
Introduction

the juvenile court handles an expansive caseload of offense types, de-
grees of seriousness, situational circumstances, youth risk profiles, and 
needs and barriers to effective intervention. This variability defines the 

space in which juvenile justice must identify appropriate treatment and 
sanction options to meet its long-held goals of promoting change for youths 
and preventing harm to both youths and their communities.

Case hearings often tell the story of this variability, providing insight 
about the nature of the cases and youths who encounter the juvenile justice 
system, their interaction with its personnel, and the prescriptive orders 
meant to stop further delinquency and improve their prospects for the fu-
ture. A few dockets from one large- and one medium-sized juvenile court 
reflect the wide span of cases.1 Two cases called in disposition hearings ob-
served in one of these courts illustrate this point. The first involved a tru-
ancy case, which is somewhat anomalous for this court given its policy of 
handling minor offenses more informally. Only a few other people were in 
the court at that point besides the youth, his mother, a probation officer su-
pervising the case, and the judge. The probation officer assigned to the case 
described the charge against the youth, the continued nature of his truancy, 
and his school performance in detail before making a recommendation. The 
judge talked directly with the youth, explaining the charges and court pro-
cess and repeatedly inquiring whether he understood the details of the pro-
ceeding. He also asked the youth’s mother for her input and explanation of 
the situation before eventually asking the youth what should or could be 
done about his truancy. Ultimately, the case was disposed of informally with 
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the youth being ordered to go to school or else face more serious sanctions, 
a directive also aimed at ensuring that his mother exerted greater control in 
pushing his school attendance.

The second case on this docket shifted the tone because it involved a 
concealed weapons charge for a youth with a prior history of delinquency. A 
parent and a court-appointed public defender accompanied him. The proba-
tion officer first described the offense and the accused youth before suggest-
ing a resolution: continued custody, a drug and alcohol treatment program, 
and eventual release to his mother with electronic monitoring. The defense 
attorney then gave an explanation on behalf of the youth, touching on him 
as an individual and the offense of which he was accused. As the hearing 
progressed, the judge sought input from probation, the mother, lawyer, and 
the youth. The judge then contemplated aloud about some potential place-
ment options on the basis of concerns about the youth’s living situation be-
fore deciding to have probation investigate whether the home of a family 
friend might be a good eventual point of release for the youth. The judge 
ordered a continuance during which the probation officer gathered informa-
tion and the youth was held in the detention center.

These two cases represent different poles of the juvenile court process in 
terms of seriousness of the offenses and the youths’ prior records, and the 
rest of the cases on the judges’ and court magistrates’ dockets demonstrate 
the variation in between. The circumstances of the delinquent events and 
case histories illustrate that youths come before the juvenile court for differ-
ent types of offenses; with more or less extensive prior histories; with indi-
vidual risks, strengths, and needs; and with seemingly different prospects for 
the future.

A smaller court in the same state had other layers of variability of juve-
nile delinquency cases while also reinforcing the array of tasks and chal-
lenges faced by the juvenile justice system. Its morning docket consisted of 
sixteen cases. Several of these were for misdemeanors involving property, 
drugs, and violent offenses, and one case was a felony drug possession. The 
majority of the session involved continuing review of cases already under 
court supervision, but an early adjudication hearing for a youth who was in 
court for violation of prior court orders illustrates the complexity of such 
cases and the difficulty of finding the right disposition and placement. The 
youth was already in detention pending the hearing. The public defender 
gave the judge a written statement from the youth in which she admitted to 
the offense. The prosecutor had agreed to dismiss the violation of supervi-
sion conditions if she did so. The judge read rights to the accused juvenile 
and made her aware of the possible consequences of a delinquency adjudica-
tion, such as remand to a residential facility. The violation was then dis-
missed, but a psychological evaluation was to be conducted before the 
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disposition and weighed alongside previous such evaluations. The public 
defender asked if the youth could stay with her father for a trial period before 
the final disposition. The judge continued the case and ordered that she re-
main in detention until a new hearing in ten days. During that time, child 
services staff would evaluate whether placement with her father was appro-
priate and potentially beneficial. Other cases on the docket varied in type, 
seriousness, and situational circumstances. The observation in this court, 
such as for the hearings just considered, demonstrates the different  responses 
of the juvenile justice system in the immediate juvenile court hearing and 
over time. Specifically, judges’ and magistrates’ decision making includes a 
range of dispositions that would ultimately draw in other parts of the juve-
nile justice system and community agencies: electronic monitoring, sub-
stance use treatment, detention, and community service.

