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Juvenile Corrections

OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter you will be able to:

• Describe how the juvenile corrections system evolved in America

• Describe the key differences between adult and juvenile corrections

• Explain why changes in juvenile crime have decreased youth incarceration

• Explain why the costs of juvenile incarceration are higher than adult imprisonment

• Describe some of the risks of incarcerating youths in jails or adult facilities
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CASE STUDY
Kids in Corrections Can Turn Their Lives Around
Starcia Ague survived her journey through the juvenile justice system, turning her life 
around. Ague—an advocate for youth, motivational speaker, artist, and  entrepreneur—
earned a degree from Washington State University, has served on high-profile youth ad-
vocacy committees, and has been a guest at the White House. Her life story was portrayed 
in a documentary that won an Emmy award. But the pathway to those achievements and 
honors was difficult as she had to overcome numerous obstacles. Ague has talked about 
growing up in an abusive home, residing in homeless shelters, being kicked out of her 
home at age 11, living in a meth lab at 12, and being convicted of robbery and kidnapping 
when she was 15. Placed in a Washington State juvenile correctional facility until her 
twenty-first birthday, she aspired to earn a college degree.

Ague participated in the classes offered in the juvenile facility. After receiving encour-
agement and support from a counselor and teacher working in the facility  she started 
taking one class a semester at a Spokane community college. Released to a group home 
prior to her twenty-first birthday Starcia was able to attend full time classes at the com-
munity college. After earning an associate’s degree, she was accepted at Washington State 
University, where she received a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice in 2010. 

In order to finish her education, obtain a place to live, and start her career she had 
to overcome the stigma of her felony convictions. She did this in a very unusual way: 
she was the first juvenile “lifer” pardoned by Washington State’s Governor Christine 
Gregoire. Vestal (2011) writes that the state’s clemency board unanimously supported 
her application for a pardon, and Governor Gregoire, impressed by Ague’s progress 
and the efforts of her supporters, including the police officer who had arrested her and 
officials from the juvenile justice system, signed the pardon. Ague used her degree and 
work experiences to obtain work in youth advocacy. She was employed with the Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, the Washington State Department of Social and Health Services, 
the Open Society Foundations, and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Her 
story is exceptional, as the outcomes for young people who have survived long-term 
placements in the juvenile justice system are often grim. Irwin (1987) calls these young 
people state-raised youths, and their stories are similar to Ague’s, with histories of 
foster placement, incarceration, and releases to the streets,  after which they are soon 
returned to custody. Most state-raised youths end up in adult jails and prisons; few ever 
turn their lives around until they are in their 30s or even later. While the juvenile jus-
tice system is intended to respond to crime and prepare youths for success in the com-
munity, these youngsters must overcome a host of barriers and roadblocks that frustrate 
rather than encourage them. Ague’s case shows us that it is possible for these youth to 
succeed when they receive support.
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Critical Questions

1. Few state correctional systems provide support services for foster children with no 
family resources who are released after their eighteenth birthday from long-term in-
carceration in youth facilities or the foster care system. Describe some possible limi-
tations of this “going it alone” approach when it comes to a youth’s future.

2. How can we overcome the challenges posed by raising youths in foster and correc-
tional placements (“state raised youths”)?

3. Why would Starcia’s experiences make her well suited to advocate on behalf of youths 
in the juvenile justice system?

INTRODUCTION
On any given day there are over 40,000 young people held in local or state correctional 
placements; while some of these facilities closely resemble adult jails or prisons, there 
are almost 800 community-based residential facilities holding troubled youths in group 
homes, wilderness experience programs, substance abuse, and mental health facilities 
(Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018). Unlike arrangements for holding adults in large state 
institutions, most youth facilities are operated by local agencies and tend to have fewer 
beds and less security. For example, Hockenberry and Sladky (2018, p. 1) report that over 
one-third of these facilities were operated by local agencies and half held fewer than 20 
residents. In addition to individuals held in youth facilities, thousands of juveniles pass 
through adult jails each year and some will spend the rest of their lives in adult prisons 
for crimes they committed as juveniles.

Describing America’s juvenile justice system defies an easy explanation as there are 
actually 52 systems: every state, the District of Columbia, and the federal government 
have their own system. Each one has slightly  different goals and priorities, and there is 
even some variation in the ways these agencies meet those goals. To further complicate 
matters, many juvenile justice operations occur at the county level, and since there are 
over 3,000 US counties there is also a diverse range of interventions used to respond to 
youth crime. There is even a lack of agreement on who we consider a juvenile. For exam-
ple, in Georgia, Texas, and Wisconsin the justice system considers that a person becomes 
an adult at 17 years of age. As a result, because they are defined as adults, 17-year-olds 
in these three states who break the law appear before adult courts and can be placed in 
adult jails and prisons. By contrast, in the remaining states, the District of Columbia, and 
the federal system one is defined as an adult when reaching 18  (Campaign for Youth 
Justice, 2019).

The issue of juvenile court jurisdiction may become even more complicated in the future, as 
advocates for youth justice are pushing to raise the age when an individual becomes an adult. 
Research on adolescent brain development shows that one reason for a youth’s immaturity, 
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which includes a “live for the moment” orientation, vulnerability to peer pressure, and sub-
sequent involvement in risky behavior and crime, is because the parts of their brains that 
regulate good decision-making are not fully developed until the early 20s. In recognition of 
these biological explanations for immature behavior Vermont is raising the upper age of juve-
nile court jurisdiction to 20 in 2020. Policymakers and researchers, then, are very interested in 
assessing the impacts of considering 18- and 19-year-olds as juveniles (Sears & Schiraldi, 2018).

Incarcerating youths is a controversial subject, and the range of ideas about what 
are just or fair sanctions for crime-involved youths, not surprisingly, varies greatly. 
Most public opinion polls show that Americans are very supportive of giving youth 
who have committed crimes the opportunity to participate in rehabilitation (Mays &  
Ruddell, 2019). Saddling a young person with a criminal record for the rest of his or her 
life seems like a terrible burden, especially since most people engaged in minor crimes 
when growing up. But public tolerance for juvenile crime decreases when it comes to 
youths involved in serious and violent crimes. This chapter poses three central ques-
tions: How should we respond to young people who have engaged in serious crimes 
such as armed robbery or sexual assault? Do we acknowledge their youthfulness and give 
them a second chance? Moreover, does race and ethnicity shape our decisions about the 
sanctions these youths ought to receive: In other words, do we treat African American 
youths differently than White youths?

Almost all youth advocates agree that we need correctional options for juveniles, al-
though these should be used sparingly. They argue that alternatives to corrections are 
safer for the youngsters, more cost efficient, and effective in reducing future crimes (An-
nie E. Casey Foundation, 2017). By contrast, there are also individuals who believe that 
juveniles should be harshly punished for their involvement in crime. Prior to 2005, for 
instance, youths convicted of homicide could be sentenced to death; and some of the 
nation’s courts continued to sentence persons who committed crimes before their eight-
eenth birthday to terms of life imprisonment without the possibility of parole (LWOP). 
In spite of the fact that the Supreme Court banned the practice in decisions made in 
2012 and 2016, there are still several thousand prisoners who committed crimes prior to 
their eighteenth birthdays serving LWOP sentences. Davidson (2018) reports that about 
400 of them were paroled, but over 2,000 remain imprisoned. Some of these people 
who committed crimes as adolescents  have served decades behind bars. For example, a 
74-year-old inmate was paroled in 2019 after serving 56 years for a homicide he commit-
ted at age 17 (Del Valle, 2019).

Our overview of youth corrections is both a good and bad news story. One of the opti-
mistic aspects about juvenile justice is a decrease in youth crime and incarceration. From 
1997 to 2017, for example, the number of incarcerated youths decreased by almost 60% 
(Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, & Puzzanchera, 2019). Youth crime has also been decreasing, 
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and the number of juveniles appearing in juvenile courts for violent offenses dropped by 
45% between 2005 and 2017 (Sickmund, Sladky, & Kang, 2019). The bad news is that the 
system is failing many at-risk youths, as they fall through the administrative and organi-
zational cracks of the juvenile and adult justice systems and do not receive the help they 
need to desist from crime. Moreover, most jurisdictions fail to provide youths who are 
returning from out-of-home placements with the supports they need to make a safe and 
crime-free transition to the community.

In what follows, we provide a short history of youth corrections, a brief overview of 
juvenile correctional operations, and describe how options for juvenile corrections differ 
from adult jails and prisons. Throughout our coverage of  juvenile corrections we ask you 
to think about how these approaches differ or are like those delivered to adults involved 
in the criminal justice system. While you are assessing these differences, consider how 
young people differ from adults.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF JUVENILE JUSTICE
Ever since the first US juvenile facilities, called houses of refuge, were introduced in 
the 1820s, the topic of juvenile corrections has been controversial. Reformers introduced 
these institutions with the goal of helping dependent, neglected, and delinquent youths. 
Prior to the 1800s there was little need for a separate system to manage delinquent youths, 
given that most of them lived in the countryside and were kept busy working on farms 
and other types of hard labor. The informal social controls in these rural communities 
also played a powerful role in regulating their behavior. More formal approaches to con-
trolling delinquent youths evolved as  people moved from the countryside to cities; more-
over, urban populations grew at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
due to waves of immigration. Given these parameters, we can identify four distinct eras 
in the evolution of juvenile corrections.

