Commission for Youth at Risk’s focus is at-risk youth, the legal issues affecting them, and
the capacity of the legal community and service providers to assist policy and practice reform.
www.americanbar.org/groups/youth_at_risk.html
The Campaign for the Fair Sentencing of Youth helps create a society that respects the dignity and human rights of
children through a justice system that operates with consideration of the child’s age, provides youth with opportunities to
return to community, and bars the imposition of life without parole for people under 18. www.fairsentencingofyouth.org
The Center for Children’s Law and Policy is a public interest law and policy organization focused on reform of juvenile
justice and other systems that affect troubled and at-risk children, and protection of the rights of children in those systems.
The Center’s work covers a range of activities including research, writing, public education, media advocacy, training,
technical assistance, administrative and legislative advocacy, and litigation. www.cclp.org
The Coalition for Juvenile Justice is a nationwide coalition of state advisory groups and allies dedicated to preventing
children and youth from becoming involved in the courts and to upholding the highest standards of care when youth are
charged with wrongdoing and enter the justice system. www.juvjustice.org
Juvenile Law Center is the oldest nonprofit, public-interest law firm for children in the United States. Founded in 1975 by
four new graduates of Temple Law School in Philadelphia, Juvenile Law Center has become a national advocate for children’s
rights, working across the country to enforce and promote the rights and well-being of children who come into contact with
the justice, child welfare and other public systems. www.jlc.org
The Mental Health and Juvenile Justice Collaborative for Change: A Training, Technical Assistance and Education
Center: Led by the National Center for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice at Policy Research Inc. is a training,
technical assistance, and education center designed to promote and support the adoption of new resources, tools, and
program models to help those in the field better respond to youth with mental health needs in the juvenile justice system. This
is a part of a MacArthur funded initiative: Juvenile Justice Resource Hub, a comprehensive source of information on leadingedge juvenile justice issues and reform trends, among other initiatives. www.cfc.ncmhjj.com
Models for Change: Systems Reform in Juvenile Justice, a MacArthur Foundation initiative, began by working
comprehensively on juvenile justice reform in four states, and then by concentrating on issues of mental health, juvenile
indigent defense, and racial and ethnic disparities in 16 states. Through collaboration with the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Models for Change expanded
its reach and is now working to replicate and disseminate successful models of juvenile justice reform in 31 states. They
believe all young people growing up in the United States should have an opportunity to have a good education, get a job and
participate in their communities. Creating more fair and effective juvenile justice systems that support learning and growth
and promote accountability can ensure that every young person grows up to be a healthy, productive member of society.
www.modelsforchange.net
The National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) serves an estimated 30,000 professionals in the
juvenile and family justice system, including judges, referees, commissioners, court masters and administrators, social and
mental health workers, police and probation officers. For those involved with juvenile, family and domestic violence cases,
the NCJFCJ provides resources, information and training to improve the lives of families and children seeking justice.
www.ncjfcj.org
The National Juvenile Defender Center improves access to counsel and quality of representation for children in the justice
system and bolsters juvenile defense by replicating field-driven innovations, facilitating adoption of new juvenile justice
defense standards, and developing a corps of certified juvenile indigent defense trainers. This is a part of a MacArthur
funded initiative: Juvenile Justice Resource Hub, a comprehensive source of information on leading-edge juvenile justice
issues and reform trends, among other initiatives. of the juvenile defense bar and to improve access to counsel and quality of
representation for children in the justice system. www.njdc.info
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The National Juvenile Justice Network exists to support and enhance the work of state-based groups to promote the
reform of America’s critically flawed juvenile justice system at every level. www.njjn.org
The Robert F. Kennedy National Resource Center for Juvenile Justice: Led by the Robert F. Kennedy Children’s Action Corps
uses proven models, frameworks, tools, resources, and the best available research to serve local, state, and national leaders,
practitioners, and youth-serving agencies to improve system performance and outcomes for youth involved with the juvenile
justice system. The Center focuses primarily on youth with prior or current involvement in the child welfare and juvenile
justice systems (known as dually-involved youth) and on the review and improvement of juvenile probation systems. This is a
part of a MacArthur funded initiative: Juvenile Justice Resource Hub, a comprehensive source of information on leading-edge
juvenile justice issues and reform trends, among other initiatives. www.rfknrcjj.org
The Status Offense Reform Center: Led by the Vera Institute of Justice serves as a resource clearinghouse and
assistance center for practitioners and policymakers in juvenile justice, with a focus on encouraging and showcasing
strategies to safely and effectively divert non-delinquent youth and their families from the formal juvenile justice system.This
is a part of a MacArthur funded initiative: Juvenile Justice Resource Hub, a comprehensive source of information on leadingedge juvenile justice issues and reform trends, among other initiatives. www.statusoffensereform.org
The W. Haywood Burns Institute aims to protect and improve the lives of youth of color, poor youth and the well-being of
their communities by reducing the adverse impact of public and private youth-serving systems to ensure fairness and equity
throughout the juvenile justice system. www.burnsinstitute.org

Visit KidsForCashTheMovie.com/get-the-facts for a list of organizations by state.