These brief case summaries from observation of juvenile courts illustrate 
the high degree of variation in youth risk and needs, patterns of delinquency, 
system responses, and resources employed that the system regularly encoun-
ters. Many other cases in these counties had already been diverted from the 
formal court process through dismissal or informal disposition, reflecting 
even more variation than directly described here. Notably, these cases also 
involved possible developmental risk factors (e.g., school engagement, fam-
ily management), patterns of delinquency over time, and juvenile justice 
decisions that might affect later developmental pathways (e.g., wait-and-see 
approach on truancy, time in detention for a weapons charge). Through such 
crucial considerations by the court, the juvenile justice process is intrinsi-
cally developmental in its information gathering, decision making, and po-
tential impact. The degree of difference in these cases of delinquency impels 
the juvenile court to react to a wide range of youth and adolescent problems 
and consider the possible developmental consequences to their reaction, 
which also have consequences for their family and community.

This book systematically analyzes key facets of juvenile justice popula-
tions, parsing cases like these (and others) to better understand core devel-
opmental influences on delinquency, including those aspects of the life 
course affected by juvenile justice contact. In parallel, the book takes a com-
prehensive look at the juvenile justice system’s operations and its multifac-
eted mission of delivering both treatment and sanctions to a population of 
youths. Analysis of the juvenile justice system has frequently looked at simi-
lar questions about what works to promote change without doing harm, but 
contemporary juvenile justice has unique features that factor into reform 
efforts. Pulling these threads together, I consider the implications for juvenile 
justice responses to delinquent youths, focusing specifically on twenty-first-
century calls for a more developmental approach, without avoiding the in-
evitable challenges of altering routine practice and implementing new ideas.
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The Intervention Imperative in Juvenile Justice

An overview of official delinquency trends by Howard Snyder (2012) found 
that the annual rate of delinquency cases disposed by juvenile courts in-
creased from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. Using Federal Bureau of In-
vestigation Uniform Crime Report data, Charles Puzzanchera (2014) 
reported that, across the United States, juvenile arrests were 37 percent lower 
in 2003 than in 2012; in fact, 2003 saw juvenile violent crime arrests at their 
lowest rates since 1980, but numbers were fairly low in the 2010s as well. 
With this effective reduction in youth referrals, juvenile court caseloads have 
diminished, but it is not a one-to-one match. Looking back at Snyder’s anal-
ysis, while the juvenile arrest rate in 2005 was 10 percent of its 1985 level, the 
juvenile court case rate in 2005 was 22 percent of its 1985 level (Snyder 2012). 
Likewise, Nina Hyland (2018) found that juvenile court caseloads declined 
from their peak of about 1.9 million in 1997 to under 1 million (975,000) in 
2014 for the first time in forty years. Controlling for arrests, 2010s referral 
levels are still higher than in the 1960s (more than 125 percent in 2012) 
(Hockenberry and Puzzanchera 2014), outpacing the estimated 17 percent 
increase in the population subject to juvenile justice jurisdiction during that 
period.2 Even as juvenile arrest rates have declined over the last twenty-five 
years, formal processing of youths in the juvenile justice system has not 
changed very much and may have increased slightly, which means that the 
juvenile justice system casts a wide net. Those increases in formally pro-
cessed youths likewise expand the variation in youths and case types that 
must be resolved.