From the 1600s to 1824
Most services for youths were delivered by religious and charitable organizations that 
made few distinctions between youngsters who were abused, neglected, dependent, or 
delinquent. All were seen as young people who needed help. The need for a more formal 
approach to helping these youths started in the large Northeastern cities that were grow-
ing rapidly due to early waves of immigration. The children of these immigrants often 
ended up on the streets as few had jobs or attended school, since compulsory public 
education was not introduced until the 1850s. Constructive outlets for youthful energies 
were few and far between; many street children engaged in minor crimes such as larceny 
and disorderly conduct. Others were drawn to gangs. Indeed, Shelden, Tracy, and Brown 
(2013) describe how the first US youth gangs emerged in the colonial era. By the 1820s, 
there were dozens of them in the Philadelphia and New York slums.
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Most responses to delinquency at the time were based on corporal or capital punish-
ments. Young people who committed serious offenses were treated very similar to adults 
including placing them in jails and prisons. Others were put to death. Streib (2005) esti-
mates that over 350 teens and pre-teens were executed between 1642 and 2003 for their 
involvement in crime. In the early days of the colonies age was seldom considered a mit-
igating factor when judges were imposing punishments. Streib and Sametz (1989, p. 14) 
do point out, however, that a judge once considered the mental capacity of a 12-year-old 
girl who was developmentally delayed, although he still sentenced her to death in 1786.

Between 1825 and 1899
The first house of refuge was established in New York City in 1825 and by 1865 they 
were present in ten states (Shallo, 1947). These facilities marked the first significant in-
volvement of local governments in the delivery of youth corrections. Houses of refuge 
were large institutions that blended education, work experiences, and discipline. There 
was little distinction between dependent, neglected, and delinquent youths. Some young 
women experimenting with their sexuality, and viewed as sexual deviants, prostitutes, 
or both, remained in these facilities for longer than males who had committed serious 
assaults. In fact, Bernard (1992, pp. 62–63) reviewed the admission statistics for some of 
these facilities, and he says that most youths admitted to these places for delinquency 
had committed minor offenses such as vagrancy or theft. Even though posing few risks to 
public safety, some were treated harshly. Finley (2007, pp. 21–22) reports that conditions 
in these places were akin to adult prisons, and youths were often flogged and placed in 
solitary confinement. In this regard, Abrams (2004, p. 11) describes conditions in the 
St. Louis House of Refuge: “Windows and doors had iron bars to prevent escapes, chil-
dren wore uniforms, rules prevented talking at mealtime and the children’s heads were 
shaved. The children had no directed play, and few opportunities for indoor or outdoor 
recreation.” Like the evolution of adult jails and prisons in the 1800s, juvenile facilities in 
the more populated Northeastern states were introduced earlier in that century, whereas 
separate facilities for juveniles in the South were slower to emerge. Few were opened prior 
to 1865, and it was not until the 1890s that they were well-established (Young, 1994). 
Youths in Southern counties that lacked juvenile facilities were placed in the adult system. 
As McKelvey (1935) notes, juveniles were often sent to penal plantations, either owned by 
the state or private citizens, and chain gangs (see Chapter 2).

The first houses of refuge excluded African American youths, and it wasn’t until 
1850 when the first separate house of refuge for non-White children was opened in 
Philadelphia. Prior to that time, most minority youngsters in the North were sent to 
adult jails or prisons. A similar pattern emerged in the South. For instance, the Mem-
phis training school that opened in 1904 did not accept African American youths 
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until 1914 (Shelden, 1979). Young (1994, pp. 262–263), in studying the emergence of 
juvenile facilities in the South, found that:

In the case of Black male youth, prior to the Civil War they were controlled by the 
institutions of slavery and the adult penal system. After slavery ended, Black youth 
remained in the adult penal system and were handled through the convict lease sys-
tem. Institutions for White boys were to offer training in useful occupations, whereas 
those for Black boys appeared to perpetuate a caste-like status by stressing the teaching 
of farming and other manual labor pursuits rather than the trades. Institutions for 
White girls were to indoctrinate young girls in the ideology of traditional woman-
hood, whereas little was done to protect Black girls from the evils of incarceration 
with adult offenders. The development of special institutions for the Black juvenile 
female occurred much later than those for the other groups and then almost as an 
afterthought.

When it came to long-term planning for African 
American youths, Bell (2015, p. 5) reports “White 
officials at the Philadelphia House of Refuge… 
sought ‘placing out’ programs that would send 
 African American youth back to Africa rather than 
integrating them into programs created for White 
youth.” Because there were few  juvenile correc-
tional facilities in the South, delinquents were 
sometimes placed on chain gangs, and Photo 14.1 
shows a group of African American youths working 
in the fields in the 1920s.

There was growing concern that the introduc-
tion of the house of refuge failed to meet its reha-
bilitative goals, as youths were living in conditions that more closely 
resembled adult facilities that prioritized punishment (Bernard, 1992). 
Platt (1969) describes how feminist reformers he calls child savers 
set out to reform juvenile justice across the nation. After a two- decade 
struggle, Cook County, Illinois (Chicago) established the nation’s first 
juvenile court in 1899. Many of the youths appearing before these 
courts were immigrant children from poor families. Judge Julian Mack 
(1909), a prominent advocate for youths at the time, said these courts 
were intended to save them from a life of crime rather than punishing 
them. The phrase of working in the “best interests of the child” was the 
foundation of these fledgling juvenile justice systems.

PHOTO 14.1 
These African American youth  
in the early 1900s were placed 
on a chain gang and worked 
harvesting crops. Like the adults 
sentenced to a chain gang, 
these youth—both boys and 
girls—were underfed, whipped, 
overworked and then housed 
in iron cages.  There were few 
alternatives to these types 
of placements as only some 
Southern states had houses of 
refuge, industrial schools, or 
other forms of juvenile facili-
ties. Credit: LOC Photo/Alamy 
Stock Photo.
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From 1900 to 1974
The juvenile court movement spread throughout America, although it wasn’t until the 
1940s that these courts were present in every state. The juvenile court became the foun-
dation for the youth justice system in most communities, and juvenile court judges in 
some counties also oversaw the operations of juvenile probation and detention facilities. 
State governments took on a larger role in juvenile corrections by replacing the houses 
of refuge with industrial, reform, or training schools, which provided long-term place-
ments for youths. Many of these long-term facilities were built in rural counties and were 
based on an adult prison model featuring large and imposing multi-storied buildings, 
often surrounded by tall perimeter fences. There were exceptions, as some states based 
their incarceration model on groups of small cottages arranged in courtyards such as 
the Lyman School for Boys in Westborough, Massachusetts. Many of these rural-based 
facilities put their residents to work growing crops, raising animals, and maintaining the 
structures (Sullivan, 2009).

By the 1960s, there was widespread recognition of problems in the juvenile justice 
system. First, most youths in the system had been involved in relatively minor of-
fenses. As Schwartz (1989, p. 16) reports, “more than 40 percent of all youth confined 
in adult jails, juvenile detention centers, youth prisons, and training schools were sta-
tus offenders.” Status offenders had committed status offenses, which are acts that 
are legal for adults, but unlawful for young people, such as alcohol use, running away 
from home, skipping school, or defying their parents. As noted previously, many of the 
young women in the juvenile justice system were experimenting with their sexuality, 
and their parents would refer them to these courts in order to prevent unwanted preg-
nancies. Second, there was a lack of due process protections for delinquent youths and 
few were represented by lawyers. As a result, there were reports of youngsters serving 
years in training or reform schools because they committed status offenses. A third 
problem was that few sparsely populated communities had juvenile facilities. As a con-
sequence, youths taken into custody were being held with adults in local jails, which 
placed them at a high risk of victimization or committing suicide. Other problems 
with the juvenile justice system that were becoming difficult to ignore were a lack of 
opportunities for rehabilitation and the disproportionate number of minority youths 
involved in it.

So, what happened to the young people who had been involved in serious and violent 
offenses? Many of them were transferred to adult courts so they could be punished more 
severely. Once transferred to an adult court, the juvenile was subject to adult sentences, 
including life without the possibility of parole or even the death penalty. While it seems 
appropriate to send youth who had committed violent offenses  to adult courts, a review of 
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juvenile court statistics shows that more than one-half of transfers to adult courts in 1985 
had committed property crimes (Mays & Ruddell, 2012).

Bernard and Kurlycheck (2010) explain that the introduction of juvenile courts, like 
the house of refuge movement 75 years earlier, was intended to improve outcomes for 
abused, neglected, and delinquent youths. Yet, these courts failed to provide due process 
protections for youths or opportunities for them to work toward their rehabilitation. 
In the early 1970s, there was consensus among judges, scholars, and other youth ad-
vocates that meaningful changes had to occur, and to enable these reforms, the federal 
government became involved in juvenile justice with the introduction of the Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA) in 1974. The original intent of 
the JJDPA was to remove status offenders from juvenile training schools and remove all 
juveniles from adult jails. In order to help the states to implement those changes, the 
federal government established a new agency called the Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) which provided funding and support to the 
states. The OJJDP also sponsored research into contemporary issues in juvenile justice, 
from youth gangs to disproportionate minority contact (DMC) with the juvenile 
justice system.

From 1974 to the Present
Although the JJDPA enabled the federal government to become involved in juvenile jus-
tice, the reformers did not anticipate the increasing involvement of youths in serious and 
violent offenses that started in the 1970s. Arrests for juvenile crimes, especially violent 
crimes including homicides, peaked in 1974. The increased involvement in crime by both 
adults and juveniles led to the “get tough on crime” movement. In its wake, almost all the 
states introduced legislation that made it easier for judges to impose harsh punishments 
on juveniles, including transfers to adult courts (Mays & Ruddell, 2012). For example, 
Washington State introduced juvenile justice legislation in 1977 that specifically men-
tioned punishment for juveniles, which was a significant departure for juvenile justice 
systems that had previously emphasized rehabilitation.