Photo courtesy of SenArt Films/Kids for Cash Movie
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Glossary of Terms
Adapted from Juvenile Law Center’s “Commonly Used Terms.” For more information and
additional terms, visit www.jlc.org/news-room/media-resources/glossary.
Adjudication of Delinquency: A juvenile court judge’s determination as to whether or not a youth committed a
delinquent offense. A juvenile adjudication is like an adult criminal conviction.

Consent Decree: A judicial decree that sanctions a voluntary agreement between parties in dispute. (Note: When Hilary
appeals her case, they arrive at a consent decree, meaning she could be released from detention under probation, at the end
of which her record would be expunged.)
Counsel: A lawyer or team of lawyers who represent a client. Counsel for a juvenile may be hired by the family (retained

privately) or appointed by the court.

Delinquent Act/Offense: An act committed by a youth that violates any law or ordinance defining crime, or the

violation of a court order.

Detention: Temporary custody of a juvenile before trial in a secure confinement facility. Detention is imposed after a

judge determines that a youth must remain in custody prior to a delinquency proceeding for his/her own protection or the
protection of society, or to ensure his/her appearance at the hearing.

Disposition: The stage of a delinquency proceeding comparable to the sentencing stage of an adult criminal trial. A

disposition hearing is held only if a youth has pleaded guilty to an offense or is found guilty by the judge. Judges generally
place the youth under some type of supervision, such as probation or placement in a secure confinement facility, and
mandate services and/or participation in certain treatment or programming.

Diversion: A system of procedures and programs designed to channel certain low-risk youth away from the formal
juvenile court process. (Note: bypassing the courtroom does not necessarily mean the youth avoids placement in a facility
or placement under court supervision.) States and localities have created various ways for first-time offenders, nonviolent
offenders and youth whose delinquent behavior stems from mental health or substance abuse needs to receive appropriate
treatment and services from community-based programs. Diversion programs hold youth accountable for their actions
without burdening them with a juvenile record and the stigma of a delinquency label.
Due Process: A principle of fairness in legal matters as guaranteed by the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

Due process for the accused includes the right to an attorney, the right against self-incrimination and the right to
appeal a decision.

Juvenile Court: A court of law that has jurisdiction over cases involving youth under the age of 18 who commit

delinquent acts.

Juvenile Life Without Parole (JLWOP): A prison sentence that encompasses a person’s entire natural life, without
the possibility of release, for an offense committed before the age of 18. The U.S. Supreme Court has declared JLWOP to be
an unconstitutional punishment for crimes for youth convicted of nonhomicide offenses.
Placement: A judge’s order for a youth to be placed away from home in a facility for delinquent youth. This could include
secure detention, drug and alcohol treatment, boot camp or other types of facilities.
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Probation: A disposition involving the supervision of a delinquent youth in the community either in place of a placement
or for a period of time after placement. “Probation” is both the name of the legal status that somewhat limits the youth’s
freedom and the name of the local agency providing supervision and other services. A youth placed on probation must
comply with any conditions specified in the judge’s order.

Prosecutor: A lawyer who represents the state or federal government in criminal and juvenile proceedings.
Public Defender: A lawyer or staff of lawyers whose duty it is to represent indigent defendants, including youth charged
with delinquent acts. Typically, public defenders’ offices are funded by the local, state or federal government.
Recidivism: When a previously adjudicated delinquent re-offends, as measured by subsequent arrests, prosecutions,
and/or placement/incarceration.

Secure Confinement: A detention or disposition placement in a locked facility in which the youth is not free to leave.

Other out-of-home placements, such as shelters, halfway houses and treatment facilities, are generally not considered secure
confinement facilities, though the youth are required to stay in them.

School-to-Prison Pipeline: Refers to the policies and practices that push our nation’s schoolchildren, especially our
most at-risk children, out of classrooms and into the juvenile and criminal justice systems. The school-to-prison pipeline
reflects the prioritization of incarceration over education.

Shackling: The practice of restraining youth with handcuffs, leg irons and/or chains as a security measure in some courts

and secure facilities.

Status Offense: Conduct that is considered unlawful when committed by a minor (because of childhood “status”),
but is not a criminal offense when committed by an adult. Common examples include running away from home, habitual
disobedience to parents, truancy and curfew violations.
Summary Offense: A minor crime, such as a traffic violation, that can be prosecuted without a formal indictment.
Summary offenses generally fall under the jurisdiction of adult criminal courts rather than juvenile courts.
Waiver of Rights: Voluntarily and knowingly giving up a right, such as the right to counsel or the right against self-

incrimination. A “voluntary” waiver means that the relinquishment of rights was a free and deliberate choice rather than a
result of intimidation, coercion or deception; a “knowing” waiver means that the choice was made with a full awareness of the
nature of the right and the consequences of abandoning it.

Zero Tolerance: School discipline policies that mandate harsh punishments such as suspension, expulsion and, in many
instances, referral to law enforcement for rule violations. The zero tolerance approach removes youth from classrooms and
routes them into the juvenile justice system for behavioral problems that, in the past, were adequately managed by the school
system. See also “School-to-Prison Pipeline.”
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