Juvenile court cases can be categorized in several ways, starting with the 
seriousness and situational circumstances of an offense, such as the number 
of youths involved, use of drugs or alcohol, and the presence or type of vic-
tim. Policy and practice also must factor in the characteristics of individual 
youths who reach the court. A delinquent youth may be a first-time offender 
or have an extensive record and may have risk factors across multiple do-
mains. His or her needs might range from basics like food and clothing to 
intensive treatment and medication for mental illness. Youths also differ in 
their affect during the juvenile justice process, which can influence percep-
tions about their attitudes or character (Emerson 1969). While consider-
ations of individuals’ circumstances and reasons for behavior are not en - 
tirely foreign in adult courts, juvenile justice decision making is  especially 
dependent on court actors’ perceptions of whether an otherwise good kid 
was unduly affected by his or her environment and swept up in the moment 
or is a contemptuous, recalcitrant delinquent who will grow into a serious 
adult offender.

Most juvenile courts must both consider previous patterns of behavior 
and develop expectations about what might happen to a youth in the future. 
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Juvenile court intake officers, juvenile court hearings, and the research on 
delinquency and other risky behavior reveal the varied patterns and distinct 
narratives the court must respond to. The many contexts and individuals 
considered by the court is a defining aspect of the juvenile justice system and 
one that can strain its individualized focus. Still, some discernable facts 
about delinquency, delinquents, and the system itself indicate that the court 
does not need to operate exclusively on a case-by-case basis and can devise 
general strategies for processing, treating, and sanctioning delinquency 
cases. Systematically describing and extracting lessons from that variation 
is a necessary precursor to effective policy and practice.

End Point or Long-Term Turning Point?

The diversity of cases in the juvenile court and its partner agencies is the 
most obvious variability. Lurking behind that are the different paths by 
which youths may be involved in delinquency and subsequently come into 
contact with juvenile justice. Current research on the nature of delinquency 
suggests that a host of influences, from stable personality traits and recur-
ring cognitive-behavioral scripts to youths’ immediate and distal social en-
vironment, can directly or indirectly affect youth development. Certain 
youths may have behavioral problems from early ages that manifest in the 
home, school, and community environment. Other behavioral problems can 
emerge in transitional periods, such as the move from an elementary school 
to a secondary school. Some youths face the juvenile court for the first time 
after abrupt exposure to social situations favorable to delinquency.

All these pathways to court involvement mean that a youth standing in 
front of a juvenile court judge may be at an end point on an early life pathway 
that has led to that undesirable outcome. Considered in that way, juvenile 
justice contact is the result of a set of events, decisions, and influences. Al-
ternatively, it may also prove to be a reinforcing experience that leads to re-
cidivism; even as contact with the justice system can be an end point on an 
early trajectory, it can also become a launching point for further delin-
quency and criminal behavior. Once involved in the juvenile justice system, 
youths may have very different experiences according to case characteristics, 
their individual risks and strengths, and the orientation and resources of the 
court in which they are processed. Thus, the path from the juvenile justice 
system to later aspects of a youth’s life is as variable as the path that led the 
youth to it in the first place. It could be a fleeting brush with formal author-
ity followed by an immediate redirection to some informal sanction or in-
tervention. Alternatively, a youth’s adolescence could involve a series of 
repeated contacts with the juvenile court that end with the equivalent of 
imprisonment in a secure juvenile facility or transfer to the adult system. 
These paths have implications for continued engagement in delinquency and 
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then adult crime, completion of developmental milestones on the way to 
adulthood, and possible opportunities for further entrenchment in antiso-
cial behavior.

The Juvenile Court: Past and Present

The juvenile justice system originated with the view that patterns of delin-
quent or analogous behavior could be redirected to prevent its continuance 
and push youths away from related problem outcomes—which would ulti-
mately prove harmful to them, their families, and their communities— 
toward more conventional pathways (Tanenhaus 2004; Zimring 2005a). 
From this perspective, the encounter with the juvenile court is an initial step 
on a more prosocial trajectory, a way to help youths turn toward alternative 
ways of thinking and behaving and offer them social support. The juvenile 
justice system is a powerful institution in the lives of many youths, families, 
and communities because an encounter with it is an outcome of earlier de-
velopmental influences, and the system is a potential influence, or turning 
point, in its own right.