The get tough on juveniles movement also led to an expansion in the number of 
youths placed in corrections. States built more secure facilities, and youths were held 
for longer periods of time in institutions that closely resembled adult prisons. Many 
local detention facilities for youths were also being constructed throughout the nation. 
Finally, the number of youths transferred to adult courts increased. Crime rates, youth 
correctional populations, and the number of juveniles sent to adult courts peaked 
in the mid-1990s (see Figures 14.2 and 14.3 below) and the numbers of incarcerated 
youths, and youths transferred to adult courts, have been decreasing since then. The 
following section briefly describes those trends. 
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Adolescent Brain Development and Crime

For thousands of years cultures around the world have recognized that juveniles are less 
mature than adults. Rituals of adulthood, or coming of age ceremonies, were common 
even until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Western society, and in some 
cultures the practices continue to this day. However, there was little agreement on why 
teenagers are more likely to engage in unpredictable, impulsive, and risky behaviors 
than adults. Scott, Duell, and Steinberg (2018) point out that young people are easily 
influenced by peers and are eager to test limits and experiment with alcohol, drugs, 
and their sexuality. Adolescents are also more apt to misread or misinterpret social 
cues than adults and this can lead to arguments and conflict. Young people placed in 
stressful situations can sometimes respond using age inappropriate methods of coping 
that may have worked in earlier stages of development such as a 16-year-old engaging 
in emotional outbursts. These factors can inhibit young people’s ability to think before 
they act or fully consider the outcomes of their actions. Altogether, these traits can 
push young people toward a “live for the moment” orientation that sometimes leads 
them into making poor decisions, including involvement in risky behaviors and crime.

We are now aware that adolescent behaviors such as immaturity, testing limits, or 
engaging in risky behaviors are predictable outcomes given their brain development. 
The frontal cortex region of the brain, which is responsible for impulse control, judg-
ment, and future planning, is not fully formed until we are in our twenties. As a result, 
there is a biological reason for some youthful behavior. There is no clear dividing line 
of when one’s brain will be fully developed, and it happens earlier in some adolescents 
than others, particularly in girls when compared to boys. Moreover, having a brain 
injury and/or experiencing trauma can slow this development. Our ability to make 
reasonably informed decisions also improves as we age, and this is related to the “ag-
ing out” of crime. The relationship between age and arrests (for all crimes) is shown 
in Figure 14.1, which is called an age- arrest curve or age-crime curve. This figure 
shows the number of arrests increases until it peaks at 25–29 years and then declines 
fairly rapidly afterward.

While developmental factors can help us better understand why juveniles are 
over-represented in crime, they do not excuse them from fully taking responsibility 
for their actions or being held accountable. The issue of brain development, how-
ever, raises the question of whether we should give similar punishments to youths 
and adults convicted of the same type of offense, given that youths have less ability 
to control their behaviors. We have always mitigated punishments when juveniles 
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have engaged in minor crimes, but there is a reluctance to reduce punishments 
when youths are involved in violent offenses (Mays & Ruddell, 2012). To further 
complicate matters, there is growing interest in extending the upper age limits of 
juvenile court jurisdiction.

Schiraldi, Western, and Bradner (2015) contend that juvenile court jurisdic-
tion should be extended into an individual’s 20s. In response to those calls for 
reform Vermont extended its juvenile court jurisdiction to include 18- and 19-year-
olds and other states are considering similar legislative changes  (Cauffman, Fine, 
Mahler, & Simmons, 2018).

3 7 11 15 19 23 27 31 35 39 43 47 51 55 59 63 67 71 75 79 83 87
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FIGURE 14.1 
Age-Arrest Curve, United States, All Offenses.
Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics (2019).

JUVENILE CRIME TRENDS AND CORRECTIONAL 
POPULATIONS
As the number of crime-involved youth increases, so do the demands on the  juvenile 
justice system as courts are busier, youth probation caseloads increase, and correctional 
facilities become more crowded. During these times, both politicians and the public are 
more supportive of tough on crime policies such as imposing lengthy correctional sen-
tences or transferring juveniles to adult courts so they can receive harsher punishments. 
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FIGURE 14.2 
Total Juvenile 
Arrest Rates per 
100,000 Residents 
Aged 10–17 Years: 
Overall Offenses 
and Homicide, 
1980–2017.

When youth crime rates drop, by contrast, the demands on the juvenile justice system 
also decrease, and the public might be more supportive of juvenile rehabilitation. Ju-
venile crime rates have gone through cycles of increases and decreases. Starting in the 
mid-1980s, an epidemic of youth violence began, peaked in the mid-1990s, and then 
decreased and stabilized.

Figure 14.2 shows the arrest rate per 100,000 youths aged 10–17 years for all juvenile 
crimes occurring between 1980 and 2017 (OJJDP, 2019). Arrests increased throughout the 
1980s and peaked in 1996. Since that time, arrests for all youth crimes have decreased to less 
than one-half the 1980 levels. Homicide is also shown in Figure 14.2 and the trend closely 
follows arrests for total crimes (the number of homicide arrests was multiplied by 100 to 
better show the trend). Homicide arrests were 5.8 per 100,000 residents aged 10–17 years in 
1980 and decreased to 2.7 by 2017. Involvement in homicides represents one of the biggest 
challenges for  juvenile justice systems as there is very little agreement on how to hold these 
youths accountable. Should we attempt to rehabilitate them in the juvenile justice system, 
or send them to adult prisons and let them serve decades behind bars? Responses to that 
question depend somewhat on the circumstances of the murder. Our answers might differ 
if the perpetrator in one case is a 17-year-old gang member with previous arrests who kills 
a rival gang member using a firearm, versus a 17-year-old who kills an acquaintance  in a 
drunken one-punch fistfight and had no prior involvement with the justice system.

One outcome of lower juvenile crime rates has been a decline in the use of incarcer-
ation, which is shown in Figure 14.3 (Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, & Puzzanchera, 2019). 
While the male incarceration rate decreased by 59% between 1997 and 2017, the rate 



Copyright material from Rick Ruddell, G. Larry Mays, and L. Thomas Winfree, Jr. (2021),  
Contemporary Corrections, Routledge

for females dropped by 53% in the same time frame. This trend, interestingly, has not 
been the same for adult incarceration. There was a similar decrease in adult involvement 
in crime, but jail and prison populations have decreased by less than 10%. Less crime 
should result in less punishment, but when crime drops but correctional populations do 
not decrease, what does that mean?

As we noted in Chapters 5 and 6, the characteristics of the adult inmate population 
influence program development, and these factors also create challenges for juvenile 
correctional administrators. Table 14.1 shows the demographic and offense-related char-
acteristics of youths who were committed to custody in secure facilities such as train-
ing schools compared with adult state prisoners. Importantly, these totals do not count 
youths in juvenile halls (detention) or adults in jails. When it comes to their most seri-
ous offenses, the percentage of juveniles who were involved in violent offenses is lower 
than adults in prisons, as is the proportion of drug offenders in youth facilities. The 
proportion of incarcerated youth and adults who had committed property offenses is 
similar for both groups, although, obviously, no adults were involved in status offenses.

The youth data are more comprehensive than the adult statistics as they include in-
formation about technical violations, which included 12.9% of youths. The Council of 
State Governments (2019) provides nearly comparable data for adults. It published a 
study showing that approximately 280,000 prisoners were held on technical violations, 
a number that represents 19% of all prisoners. Thus, fewer juveniles are returned to 
secure placements for probation violations, although almost one-fifth of youths in de-
tention are accused of violating the conditions of probation (Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, & 
Puzzanchera, 2019).
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The data on race presented in Table 14.1 show that African Americans and Latinx 
are over-represented in both juvenile and adult corrections. Not surprisingly, there are 
more males than females in both the youth and adult correctional systems. One of the 
ongoing challenges for juvenile justice systems is DMC, which is the over- representation 
of minority youths at every contact point with the police, courts, and corrections, from 
arrests to placement in secure correctional facilities. The topic of DMC is addressed in the 
race, class, and gender box (below).

In Chapters 5 and 6 we described how the proportion of jail and state prison inmates 
with mental health problems was very high. Table 14.1 shows that the proportion of 
committed juveniles with mental health problems was nearly the same as those re-
ported for state adult prisoners. These results should be taken with a bit of caution 

TABLE 14.1  Characteristics of the Sentenced Juvenile and Adult Prison Populations, 2017

Resident/Inmate Characteristics Juvenile (%) Adult (%)

Sentenced/Committed—Offense

• Violent offenses 41.6 55.2

• Property offenses 22.8 17.5

• Drug offenses 5.0 14.8

• Public order offenses 13.2 11.9

• Technical violations 12.9 (19)

• Status offenses 4.6 —

Sentenced/Committed—Race

• White 34.7 30.1

• African American 38.9 30.3

• Latinx 20.4 23.4

Sentenced/Committed—Gender

• Males 86.6 92.7

Mental Health Indicators

• Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 14 12.5

• Anxiety disorder 10 11.7

• Depression 21 24.2

• Psychotic illness 6 8.7

Note: Data for adult technical violations intuited from The Council of State Governments (2019).

Sources: Bronson and Berzofsky (2017); Bronson and Carson (2019); Livanou et al., (2019);  Sickmund, Sladky, 
Kang, and Puzzanchera (2019).
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as the estimates represent the findings of 30 different studies of incarcerated juveniles 
(Livanou, Furtado, Winsper, Silvester, & Singh, 2019), whereas the adult data were based 
on a sample of state adult prisons (Bronson & Berzofsky, 2017). The high proportion of 
inmates with these problems is not surprising, as we know that a significant proportion 
of the people involved in the adult and juvenile justice systems have mental health 
problems prior to incarceration (Moore et al., 2019; Segal, Winfree, & Friedman, 2019). 
These individuals often move from the juvenile to adult justice systems as they age.