The juvenile justice system occupies a unique position as an institution 
that takes responsibility for both helping youths and holding them account-
able. The court has multiple, sometimes competing, goals as it attempts to 
tailor appropriate responses to cases and youths (Caldwell 1961). Its person-
nel therefore walk a delicate line in pursuing their day-to-day tasks. Modern 
court officials must make a series of vital decisions about how best to pro-
cess, treat, and sanction youths. Early screening and detention decisions in 
addition to later adjudicatory and dispositional judgments can also stress 
collective system efficiency and effectiveness. For example, juvenile court 
actors may wish to err toward caution and intervene with youths or provide 
intensive treatment, but that invariably exposes more youths to the system 
and also may lead to their deeper penetration of the system. Likewise, sanc-
tion and treatment referral decisions may increase the likelihood that youths 
will recidivate, affecting their long-term prospects and community safety.

The juvenile justice system’s day-to-day tasks also must compete—or at 
least coexist—with the social awareness that causes it to confront larger so-
cietal trends underlying delinquency trends. Disproportionate minority 
youth contact with justice or the special treatment needs of youths with 
mental health problems provide examples of this tension; courts and referral 
agencies may offer services or court dockets in addition to the usual comple-
ment of functions. While the original philosophy of the juvenile court defi-
nitely still holds today, it is not fully intact, and the public’s, policy makers’, 
and even court officials’ belief in that philosophy has waxed and waned over 
time (Bernard and Kurlychek 2010). Certainly, the reality today has not fully 
met the rhetoric of the late 1800s, when the juvenile court was conceived, but 
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it also has not faltered as significantly as its most vocal critics suggest (Sul-
livan, Piquero, and Cullen 2012). Its proponents were perhaps overly opti-
mistic about the prospects for redirecting the lives of delinquent youths, but 
the juvenile court’s critics are arguably overly pessimistic and do not neces-
sarily provide viable alternatives (Crippen 1999).

Activists’, researchers’, and policy makers’ suggestions for making the 
juvenile justice system more developmental echo the beliefs of the early 
founders of the court in some ways. Consequently, policy and practice pro-
posals must be tied to modern developmental research but also coupled with 
awareness of the juvenile delinquent population, the juvenile justice system 
as it currently stands, and the success or failure of previous initiatives during 
the 120-year lifespan of the juvenile court.

Contemporary Juvenile Justice Meets Adolescent Development

The juvenile court’s centennial period in the 1990s and first decade of the 
2000s saw an accounting of what the court had or had not done to live up to 
its ideals, an accounting that became a question of whether the court should 
be abolished (Crippen 1999; Dawson 1990; Feld 1997). This was due to ex-
perts’ and activists’ perceived shortcomings of the court and a related belief 
that it had become less distinct from the criminal court in its processes and 
the results for youths. The question of the juvenile court’s continued exis-
tence has been settled, and the discussion among critics has moved on to 
consider what its future should be (Crippen 1999; Edwards 1996).

The beginning of the second century of the juvenile court has seen a lot 
of research and commentary on the prospects of a developmental approach 
to juvenile justice, which introduced developmental principles that were im-
plicit in forming the court but that have been revisited more explicitly in this 
century. These include the general ideas that social conditions—rather than 
individual character—drive the decisions of young people, and punishment 
and treatment should take those conditions into account. Biological and 
neurological research with implications for delinquency has bolstered the 
status of the developmental perspective (Cauffman and Steinberg 2012). 
Elizabeth S. Scott and Laurence D. Steinberg’s Rethinking Juvenile Justice 
(2008) synthesized emerging insights on youth development and linked 
them to public policy toward adolescents. The authors suggest that the key 
objectives of the juvenile justice system should be fair punishment and cost-
effective crime reduction, arguing that a scheme based on developmental 
knowledge is more apt to realize these goals than get-tough, control-oriented 
strategies. Responding in part to the calls for abolition of the juvenile jus-
tice system, their recommendations focus first on a separate juvenile sys-
tem being necessary and its boundary with the adult court being relaxed 
only in very serious cases. Second, they suggest expanding the dispositional 
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 jurisdiction of the juvenile court to age twenty-five to reflect new develop-
mental research. Third, the developmental stages of youths should inform 
juvenile justice programming.

A National Research Council (NRC 2013) report on a more develop-
mental juvenile justice system adds a great deal to this discussion. An ex-
pert panel made several structural recommendations, such as creating state - 
wide task forces consisting of stakeholder groups to recommend legislative 
changes and to introduce and monitor evidence-based shifts in agency policy 
and practice. The NRC also identified the desirability of funding, technical 
assistance, and data infrastructure from the federal government.

Operationally, the focus of these efforts is to “align laws, policies, and 
practices at every stage of the process with evolving knowledge regarding 
adolescent development and the effects of specific juvenile justice interven-
tions and programs” (NRC 2013, 327). Reform should focus on promoting 
accountability, reducing recidivism, and ensuring fairness (NRC 2013). In 
the view of the panel, accountability requires sanctions, like restitution and 
community service, which make youths take responsibility for their actions 
and involves families and guardians to reinforce their acceptance of respon-
sibility. They also suggest limits on the use of secure confinement and on 
youths’ exposure to potential collateral consequences like unsealing juvenile 
records. The panel notes that the prevention of reoffending begins with a 
structured risk and needs assessment to match youths to appropriate treat-
ment. The assessment and decision-making process must be coupled with 
effective programs that draw on developmental research and each youth’s 
risks and needs. Fairness is promoted by how youths are processed and their 
perceptions of how they have been treated by those in the system.

Several aspects of these 2013 proposals for policy reform are novel, but 
others contain ideas that have lain dormant in the juvenile justice system. 
The integration of a developmental perspective on sanctions, for example, in 
the NRC report serves as a starting point for discussion of how to rightsize 
punishment for juvenile delinquents. Similarly, the report’s focus on percep-
tions of fairness and legal socialization raise concerns that police, courts, 
and corrections might be losing opportunities to redirect trajectories of an-
tisocial behavior because of their approach. The suggestion that the modern 
juvenile justice system use structured risk and needs assessments alongside 
a developmental approach to juvenile justice policy and practice is reminis-
cent of William Healy’s (1912, 1913) diagnostic approach in the court clinic 
in Chicago. Thus, the most prominent recommendations for developmental 
juvenile justice are probably best thought of as a blend of old and new.

From a legal and policy standpoint, the U.S. Supreme Court offers a 
prominent window on the reach of developmental research into judicial rea-
soning. A string of three decisions, in Roper v. Simmons (2005), Graham v. 
Florida (2010), and Miller v. Alabama (2012), rolled back the use of the most 
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severe adult sanctions for youths, with the majority opinions relying in part 
on principles and research about adolescent development.3 In the first of 
these, Roper v. Simmons (2005), the court ruled against imposition of the 
death penalty for crimes that occurred before youths turned eighteen. Justice 
Anthony Kennedy cited immaturity, susceptibility to negative influences, 
and the still-forming character of juveniles that precludes them being char-
acterized as the “worst offenders,” which is a natural criterion for use of 
capital punishment. Kennedy again wrote the majority opinion in Graham v. 
Florida (2010), in which the court ruled that juveniles cannot be sentenced 
to life without parole for offenses other than homicide. In that opinion, he 
considered justifications for such a sentence (e.g., deterrence, incapacitation, 
retribution) and found them wanting. This likewise points to youths’ per-
ceived malleability and the developmental circumstances that affect culpa-
bility in making decisions about the most severe sanctions available to U.S. 
courts. While these legal opinions do not directly influence the imposition 
of juvenile court sanctions, the three cases beginning with Roper, as well a 
string of major Supreme Court decisions in the 1960s, signaled a shift in the 
legal understanding of young offenders and reinforced the arguments of 
those who wished to introduce modern developmental science to the courts.