Admitting a greater number of persons with mental health problems to a juvenile 
facility has implications for the staff and other residents because these inmates can be 
disruptive and act in unpredictable ways. Furthermore, youths with mental health prob-
lems, such as depression or a bipolar disorder, may be at higher risk of engaging in self-
harm, expressing suicidal thoughts, or committing suicide. As our understanding of the 
risks of suicide has increased, however, the number of incarcerated youths taking their 
lives has decreased. Hockenberry and Sladky (2018) report that only one youth com-
mitted suicide in the 1,772 facilities they surveyed in 2016. Managing the challenges 
that youths with mental health problems pose, however, is not a simple proposition. 
Responding to their needs can place significant demands on staff time and resources, 
which can take time away from the other youths.
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Minimum Ages of Juvenile Court Jurisdiction in the 
United States and Other Developed Nations

One question about juvenile justice that always results in a debate is specifying 
when young people should become responsible for their actions, or in other words, 
when should they be subject to sanctions in a juvenile court? For over 1,000 years 
boys and girls younger than seven years of age were not subject to punishments as 
it was recognized that they were not mature enough to know whether their actions 
were right or wrong. As youths aged, they could still be punished for their wrong-
doing, but we generally mitigated the harshness of their punishments. As a result, 
a 14-year-old who carried out a residential burglary was punished less severely than 
a 22-year-old who committed the same offense. Because every state and the federal 
government has their own juvenile justice system, there are some significant differ-
ences in the age when youngsters can be punished for their wrongdoing.

The National Juvenile Defender Center ([NJDC] 2019, p. 1) reports that 29 states 
have no lower age jurisdiction, which means that five-year-olds could be brought 
before the juvenile court for committing a delinquent act. In one state a youngster 
must be six years old, in two states a youth must be seven years old, in one state the 
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youngster must be eight years old, and in the remaining 17 states the minimum age 
is ten years old. The NJDC calls this the criminalization of childhood. Given that 
label, how does the United States compare with other nations when it comes to the 
lowest age when one can be brought before a juvenile or youth court?  Figure 14.4 
shows the minimum ages, and they range from ten years in Australia and Eng-
land, whereas Argentinians must be 16 years old before they can be brought before 
a youth court. Thus, the practices in most developed nations are to keep youths 
out of their juvenile courts as long as possible. Some Americans question whether 
we should consider the laws in other countries as their political, historical, demo-
graphic, and economic conditions differ, and every country is influenced by a differ-
ent set of cultural values and beliefs. One of the strengths of cross-national research, 
however, is that we can compare what happens in the United States with the laws 
and practices in other countries. Those results can help us ask critical questions such 
as: Do the practices of managing juvenile crime in other nations do a better job of 
preventing youth crime or lowering recidivism than in the United States?
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FIGURE 14.4 
Lowest Age for Juvenile Court Jurisdiction, Selected Countries, 2018.
 Source: Child Rights International Network (2018).

Some social scientists have argued that once one considers the evidence from ado-
lescent brain development the minimum age for  juvenile court jurisdiction for delin-
quency should be 12 (Barnert et al., 2017). Although there seems to be a growing move 
to increase the maximum age of juvenile responsibility in the United States—from 18 
to 19 and 20 years in some states—there does not seem to be a similar interest in in-
creasing the lower age limit for juvenile court responsibility.



Copyright material from Rick Ruddell, G. Larry Mays, and L. Thomas Winfree, Jr. (2021),  
Contemporary Corrections, Routledge

JUVENILE CORRECTIONS: AN OVERVIEW
This section provides a brief description of the range of correctional interventions in juve-
nile justice systems. The treatment of crime-involved juveniles, much like adult offenders, 
can be represented on a continuum with rehabilitation on one end and punishment on 
the other. No county or state bases their programs entirely on either end of this range, but 
some jurisdictions are more rehabilitative than others. These polar opposite philosophies 
on balance shape the juvenile correctional programs that are developed and delivered. 
Size matters: the services, supervision, and care that a resident receives at a rural juvenile 
hall with fewer than 20 beds may be very different than services provided to a minor 
admitted to a state correctional system with prison-like facilities that house hundreds of 
juveniles. In what follows, we describe the characteristics of these interventions and this 
will help you better understand the different elements of the system.

Some young people accused of committing crimes bypass juvenile courts altogether. 
The first group are diverted from the formal justice system. Like our description of di-
version programs for adults in Chapter 4, minor and first-time, non-violent offenders 
are often given the opportunity to participate in informal arrangements where they 
engage in some form of community service, complete a rehabilitative program, or 
make restitution to a victim. Once those arrangements have been fulfilled the case is 
closed. These diversionary programs for youths are often delivered by police depart-
ments, although some are also offered by prosecutors’ offices, juvenile courts or proba-
tion agencies, and non-profit organizations in some places.

Some youths accused of committing serious offenses can also bypass the juvenile 
courts and go straight to the adult justice system. Hockenberry (2019, p. 3) reports that 
about 3,500 youths were transferred to adult courts in 2016, which was down from 6,400 
transferred in 2005. Some of these youths have been involved in very serious offenses 
or have extensive criminal histories as juveniles (Mays & Ruddell, 2012). In addition, 
thousands of 16- and 17-year-olds went directly to adult courts for their involvement in 
crimes, especially in states such as New York and North Carolina where children became 
legally defined adults when they are 16 years old. It is interesting to note that both these 
states are raising the age of legal adulthood to 18 years in 2020. Once defined as adults, 
any sentences would be served by the former-juvenile-now-adult on an adult probation-
ary caseload, in a local jail, or state or federal prison. One gap in our knowledge is that 
we do not know how many juveniles are charged, prosecuted, and sentenced as adults 
each year or what happens to them once they are sentenced.

According to a national census of juvenile facilities conducted in 2016, there were 
1,772 facilities for youths, most of which are residential treatment centers or detention 
centers (Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018). Figure 14.5 shows the number of these facilities, 
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FIGURE 14.5  
Juvenile Residen-
tial Facilities in 
the United States, 
2016.

although mental health or alcohol and drug treatment centers are not counted in this 
census. While most of these facilities held only youth involved with the justice system, 
a small proportion of them also housed adults. In terms of governance, most detention 
centers and residential treatment facilities are operated by local or state governments, 
whereas group homes and shelters are more likely to be run by private operators. Nearly 
all long-term secure placements, by contrast, are operated by state governments. As the 
federal government has no youth facilities they contract with local or state authorities to 
hold juveniles for them, and in March 2020, they held seven inmates younger than 18 
years old (U.S. Bureau of Prisons, 2020).

Detention Centers
Juveniles taken into police custody are usually brought to detention facilities, which are 
commonly called juvenile halls or detention centers, although in rural counties these 
youths might be detained in adult jails if there is no juvenile facility. There were 662 deten-
tion centers in the United States in 2016 and most (72%) were operated by local govern-
ments (Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018, p. 3). These facilities tend to be small—one-quarter 
had ten or fewer beds—and only 20% housed more than 50 residents. Juveniles are typi-
cally held in these facilities for a few hours—until their parents or  guardians take respon-
sibility for them—or their first appearance before the juvenile court, which can be several 
days. Those accused of committing serious offenses or who had extensive histories of 
delinquent behavior are often confined longer. Even though the average stay in a juvenile 
hall is less than a few weeks, some youths accused of committing serious offenses may 
wait months before their court appearances are concluded.
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Table 14.2 shows the characteristics of de-
tained and committed juveniles in 2017 and 
reveals that youngsters in detention populations 
tend to be somewhat younger than those placed in 
a facility. With respect to the most serious offense, 
there are only subtle differences between the two 
groups: detained youths are somewhat less likely 
to be held for status offenses and more likely to be 
held for a technical violation. In terms of their de-
mographic characteristics, minority youths in the 
detention populations are more diverse than in 
the committed (sentenced) population, and detention populations 
have a slightly lower proportion of males, and detainees tend to 
be younger. Youths in detention are typically placed in  custody for 
fewer days, and almost three-fifths (57.7%) are held for 30 days or 
less. Almost the same percentage of  committed youths, by contrast, 
had been in the facility for 91 days or longer.

Like their adult counterparts, juvenile detention facilities can 
be noisy and seem chaotic as their residents are typically admitted directly from the 
streets. They are not as mature as adults, and many are under the influence of drugs 
or alcohol when they are taken into custody. The combination of immaturity, being 
taken into custody, their prior histories of substance abuse, the uncertainty of their 
legal situations, and fear of the unknown leads some to act unpredictably. As a result, 
these places generally have fairly high levels of security, including locked doors and tall 
perimeter fences.

Several factors distinguish adult and juvenile detention facilities. The first is that the 
number of residents on the living units tends to be much lower in juvenile facilities. This 
difference is because youths tend to be more volatile and tend to engage in unpredictable 
behaviors. Indeed, many facilities have living units of 10–20 residents, whereas a living unit 
in an adult facility might house groups of 100 inmates or more. Consequently, the ratio of 
staff to residents is much higher in juvenile facilities. Another factor is that there tends to be 
a greater likelihood for detained youths to participate in rehabilitative activities than adults 
in a local jail given that school attendance is required. Those three factors make juvenile 
detention programs more expensive to operate.