In the 2010s, state legislatures began taking action to raise the age for 
adult court jurisdiction. The NRC report (2013) gives the example of Con-
necticut, which raised the age of juvenile court jurisdiction to eighteen in 
July 2012. The efforts of advocates and political leaders to make the case for 
that action, which proceeded as a multiphase increase of the boundary age—
the age separating juvenile and adult court jurisdiction—required extensive 
policy projection, planning, and community and legislative outreach. Ac-
cording to the Justice Policy Institute (2013), this legislative change kept 
thousands of sixteen-year-olds in juvenile court who otherwise would have 
been assigned to adult court. Even the International Association of Chiefs of 
Police (2014) has discussed how police fit into juvenile justice reforms driven 
by developmental principles, suggesting that this strand of policy and prac-
tice has transcended courts and corrections agencies that are more closely 
aligned with juvenile justice.

Despite these cases of legal reform and shifts in policy and practice, the 
political pushes to increase the purview of juvenile court in accordance with 
research on human development have not totally rolled back existing legisla-
tion that lowered the age of criminal court jurisdiction. Additionally, while 
some have called for a full-scale expansion of the literature on brain devel-
opment into responses toward young adult offenders (e.g., Farrington, Loe-
ber, and Howell 2012), broader political limitations and implementation 
challenges face those who wish to extend that research to policy and prac-
tice with late adolescents and young adults (Cauffman 2012). Indeed, some 
policy makers in Connecticut have sought to push the boundary age to 
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 twenty-one but have met with early resistance (De Avila 2015). While sig-
nificant achievements in changing the response to delinquency have been 
made, the resistance to change in even those systems most open-minded 
toward embracing it signals possible challenges to fully altering juvenile jus-
tice policy and practice. In turn, this suggests the need for further examina-
tion of the underlying philosophy and practicalities of a more developmental 
juvenile justice system.

Though NRC (2013), Franklin E. Zimring and David S. Tanenhaus 
(2014), and Nancy E. Dowd (2015) tackle questions about youth processing, 
sanctions, and treatment, much of the research and related reforms of the 
twenty-first century tend to focus on the appropriate venue for trying youths 
(e.g., Scott and Steinberg 2008) and the possible effects of incarceration on 
adolescent development (e.g., Mulvey and Schubert 2012). The success of the 
juvenile justice system requires increased and more precise integration of 
developmental and life-course principles to maximize the use of appropriate 
treatment and sanctions across the full scope of cases and youths that it 
encounters. Identifying the best approaches and the appropriate processes 
for successfully implementing calls for change requires careful consideration 
of the complex, developmental interaction between youths and the juvenile 
justice system. While the research that informed broad distinctions about 
jurisdiction and incarceration effects is a good starting point for juvenile 
justice reform, there is room for the addition of other principles and findings 
into the discussion.

Implementing Juvenile Justice Reform

Research and legislative and judicial initiatives have certainly set the stage 
for improvements in juvenile justice policy and practice, especially because 
they provide connections between developmental and life-course insights 
and the juvenile justice system. To this point, the implications of this re-
search for treatment have largely centered on primary prevention and early 
intervention with at-risk youths, which are essential in responding to juve-
nile delinquency and transforming the lives of at-risk children (Howell 2003; 
Farrington and Welsh 2007; Greenwood 2006). Evaluation research in juve-
nile justice since the 1990s has identified some effective treatment and sanc-
tion strategies that help reduce recidivism even for serious juvenile offenders 
(Lipsey 1999), underscoring these strategies’ potential impact on youths and 
public safety outcomes by reducing the likelihood that problem behavior will 
continue into adulthood. The NRC report notes, however, that most recom-
mendations for reform have been adopted at just a few model sites and that 
the knowledge base has limitations for enacting the proposed changes. A 
deeper dive into the research on implementation will help identify how ju-
venile justice agencies might change their rehabilitative and sanction strate-
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gies and point toward some potential obstacles—such as that the best 
method for transferring these ideas to the field likely varies across states and 
locales (Paina and Peters 2012).

Juvenile justice policy and practice currently seem to be open to new 
ideas or refinement of existing ones; agencies, researchers, and policy makers 
are taking steps to implement evidence-based policy and practice and pro-
mote change in delinquent youths. The juvenile court’s history and an eval-
uation of program implementation in juvenile justice suggests that, although 
it may seemingly be in a mind-set favorable to change (Scott and Steinberg 
2008), there are inevitable barriers (Bernard and Kurlychek 2010; Howell 
2003). Consequently, sustainable change and adherence to best practices will 
require more than the introduction of new research, ideas, and model pro-
grams and policies. Work in implementation science that blends research, 
practice, and their integration (e.g., Backer 2000; Fixsen, Blase, Naoom, et 
al. 2009; Fixsen, Blase, Metz, et al. 2013; Laub 2016; Welsh et al. 2010) is 
therefore useful in understanding the possibilities and limits of initiatives to 
improve the juvenile justice system.

The ideas and research in implementation science focus squarely on the 
complex process of moving research findings into policy and practice. Dif-
fering target populations, fidelity to evidence-based models, and implemen-
tation context all affect taking ideas to the field and then translating initial 
successes to other places and settings. Moving research to practice in juve-
nile justice requires enumeration and attention to challenges. Those formu-
lating new policies and practices must also consider the pressures on juvenile 
justice systems and their stakeholders—both existing pressures and those 
brought by change—and how those pressures affect implementing and sus-
taining proposed reforms.

Toward a More Developmental Juvenile Justice System?

When considering research on delinquency and the juvenile court or talking 
to those in the system, it is clear that the court encounters a wide range of 
cases and youths—even with recent drops in juvenile arrests. An interview 
with a juvenile court special programs coordinator in a medium-sized 
 county was a reminder that, along with volume and variety, the system does 
not have all that much choice about which cases reach its doors and thus its 
dockets contain “all kinds of kids.”4 This includes offense types; previous 
histories; sociodemographic profiles; and risks, strengths, and needs. Invari-
ably this means that the juvenile justice system will see numerous complex 
cases with different seriousness, circumstances, youth and family risk and 
needs patterns, prior histories, and future prospects. It will continue to pro-
cess roughly a million youths each year, especially those who come from 
disadvantaged individual, family, or community circumstances.
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Bigger than juvenile justice involvement and a youth’s life course is the 
question of what is the best approach to realizing positive outcomes in light 
of the difficulties faced by justice-involved youths and pressures exerted on 
the system. Using response to heterogeneous populations as a jumping-off 
point and calls for reform to make the system more developmental in policy 
and practice, this book considers what is known about the youths who come 
before juvenile courts in the United States, describes how the court functions 
with respect to their risks and needs and what that might mean in the long 
term, and identifies how the court might better sanction and treat these 
youths.

Since its founding, the juvenile justice system has been a frequent topic 
of analysis and writing, but beginning in the late 1990s, a great deal of em-
phasis has been placed on reform and the introduction of evidence-based 
practice into juvenile justice practice. Much discussion implicitly or explic-
itly draws on research about youth and adolescent development and subse-
quent or concurrent actions by courts, legislatures, private philanthropists, 
and system personnel. The practicalities involved in translating research and 
ideas into the structure, process, and decisions of contemporary juvenile 
justice systems garner less attention. Given that, there is room for greater 
clarity about how the pieces of research and perspectives on youth develop-
ment and delinquency might fit together in a way that will improve system 
operations and youth outcomes.

This book addresses those open questions by considering the ideas in-
trinsic to the juvenile justice system, integrating and synthesizing relevant 
contemporary research, and offering suggestions about its translation to 
practice. With the push toward formal risk and needs assessment, data col-
lection and research to better understand the youths and adolescents who 
reach the court has been considerably expanded, and attempts to identify 
behavioral, situational, and contextual influences that promote onset, con-
tinuance, and desistance in delinquent behavior have increased. This has led 
to specific and general principles that are valuable in working with delin-
quent youths—albeit perhaps just more technologically refined versions of 
ideas from the early court (Laub 2000).