Advocacy organizations such as the Annie E. Casey Foundation argue that detention 
is overused and detaining  low-risk youths can have several negative consequences for 
them, including introducing them to delinquents with long histories of involvement in 

PHOTO 14.2 
This youth is awaiting his court 
date in a Georgia detention 
facility. Placing youths in single 
cells or segregation is becoming 
increasingly controversial given 
our realization of the harmful 
psychological effects of being 
isolated. Credit: Ken Hawkins/
Alamy Stock Photo.
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the system; this can negatively influence them. Holman and  Ziedenberg (2013, pp. 4–10) 
identify four dangers of detaining youths, including:

• Increasing their risk of recidivism by mixing at-risk youths with anti- social offenders, and 
pulling youngsters deeper into the youth justice system; this can slow the “aging out of 
delinquency” process. Some detained youths might be recruited into gangs.

TABLE 14.2  Characteristics of Juveniles in Detention and Committed Juveniles, 2017

Resident/Inmate Characteristics Committed (%) Detained (%)

Sentenced/Committed—Offense

• Violent offenses 41.6 41.5

• Property offenses 22.8 20.9

• Drug offenses 5.0 4.6

• Public order offenses 13.2 12.2

• Technical violations 12.9 18.8

• Status offenses 4.6 2.1

Sentenced/Committed—Race

• White 34.7 28.6

• African American 38.9 44.9

• Latinx 20.4 22.0

Sentenced/Committed—Gender

• Males 86.6 82.1

Age

• <13 years 3.4 6.1

• 14 years 11.5 7.4

• 15 years 15.3 20.3

• 16 years 25.6 28.7

• 17 years 28.6 27.2

• 18–20 years 19.7 6.3

Days since Admission 

• Up to 30 days 19.4 57.7

• 31–90 days 23.0 24.8

• 91–365 days 46.3 14.4

• More than 365 days 11.2 3.1

Source: Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, and Puzzanchera (2019).
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• Detention makes mentally ill youths worse due to factors such as crowding and the 
chaotic and potentially violent environment. Rates of self-harm are high and suicides 
in custody are from two to three times the average for youths in the community (Ruch 
et al., 2019).

• Detention can interrupt a youth’s education and can lead to an increased likelihood 
of school drop-out.

• Detention can disrupt a youth’s employment and reduce long-term access and success 
in the job market.

Detaining minors can also increase their risk of victimization. Hockenberry and Sladky 
(2018) found that the risks of being murdered in juvenile facilities are very low, but there are 
risks of assaults. However, there remains very little information about the actual number of 
physical assaults in juvenile corrections. Beck and  Rantala (2016, p. 1) reported there were 
13.5 allegations of non-consensual sexual acts for every 1,000 residents of juvenile facilities 
in 2012, although only about one in five of these acts are substantiated. Finally, youths in 
detention can be exposed to a variety of infectious and communicable diseases, including 
sexually transmitted infections, and a significant concern in 2020 was the spread of the 
COVID-19 virus in these facilities (Rovner, 2020).

In an influential statement, Roush (2019) says that detention facilities often suffer from 
a bad reputation, but the conditions in these places have been improving for decades. 
These improvements are a result of the efforts of reformers, professional associations, and 
organizations that have developed national-level standards that the administrators in 
these youth facilities can work toward. Despite the broad interest in making the conditions 
of confinement in detention facilities more conducive to helping (rather than harming) 
youths they are underfunded in most jurisdictions, although the cost of providing care has 
been skyrocketing (see “Sticker Shock” below).

Community-Based Dispositions
About two-thirds of youths who receive a disposition (i.e. a “juvenile sentence”) from 
a juvenile court are supervised in the community on probation (Hockenberry, 2019). 
Like adult probationers, juveniles are generally expected to follow several standard con-
ditions. For instance, most probation orders also include conditions such  as living in a 
residence approved by the officer, attending school, and abiding by the law including 
curfews. Probationary orders can also be related to the issues that led to the youth’s in-
volvement in crime such as treatment for an addictions problem. Critics of this system 
often cite the number of conditions that can be imposed as problematic for a successful 
probation outcome. The National Juvenile Defender Center (2016, p. 1) reports that 
some youths are required to abide by as many as 30 probationary conditions. Like in 
the adult system, increasing the number of probationary conditions and length of the 
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probationary sentence a youth must serve increases the risk of violating one or more of 
these conditions. Those critics might be correct as almost one-fifth of youths admitted 
to detention are placed there for a technical violation (Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, & Puz-
zanchera, 2019).

Some advocacy groups question whether placing juveniles on probation is a desirable 
practice at all, especially given that many of them are at low-risk and rarely receive any 
meaningful support from their probation officers. In fact, the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
(2018, pp. 9–10) contends that probation based on surveillance is an ineffective method 
of working with delinquent youths, and says that:

• Youths need support, not surveillance
• Courts shouldn’t interfere with youths at low risk of reoffending
• Interventions should be based on nurturing youngsters’ maturity, rather than trying 

to deter them
• Youths respond better to rewards and incentives, than to threats of punishment

Many advocates for youths, such as those working for the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
(2018), argue that the fewest restrictions possible under law be placed on juveniles who 
are not involved in serious offenses. They argue that most youths will age out of delin-
quency on their own, and involvement in the justice system places them at risk of accu-
mulating technical violations of their probation and entry to detention.

Like their adult counterparts described in Chapter 4, probationary sentences for juve-
niles can include intermediate sanctions such as house arrest or electronic monitoring. 
Some jurisdictions charge juveniles to pay for their supervision on probation or for elec-
tronic monitoring. Logan (2018, paras. 1–2) describes how a California family was billed 
$16,000 after its daughter was incarcerated for three months in detention, including 
costs  for a public defender, electronic monitoring, and restitution. As they could not 
afford to pay those costs, their wages were garnished, and the family eventually lost its 
home. Given that youths on probation are overwhelmingly from poorer communities, 
there is growing opposition to those practices. In addition to the economic burden for 
the family, the National Juvenile Defender Center (2017) says that requiring supervision 
fees can create additional stress between parents and the youth involved in the justice 
system.

Group Homes
Placement in therapeutic foster or group homes can be a short- or long-term living arrange-
ment for a youth. These homes hold abused or neglected youths, status offenders, as well 
as delinquents. In some cases, these homes receive youths from placements in long-term 
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and secure placements when they are re-entering the commu-
nity. Whatever their purpose, group homes tend to be relatively 
small. In the 2016 OJJDP census of facilities, Hockenberry and 
Sladky (2018, p. 3) reported that nationwide there were 344 
group homes. About three-fifths (61%) had ten or fewer res-
idents, and only 4% had more than 51 residents. Over four-
fifths (82%) of group homes were run by private operators who 
received funds from the city, county, or state to provide care for 
these youths. In addition to families or organizations running 
group homes for profit, there is a long history of faith-based, 
non-governmental, and charitable organizations that operate 
these facilities.

Group homes have a rehabilitative orientation. They are 
generally open facilities, meaning that residents are free to 
come and go during the day, although there are some excep-
tions. Youngsters are usually required to attend school dur-
ing the day, do chores around the facility, and participate in 
group meetings. However, almost one-fifth (17%) of these 
places reported that none of their residents attended school 
 (Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018). These facilities are often lo-
cated in residential neighborhoods. Operators are encouraged 
to provide stability, structure, and a safe environment to nor-
malize life as best as possible for the young  people in their care.

Although group homes have been around for over a cen-
tury, we have very little understanding about their effective-
ness and what happens to juveniles after they leave these places, and especially whether 
they become more deeply involved in the justice system once released. Farmer and asso-
ciates (2017) analyzed the outcomes of residents in 49 group homes from a southeastern 
state. They reported a significant difference in the quality of these places. A key finding 
in their research was that youths who spent more than a year in these places tended to 
show more improvements than youths who served fewer months.

Ranch/Wilderness Camps
There are also a range of privately and publicly operated rehabilitative services that are 
based in rural locations. The U.S. Government Accountability Office (2007) reported 
that these “residential treatment programs provide a range of services, including drug 
and alcohol treatment, confidence building, military-style discipline, and psychological 

PHOTO 14.3 
Boys Town was founded in Nebraska by 
Father Edward Flanagan (shown in the 
statue). This organization has provided 
care for youths in group home settings 
for over a century, and is active in six 
states and the District of Columbia. 
Credit: Jon Arnold Images Ltd./Alamy 
Stock Photo.
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counseling for troubled boys and girls with a va-
riety of addiction, behavioral, and emotional 
problems” (p. 2). The OJJDP (2019) describes how 
these interventions take place in wilderness areas, 
on farms or ranches, in forested areas, and marine 
settings. Youths in these programs might be in-
volved in hiking or canoeing expeditions from a 
central camp or stay in the camp for a short (6–12 
weeks) or long term (up to 24 months).

Like other components of the youth justice 
system, we have very little knowledge about 

what happens in these places or their effectiveness. “Qualitative 
research indicates that benefits from nature contact may include 
physical relaxation, mental restoration, positive emotions toward 
self and place, social connectedness, and experiences of tranquil-
ity and peace” (Warber, DeHudy, Bialko, Marselle, & Irvine, 2015, 
p. 2). Despite these positive outcomes, contemporary accounts 
describe how staff withhold meals, while some youths report be-
ing assaulted by peers or staff in these programs (CBS News, 2017; 
Hyde, 2015; US Government Accountability Office, 2007). Hyde 

(2015) says that as many as 86 youths have died in these camps from causes such as 
malnutrition, exposure, or untreated medical conditions.

Ranches and wilderness camps often house delinquent youths or status offenders, but 
since many are privately operated and funded by parents or their insurance companies, 
they fall outside of government scrutiny or oversight. Hockenberry and Sladky (2018) 
report that there were 30 of these operations in 2014, which was a decrease from the 
157 in 2002 (Sickmund, 2006). About 60% of wilderness camps and ranches house more 
than 21 residents, and most of the ones in the census were operated by  local or state 
governments (Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018). These operations tend to offer counseling, 
recreational, and educational programs, but are less likely than other juvenile operations 
to screen youths for suicide risk  (Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018).