In some ways, the juvenile court is at a point much like where it stood at 
its inception. Like reform advocates of today, the court’s founders believed 
that greater scientific understanding could lead to treatment of and response 
to delinquent behavior that would redirect individual developmental path-
ways, improving the lives of those youths and benefiting the community in 
the process. Since the late 1800s and through the 1900s, however, there are 
numerous examples of the juvenile court’s limitations in realizing those ide-
als despite its best intentions (Caldwell 1961; Platt 1969; Rothman 1980; Ry-
erson 1978). A thorough understanding of the reasons for delinquency and 
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knowledge of the juvenile court’s contemporary status improves the pros-
pects of doing better with justice-involved youths in the twenty-first century.

As the optimistic child savers had to do in the past, contemporary juve-
nile justice reform advocates must take a clear-eyed look at what can and 
cannot be done for delinquent youths to determine the best ways to make the 
system more developmental. This necessitates an expanded view of and 
greater synthesis of the developmental and life-course evidence across vari-
ous fields. The juvenile justice system is not a blank canvas for implementa-
tion, so analysis of possible refinements requires a thorough understanding 
of the system itself and best practices for intervention and sanction. Sugges-
tions for reform must respond to the contexts of both offenses and offenders 
across several key areas: general developmental factors and life-course char-
acteristics that affect behavior; risks emanating from the individual or fam-
ily, peers, or community; and needs that may (or may not) be addressed 
through juvenile justice interventions.

Any changes must further account for the full scope of the court’s mis-
sion: rehabilitation and redirection of a diverse pool of delinquent youths 
and doing justice by providing appropriate sanctions on behalf of communi-
ties whose beliefs about youthfulness and delinquency differ. The day-to-day 
tasks of the court and its pursuit of other initiatives aimed at social problems 
and specialized populations are counterweights to full implementation of 
alternative practices. The growing research on implementation science can 
explicate the potential obstacles and suggest how to overcome them.

This book considers each of these themes in more depth, starting with 
an overview of the youths who encounter the system and then describing the 
system’s present operations, synthesizing relevant developmental insights, 
and reviewing current practices in treatment and sanction. It then draws on 
research regarding implementation of innovative policy and practice. The 
chapters that follow discuss many of the central ideas that drive contempo-
rary juvenile justice and integrate and synthesize the relevant research and 
practical examples of where that research is already present in the system to 
generate a series of well-grounded recommendations.

Part I describes delinquent youth populations and juvenile justice prac-
tice. It synthesizes important foundations for that practice with detailed 
coverage of theory and research on youth development. This Introduction 
briefly considers the range of cases encountered by the court on the basis of 
direct observation and existing research, summarizes its history and current 
obligations, introduces aspects of its developmental mission, and identifies 
questions for current policy and practice. The historical arc and status of the 
juvenile justice system is multifaceted, and this book considers its present 
and possible future across several dimensions. The chapters that follow cover 
these topics in depth and integrate the relevant elements: youths, their 
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 offenses, and their risks and needs (Chapter 1); the juvenile justice opera-
tions and the sanctions and treatment that it delivers to youths whom it 
encounters (Chapter 2); and the developmental space within which these 
different influences and outcomes emerge (Chapters 3 and 4).

Part II of this book examines the scope of the considerations undertaken 
by the court, identifies some reasons for the variation, and makes sugges-
tions about how the system might respond to the different types of cases 
using developmental insights and existing best practices as a guide. By fol-
lowing these recommendations, juvenile justice can serve as both an effec-
tive provider (and broker) of suitable services for delinquent youths and as a 
respected institution that works on behalf of the community to appropri-
ately sanction youths in order to foster moral development (Chapter 5). The 
research on effective practices offers a starting point, and a growing body of 
work on implementation provides useful advice for ensuring that this evi-
dence reaches the broader juvenile justice system (Chapter 6). Several recom-
mendations for a more developmental and effective juvenile justice system 
emerge from this review of research and existing practice and complemen-
tary new research and analysis (Conclusion). The chapters in Part II build on 
the background and theory from Part I to consider what is likely to be effec-
tive in a more developmental juvenile justice system and assess its imple-
mentation potential.
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