Boot Camps
Boot camp programs were a very popular intervention in the 1980s and 1990s and 
they were intended to hold young first-time, non-violent offenders. These camps em-
phasized military-style drill and ceremony, and kept participants occupied from dawn 
until dusk. These short-term  programs—most were three months or less—were very 
popular with legislators and the public because they were seen as being tough on crime 

PHOTO 14.4 
There is a long history of troubled 
youths involved in wilderness 
experiences, and these young 
people are learning to sail in 
Maine. Wilderness programs are 
typically short-term  experiences 
that are intended to build the par-
ticipant’s skills and  confidence. 
Credit: Jim Kidd/Alamy  
Stock Photo.
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and cost effective. They were intended to reduce overcrowding in regular juvenile 
institutions, given that most of boot camp participants would otherwise have served 
a year or more. Their popularity decreased after published evaluations showed they 
never delivered the promised rehabilitation, cost savings, or reductions in recidivism. 
As a result, many scholars have called boot camps a fad (Mitchell, 2014).

Early boot camps, often called first-generation or first-wave operations, were an 
innovative departure from traditional juvenile corrections but they failed to meet 
the needs of the participants, most of whom had substance abuse problems and poor 
educational histories. The second and third generations of boot camps offered better 
rehabilitative programs that addressed the problems plaguing their participants and 
provided better supports for their return to the community. Lutze (2006), for exam-
ple, observed that “many third-wave programs maintain highly structured environ-
ments, incorporate treatment, and provide aftercare to assist with the transition back 
to the community” (p. 392). Research by  Kurlycheck and Kempinen (2006) showed 
that the second-generation boot camps provided higher levels of support or aftercare 
in the community and had lower rates of recidivism.

The more positive boot camp findings came too late to save operations that already 
closed. Sickmund (2006) reports that 56 of these programs existed in 2002, but none 
were reported in the 2014 or 2016 censuses of juvenile facilities. Some boot camps still 
exist, including ones operated by the Los Angeles Police Department, but most boot 
camps use a different approach, as they are offered during the day and participants re-
turn home in the evenings. Gascon and Roussell (2018) are critical of these types of 
programs as some treat their charges in a degrading, humiliating, or demeaning manner 
rather than supporting them.

Training Schools/Residential Treatment Centers
The harshest sanction is placement in state juvenile correctional facilities, which are also 
called training schools or residential treatment centers. These facilities often hold youth  
who have lengthy histories of delinquency or involvement in serious offenses. Residents 
can be difficult to manage, and most have had unsuccessful experiences with schools, 
community- based interventions, and probation. Furthermore, many of these incarcerated 
juveniles had previously experienced foster care and had been placed in group homes or 
other residential settings, as well as detention centers, prior to their commitment to the 
training school. Taylor, Skubic Kemper, and Kistner (2007, p. 774) found that youths in 
their study of a high security state training school had an average of 11 arrests and 6 inten-
sive supervision placements.

On any given day in 2017, almost 11,000 youths were held in training schools (Sick-
mund et al., 2019). While these facilities are named training schools, some closely 
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resemble adult prisons and most are operated by 
state governments. Training schools tend to have 
high levels of security, and as the facility size in-
creases, so do the use of physical security measures. 
One significant difference between juvenile and 
adult facilities is the lower ratio of staff to inmates 
in juvenile facilities: whereas one officer might 
supervise 5–10 juveniles in a detention facility or 
training school, a correctional officer might di-
rectly supervise 30 or more adults. Writing about 
supervision, Roush (2019) observes that, “The 

quality of supervision improves as the number of youths under one 
direct care worker’s supervision gets smaller, all else being equal.” 
Having higher levels of staff supervision is an expensive proposition, 
and data from the California Department of Corrections and Reha-
bilitation (2019) shows that it costs almost four times as much to 
hold a juvenile as an adult in their facilities (see Table 14.3).

High staffing levels are intended to reduce serious incidents such as assaults, escapes, 
and riots or other disturbances. The results in Table 14.3 show that higher levels of su-
pervision are associated with fewer serious incidents despite the fact that the proportion 

TABLE 14.3  Comparison of Juvenile and Adult Facilities, 2017

Resident Characteristics Juvenile Adult

Ratio: Ward/Inmate to staff ratio (number of inmates to one 
officer)a

0.49 2.0

Annual Costs of Incarceration—One inmate
(CA. Dept. of Corrections and Rehabilitation)a

$304,259 $81,458

Suicides per 10,000 inmatesb 1.0 4.6 (Jails)
2.1 (Prisons)

Deaths in custody (all causes) per 10,000 inmatesb 1.6 14.9 (Jails)
30.3 (Prisons)

Allegations of sexual victimization per 1,000 inmates (2012)c 23 4.5

Gang Involvementd 36% 18.5%

Sources:
a California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (2019).
b Juveniles: Hockenberry and Sladky (2018); adults: Carson and Cowhig  (2020a; 2020b).
c Juveniles: Beck and Rantala (2016); adults: Rantala (2018).
d Juveniles: Lane, Armstrong, and Fox (2019); adults: Pyrooz and Mitchell (2019).

PHOTO 14.5 
This youth is awaiting his lunch 
in an Arizona juvenile facil-
ity. Incarcerated youths look 
forward to things that we take 
for granted such as a hot meal 
to break up the day. Credit: 
Norma Jean Gargasz/Alamy 
Stock Photo.
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of gang members residing is in juvenile facilities is higher than in adult jails and prisons 
(see Lane, Armstrong, & Fox, 2019 and Pyrooz & Mitchell, 2019 respectively). Rates of 
suicides and deaths are also lower in juvenile corrections, although older adults have 
higher rates of mortality in jails and prisons (Carson & Cowhig, 2020a; 2020b). However 
despite these positive indicators, rates of sexual victimization in juvenile facilities are 
higher than that in adult jails or prisons. Many of the allegations of the sexual abuse of 
youths are directed at staff members.

State-operated correctional facilities are typically surrounded by high wire fences, in-
cluding razor wire, to deter potential escapes. Moreover, most youths reside in housing 
units or open dormitories that are separated from the other youths by locked doors in or-
der to contain disturbances. Youths posing a higher security risk are often housed in in-
dividual rooms, whereas low security youths are sometimes placed in dormitory settings. 
Very disruptive residents are sometimes placed in hardened cells (e.g. bare concrete walls 
and bunks, as well as a stainless-steel sink/toilet) where they cannot harm anybody, 
escape, or destroy property. Isolating or segregating youths has become a very contro-
versial issue, and many scholars want the practice stopped (Fettig, 2017). Clark (2017) 
calls juvenile solitary confinement a form of child abuse, especially given the negative 
outcomes for these youngsters, including the high probability of lasting psychological 
damages. By 2020 ten states had placed limits or had banned the use of solitary confine-
ment for confined youth (Teigen, 2020).

Working toward Safe and Secure Environments Using 
Rehabilitative Programs
Despite the steps that correctional administrators take in violence reduction, youths in 
these facilities often express feelings of fear. Lane, Armstrong, and Fox (2019, p. 428) found 
that 46% of youths felt some fear, and about 5% reported they always feared the other 
residents. These investigators found that non-gang members were more fearful than gang 
members and fear was higher in youths who lacked confidence in the staff members. This 
is an important topic as institutionalized youths who are fearful are likely to take steps to 
reduce their risks of victimization. About such youths, Lane, Armstrong, and Fox (2019, p. 
432) report the following: “Fear of victimization might prompt inmates to try to protect 
themselves by obtaining dangerous contraband, fashioning homemade weapons, launch-
ing peremptory attacks on others, and thereby causing more institutional problems.” 
Thus, fear might increase the number of incidents. Fear can also worsen youngsters’ psy-
chological functioning and make it difficult for them to take full advantage of the facility’s 
rehabilitative programs: if one is constantly feeling fearful, it makes it difficult to learn.

Most juvenile correctional facilities offer a range of rehabilitative programs that 
are intended to respond to their unmet needs. Often these programs are related to 
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education, recreation, developing vocational skills, and enhancing their life skills. Few 
incarcerated youths have experienced success with the education system and many 
have histories of suspensions and expulsion. There may be some biological predictors 
of those negative histories: approximately 10% of the youths involved in the justice 
system have an intellectual disability and from one-quarter to three- quarters have a 
learning or emotional disability (Thompson & Morris, 2016, p. 4). Those totals are 
many times the prevalence of these challenges for all youths in the community. In 
response to those needs, Hockenberry and Sladky (2018, p. 9) found that two-thirds 
(66%) of facilities report that all the juveniles in their care attended in-house educa-
tional programs, and only 6% of facility administrators said that none of their youths 
attended those programs. Given the high numbers of institutionalized youths with 
learning challenges, many teachers deliver special education programming to small 
groups of residents and this can be expensive.

Given the life histories of some youngsters teachers often face considerable barriers 
to encourage participation in formal educational programs, so many facilities offer in-
house courses to increase their job readiness. These efforts include classroom instruction, 
short-term job training, and off-site work experience programs. Specific courses in some 
places include auto body repair, carpentry, computers, commercial cooking, construc-
tion and landscaping. These programs help the residents develop their knowledge and 
skills and are intended to help them obtain work after their release. These programs are 
also valuable as they constructively occupy a resident’s time, and this can lead to safer 
facilities.

Juveniles in Adult Jails and Prisons
Not all incarcerated youth are held in juvenile facilities. On 30 June 2017, about 3,500 
persons younger than 18 years old were held in adult jails, down from approximately 
6,800 juveniles in 2005 (Zeng, 2019, p. 5). While that is a one-day count, the number 
of juveniles who pass through adult jails in a given year is much higher: a University of 
California at Los Angeles report estimates that 32,000 youths are admitted to adult jails 
every year (Arya, 2018). Arya (p. 11) reports that most of these youngsters are held in 
urban jails, although four states—Kentucky, New York, Vermont, and West Virginia—
prohibit the placement of juveniles who are charged as adults in jails.

It is estimated that less than 5% of juveniles are admitted into jails in sparsely populated 
counties, even though these places may lack a juvenile detention facility (Arya, 2018). So, 
why are these youths jailed? The best predictor for being sent to an adult jail is when a 
juvenile is charged as an adult. In 41 states juveniles charged as adults are either permitted 
or required to remain in adult jails until their cases are resolved (Marshall, 2019). While 
most youthful jail inmates are older teenagers, a review of  juvenile court statistics shows 
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that 1,708 youths under 15 years of age were transferred to adult courts between 2005 and 
2017 (Sickmund, Sladky, & Kang, 2019).

The risks of placing youths in adult jails have been recognized for over a century 
(Fishman, 1923). Incarcerating them in adult jails places them at higher risk of sui-
cide, as well as victimization from adult inmates. Moreover, placing impressionable 
youngsters with hardened criminals and gang members may be criminogenic, and 
exposure to these negative influences could push them toward further involvement 
in crime. Youths who have served time in both juvenile and adult facilities say that 
their experiences in the adult facilities are different. For example, Elrod and Brooks 
(2002), who interviewed juveniles held in adult jails, report that the staff were more 
controlling, inconsistently enforced rules, acted in a manner that increased tension 
with the inmates, and were callous and uncaring. Youths placed in jails also receive 
fewer opportunities for rehabilitation than inmates in youth detention facilities. For 
example, there may be no formal educational programs for young people to access 
in a jail.

Removing juveniles from adult jails has been a long-term problem. In December 2018 
the JJDPA was reauthorized. One requirement of that legislation was the removal of all 
youths from adult jails by December 2021. Previous versions of the JJDPA also mandated 
the removal of juveniles from adult jails and police lockups. What differentiates the 
2018 Act from previous versions is that the prior legislation did not require removal of 
youths charged as adults, although the new legislation still enables youth to be held in 
these facilities under several strict conditions (OJJDP, 2019c). Given that exemption we 
question whether the practice will be eliminated.  

Bronson and Carson (2019) report there were 995 inmates 17 years of age or younger 
housed in federal and state prisons. Sending these young people to prison creates chal-
lenges for the correctional administrators as they are at higher risk of committing suicide 
or being victimized by the other prisoners. As a result, several state prison systems have 
developed specialized units to house these young inmates. In North Carolina, for exam-
ple, 16- and 17-year-olds who were sentenced to more than one year were sent to a state 
prison. Ziedenberg (2011) describes how North Carolina introduced five youth units 
in their prison system that allowed for their separation from the older inmates. Taking 
these steps reduces their likelihood of being victimized.

Youths are more apt to be physically or sexually victimized after being placed in adult 
prisons, and rates of suicide are higher as well. Kolivoski and Shook (2016, p. 1243) ob-
serve that:

Research on the prison experiences of juveniles has found that they are subject to 
higher rates of victimization, experience different types of programs and services 
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than those offered in juvenile facilities, are less likely to form positive relationships 
with staff in adult facilities, suffer from higher levels of depression, and are more 
likely to attempt suicide in adult prisons.

Leigey and Hoge (2013) report that youth sentenced to prison while under age 18 are 
involved in a greater number of misconduct incidents than those who are older when 
sentenced, although these younger inmates seem to become less involved in these inci-
dents as they age. Kolivoski and Shook (2016) found similar results, contending that the 
stressful and intimating environment has a negative influence on their decision- making, 
which results in more misconduct. Engaging in misconduct has some additional nega-
tive implications for these inmates because it can lead to additional criminal charges 
or their placement in segregation, which further adds to the adverse impacts on these 
young persons.

Adult prisons offer young inmates fewer opportunities for rehabilitation. Ng, Sarri, 
Shook, and Stoffregen (2012, p. 471) compared the services received by two groups of 
juveniles: those incarcerated in juvenile facilities and those sentenced as adults and sent 
to adult prisons. They found that youths in the juvenile facilities:

• Received, on average, 19 hours of education per week, compared with nine hours for 
youths in prisons

• Were given more opportunities to work (76.6% had a work assignment compared with 
66.7% of the imprisoned youths)

• Received, on average, a greater number of hours of counseling per week (seven com-
pared with two hours)

• Were more likely to say the staff had a higher degree of quality than youths sentenced 
as adults (29% and 19%, respectively)

• Saw a doctor three times a year, compared with two times for youths in adult prisons

Although these differences may seem minor, they are important for  youths’ rehabilita-
tion and, ultimately, reducing their risks of recidivism.

STICKER SHOCK: THE HIGH COSTS OF YOUTH 
IMPRISONMENT
A review of this chapter shows that the impulsive and disruptive behaviors of incarcerated 
juveniles, and their higher need for rehabilitative care, require the supervision by a larger 
number of personnel than is the case for adult inmates. There is a significant cost to pro-
viding those services. In 2014, the Justice Policy Institute (JPI) released a report describing 
the high costs of youth imprisonment entitled Sticker Shock. The JPI (2014) found that the 
average cost of youth incarceration was $148,767 per year, or more than twice as expensive 
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as paying tuition, room and board, and fees for a year at Harvard, which was $67,580 in 
Academic Year 2018/19 (see Harvard, 2019). The report’s authors note that the costs varied 
throughout the nation, from a low of $46,662 a year in Louisiana to $352,663 in New 
York (JPI, 2014, p. 11). It is important to acknowledge that the JPI (2014) estimate is based 
on the most expensive correctional option such as placement in a high security training 
school. Placing a youth in a low security group home, by contrast, is a fraction of that cost.

In Table 14.3, we reported that the average cost of housing a juvenile for one year in 
a state-operated California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation facility was 
$304,259, almost four times the cost of imprisoning an adult. One of the first questions 
most people ask when confronted with these figures is why does it cost so much? Most of 
the costs in adult or juvenile corrections are for staffing, but one key difference between 
the two systems is that there is a much higher staff to resident ratio in juvenile correc-
tions. It is not uncommon, for instance, to have two corrections officers supervise a living 
unit with 200 adult prisoners, but two or more staff would typically supervise about 20 
juveniles in a high security correctional setting. As noted in Table 14.3 it takes almost four 
times as many officers to supervise juveniles given their higher levels of impulsivity and 
the need to provide a safe and secure environment.

Another factor that increases the cost of juvenile corrections is that some counties ex-
panded the number of beds in their juvenile facilities in order to respond to a juvenile crime 
wave that never happened. Instead the amount of juvenile crime decreased and in some 
counties only a handful of youngsters are held in large facilities with a large number of 
unused beds. Palomino and Tucker (2019, para. 2) describe how three correctional officers, 
a supervisor, a teacher, and a cook were supervising a total of five juveniles in a California 
facility. The average cost to hold one juvenile in that facility, then, is $533,000 a year. Given 
the small numbers of youths being held, some officials are looking at shutting down some 
facilities and placing the youths in alternative places.

In addition to requiring more staff, the personnel working in juvenile corrections 
tend to be better educated and paid more than correctional officers working with adult 
populations. In many jurisdictions these staff members are called counselors rather than 
correctional officers, although in some states both adult and juvenile corrections are 
operated by the same agency—usually the state Department of Corrections. Another 
factor differentiating adult and juvenile corrections is that  juveniles are often provided 
with a greater number of opportunities to participate in rehabilitative programs. The 
results from the national census of juvenile facilities show that training schools and res-
idential treatment centers have the highest proportion of residents attending in-house 
school programs (Hockenberry & Sladky, 2018). Moreover, incarcerated youths in most 
jurisdictions have a greater access to medical and mental health professionals than adult 
prisoners (Ng et al., 2012).
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Other factors increase the costs of operating juvenile facilities. In addition to being 
able to access more opportunities for rehabilitation, juvenile facilities tend to be smaller. 
Hockenberry and Sladky (2018) reported that over one-half of training schools housed 
50 or fewer residents. Indeed, there has been a movement away from large, prison-like 
structures to smaller or cottage-style housing arrangements, some of the latter resem-
bling the Lyman school from the 1800s. 

Confining juveniles in smaller facilities in a campus-like housing was reintroduced in 
Missouri in the 1990s with their philosophy of “Small is beautiful” (see Huebner, 2013). 
These smaller settings are credited with reducing problems within these facilities and 
decreasing recidivism once these youths return to the community.

To this point, we have focused on the direct costs of youth incarceration; however, in 
Chapter 1 we introduced the idea of considering the indirect costs of incarceration. We 
seldom consider the costs that are borne by youths, their families, and communities when 
juveniles are incarcerated. These costs can have long-term impacts on youths such as the psy-
chological effects of being victimized or traumatized while in custody. Other costs include 
the impact of incarceration on their education or future employment prospects. Placement 
in a custody facility can also be criminogenic, as associating with adult or more sophisticated 
youthful offenders, including gang members, may push these youths further into crime.

The incarceration of loved ones also places social, psychological, and financial burdens 
on their families. Juveniles are sometimes sent to training schools hundreds of miles from 
their homes, and it can be very expensive for a family to visit. Because most incarcerated 
youngsters come from disadvantaged families, there may receive few visits. Most families 
also try to support their incarcerated  children financially, giving their son or daughter 
money to make phone calls (some youths can only communicate by using pay services 
that can cost up to a dollar a minute) or buy food items from the institution’s commissary. 
In addition, some correctional systems require parents or other responsible adults to co-
pay for the health services of incarcerated youths. Writing about adult incarceration, Har-
ner, Wyant, and Da Silva (2017, p. 688) say that “prison ain’t free like everyone thinks.”

Given the high costs, many advocates for youths believe that we should severely re-
strict the use of incarceration and instead care for them in the community. However, 
some juveniles represent a risk to the public and require confinement to stabilize their 
behavior. If a custody placement is required, many researchers believe we should use the 
least restrictive setting such as a group home rather than a large training school. One 
might ask whether these efforts are worthwhile. Cohen and Piquero (2009, p. 25), how-
ever, estimate the “value of saving a 14-year-old high risk juvenile from a life of crime 
to range from $2.6 and $5.3 million,” and that amount would be $3.1 to $6.4 million in 
2020, once we account for inflation.
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Disproportionate Minority Contact in the Juvenile Justice 
System

In reauthorizing the JJDPA in 1988, the federal government added the priority of 
reducing disproportionate minority confinement (the term was later changed to con-
tact (DMC)) within the juvenile justice system to the two original priorities of the Act 
(removing status offenders from training schools and removing juveniles from jails). 
DMC is defined as “rates of contact with the juvenile justice system among juveniles 
of a specific minority group that are significantly different from rates of contact for 
white non-Hispanic juveniles” (OJJDP, 2014, p. 2). There are nine points of contact 
with the justice system, from arrest to confinement, and minority youths are involved 
at a higher rate than Whites at all points in some jurisdictions. The OJJDP (2014, p. 3) 
attributes this to the following factors:

• Economically disadvantaged and unstable communities and neighborhoods
• Low-performing institutions such as public schools
• Family risk factors such as unmarried or single parents, incarcerated parents, poor 

parent-child communication, and harsh, lax, or inconsistent discipline
• Greater exposure to violence

Taken together, these factors  increase the  number of negative outcomes, including 
involvement in crime.

Mays and Ruddell (2019) observe that other factors can influence the activities 
of the justice system, including the existence of bias on the part of the personnel 
from the juvenile and criminal justice system, from police officers to judges. Those 
researchers also say that law enforcement practices, such as placing more officers in 
minority neighborhoods, will result in more contacts with the justice system. Other 
scholars have attributed the differential treatment of minority youths to populations 
that feel threatened by them, and who push their legislators to get tough on wrong-
doers. Tonry (2011), for instance, observes that introducing get-tough strategies on 
juveniles or adults is often based on our stereotypes about race and crime and most 
Whites are unaware of their biases. If we are going to reduce DMC, these scholars and 
researchers contend, then we need to know the source of the problem. Although there 
is a lack of agreement on the causes of DMC, the outcomes can clearly be shown. 
 Figure 14.6 shows the percentages of incarcerated juveniles by race who were detained 
or committed to custody in 1997 and 2017. This figure shows that after two decades 
of federal government support to reduce DMC, there has been an increase in the pro-
portion of African American and Latinx youths behind bars.
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Despite the financial support of the federal government and our awareness of DMC, 
the information summarized in Figure 14.6 suggests that we have not been able to 
make a meaningful change. This is unlike what happened with adult populations, as 
in Chapter 1 we described how the number of adult  African American and Latinx state 
and federal prisoners has been decreasing.

While the national statistics suggest to us that there have been little meaningful 
changes in DMC, some jurisdictions have reduced DMC. For instance, Spinney et al. 
(2014, p. 2) say that the following eight strategies are promising:

• Focusing on data collection and utilization
• Increasing collaboration with other state and local agencies, police, judges, and the 

community
• Changing the institutional culture away from a punitive or procedural focus and 

concentrating on what was best for the youth and the community
• Affiliating with national juvenile justice reform initiatives
• Creating alternatives to secure detention, secure confinement, and formal system 

involvement
• Focusing intentionally on DMC reduction (and not just on general system improve-

ment) while using a non-accusatory tone
• Leadership at the local level, the state level, or both
• Making DMC reduction a long-term priority

37.30%
40.20%

18.40%

32.50%

41.10%

21.00%

White African American Latinx

1997 2017
FIGURE 14.6 
Detained and Committed Youth, 1997 and 2017.
Source: Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, and Puzzanchera (2019).
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Said another way, we need data about the factors that contribute to DMC in order to 
better understand the problem and educate and involve stakeholders in broad strat-
egies that will reform local justice systems. One of the challenges in attempting to 
reform the juvenile justice system, however, is that we need to channel resources into 
solving the correct problem. If, for example, the key reason for DMC is due to our ste-
reotypes and fear, then adding more personnel to the justice system to make it operate 
more efficiently will not solve the problem. Of course, it is much easier to increase the 
efficiency of the system rather than challenge our stereotypes.

Perhaps the solutions to DMC lie outside the juvenile justice system. The National 
Research Council (2013, p. viii) observes that:

Many people may argue that the lives of [the] nation’s youth most deeply en-
snared by the juvenile justice system will not be substantially improved simply 
by reforming the juvenile justice system. We do not claim that juvenile justice 
reform can carry the burden of overcoming the many causes of juvenile crime. 
Also needed are stronger families, better schools, truly equal opportunity, and safe 
and healthy communities.

Those reforms might only occur if we change our ways of looking at children from 
minority families. Feld (1999, p. 6) argues that the public can be hostile toward “other 
people’s children,” especially poor minority youths.

SUMMARY
Juvenile crime has decreased for over two decades and this has reduced the number of 
youths who are detained, placed on probation, or incarcerated. The Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (2019, Table 38) reports that 553,620 persons under the age of 18 were ar-
rested in 2018. Tens of thousands are admitted to juvenile detention centers or adult jails 
and most are released within a few days. Over two-thirds of these youths are managed 
on probation. Some, however, will return to detention for violating their probation con-
ditions or committing new offenses. If they keep reappearing before the juvenile courts, 
they will eventually be placed in a secure residential facility. Key points of interest to 
consider in this chapter are as follows:

• A long-term drop in youth crime has reduced juvenile correctional populations by 
about one-half since the 1990s.

• Many juvenile correctional services are delivered in locally funded and privately op-
erated facilities although state-operated facilities hold most youths who have been 
committed to secure custody placements such as training schools.



Copyright material from Rick Ruddell, G. Larry Mays, and L. Thomas Winfree, Jr. (2021),  
Contemporary Corrections, Routledge

• Sentences for juveniles have traditionally been mitigated due to their immaturity and 
we are recognizing that there is a biological basis for their immaturity.

• Like in adult jails and prisons, African American and Latinx youths are over- represented 
in juvenile corrections. Whereas the proportion of imprisoned  African American and 
Latinx adults has decreased, more minority youths were incarcerated in 2017 than 
in 1997.

• Many of the youths in juvenile facilities suffer from mental health problems and this 
can increase their risks of aggressive, impulsive, and suicidal actions.

• Placing youngsters in detention, wilderness camps, and training schools can have 
negative outcomes, including higher risks of self-harm, victimization, and disrupting 
their education.

• The risks of negative outcomes for youths increase for those residing in adult jails or 
prisons.

• Incarcerating juveniles can be three to four times as expensive as holding adults given 
their higher needs for supervision, medical and mental health care, and educational 
requirements.

When it comes to juveniles involved with the justice system, we have much to be opti-
mistic about as youth crime has been dropping for over a decade, and we are reducing 
our use of incarceration.

KEY TERMS

• age-arrest curve (age-crime curve)
• boot camps
• committed youth
• detained youth
• detention center (juvenile hall)
• disproportionate minority contact 

(DMC)
• group homes
• houses of refuge
• juvenile hall

• Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention Act (JJDPA)

• Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin-
quency Prevention

• ranch/wilderness camps
• state-raised youth
• status offenders
• status offenses
• training schools/residential treat-

ment centers
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THINKING ABOUT CORRECTIONAL POLICIES AND PRACTICES: WRITING 
ASSIGNMENTS

 1. In a two-page essay describe the similarities between adult jails and juvenile detention, 

both in terms of the characteristics of the facilities and the people held in these places.

 2. Describe why (or why not) adolescent development, including brain development, 

should determine the upper and lower ages for juvenile court jurisdiction.

 3. In a brief essay describe the evolution of the juvenile justice system into its current state.

 4. Prepare a one-page paper explaining why a drop in the juvenile crime rate led to a 

decrease in juvenile correctional populations by over one-half, but a similar drop in the 

adult crime rate only resulted in a small drop in prison populations.

 5. Describe the risks of placing a youth in a detention facility, wilderness camp, or a se-

cure placement such as a training school.

CRITICAL REVIEW QUESTIONS

 1. What are the parallels between the evolution of adult and juvenile correctional systems 

in the South after 1865: Why are these trends similar?

 2. Why would inmates in juvenile facilities feel fearful? How might those feelings affect their 

behavior and their participation in the facility’s educational or rehabilitative programs?

 3. What are the impacts of a high population of youths with mental health problems on the 

operations of a juvenile facility?

 4. Describe the key differences between juvenile detention and a training school.

 5. What was the long-term impact of the 1974 involvement of the federal government in 

the juvenile justice system?

 6. Why is it so costly to operate a juvenile correctional facility compared to an adult institution?

 7. Why are the lower age limits to juvenile court jurisdiction so different in other nations, 

and what impact does that have on juvenile justice systems?

 8. What are the dangers of placing a youth in a detention facility?

 9. Why are the numbers of incidents of misconduct in juvenile corrections generally higher 

than in adult facilities?

 10. What does the term “state-raised youth” mean to you?
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