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INTRODUCTION

The desperate tone of my mother’s voice still echoes in my ears.  “If only I knew what to do!” she would plead as my behavior grew worse and worse.  She truly wanted to help me, but her prayers and wishes were not enough.  My misconduct continued to deepen.
By age 13, my life had fallen apart.  After years of fighting and bitterness, Mom and Dad finally divorced.  Mom put me in an orphanage, where the administration branded me “antisocial” and returned me home when I did not adjust.  I became involved with other troubled youths, almost failed the seventh grade, spent the eighth grade in special education, failed the ninth grade, was suspended from school for truancy, expelled for fighting, adjudicated and certified delinquent by the juvenile court and placed on probation.
My conduct continued to worsen.  I was expelled from school, placed in the county detention center, committed to a state psychiatric hospital and then put in a reform school until the summer of my eighteenth birthday.  I continued to have problems, though gradually less, until my early twenties.
That was a terrible period in my life, filled with pain and confusion.  It was also a difficult experience for my family, especially Mom.  She tried her best to help me, and would have done anything to end my problems, but as many parents concerned about their child’s misbehavior, she could only voice her wishes: “If only I knew what to do!”

The experts still do not understand the causes and cures of juvenile delinquency.  Small wonder that parents do not know “what to do” about their child’s misconduct.  Similarly, most parents do not know how the juvenile justice system works.  The experience can be confusing, difficult and frightening, for children and their parents.
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This publication attempts to answer some of the questions parents ask about juvenile delinquency and juvenile justice; it is an interpretation of the author’s views and experiences and is purposely stated in general terms.  Thus, there are limitations to this publication.  It does not contain all the information on juvenile delinquency or juvenile justice and does not propose cures.  Juvenile delinquency and juvenile justice are complex topics: every child is different and has special problems and needs; the juvenile justice system differs from place to place.  What this publication does try to do is offer a point of reference.  It is up to the reader to turn this information into a plan of action.

Perhaps the most important information this publication can provide comes from my personal experience as a troubled youth.  Changing behavior takes time, patience, commitment and love.  Though my family experiences were at the root of my problem behavior, my mother’s dedication helped me toward recovery.  For more than ten terrible years, she stuck with me, not knowing exactly “what to do,” but always believing that I was “capable of better things.”  Therein lies a major difference between what I am today and what I might have been.

                                                                                                Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                                William Gladden Foundation
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WHO COMMITS DELINQUENT ACTS?
Nearly every child will commit at least one delinquent act before reaching adulthood.  Surveys of high school students found that as many as 95% of those questioned admitted to at least one delinquent act.  Yet most children are only “occasional” delinquents whose misdeeds are usually minor and scattered throughout childhood.  This misbehavior often goes unnoticed or is not serious enough to require intervention.
WHAT CAUSES DELINQUENCY?

No one cause gives rise to delinquency in all children.  However, occasional delinquency is often associated with immaturity.  “Continued” delinquency, on the other hand, may result from one long-standing problem, but most often grows out of more than one problem experienced over time.

DO MENTAL OR PHYSICAL HANDICAPS CAUSE DELINQUENCY?

Some delinquent children have mental or physical handicaps.  However, there is little evidence that such handicaps directly cause delinquency, but they may influence its growth and continuation.  As with other delinquents, children with mental or physical handicaps are more likely to become delinquent if other problems exist in their lives.

WHAT ROLE DOES THE FAMILY PLAY IN CAUSING DELINQUENCY?

Delinquency is strongly associated with a child’s past, present or ongoing family experiences, and the types and amount of delinquent acts the child commits often represents the family problems causing the behavior and the seriousness of their effect on the child.  Continued delinquents usually come from homes where at least one problem has lasted for a long time.
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WHAT SOCIAL EXPERIENCES CAN CAUSE DELINQUENCY?

Neighborhoods where crime, delinquency and other illegal or socially unacceptable behaviors are present can influence a child’s conduct toward delinquency.  Negative school experiences can produce negative behaviors.  Poor peer relationships also can affect a child’s behavior, for children are quick to copy the actions of their friends or give in to peer pressures.

WHEN DOES DELINQUENCY BEGIN?

The roots of delinquency are often evident by age twelve.  During this early period, actual delinquent acts are not always obvious.  However, other forms of inappropriate behavior may be evident, such as restlessness, cheating, lying, disobedience, moodiness, temper tantrums or other forms of misbehavior.  Continued misbehaviors such as these often signal the potential for delinquency.
WHY ARE MOST DELINQUENTS TEENAGERS?
Delinquency becomes most obvious during adolescence.  Between the ages of 12 and 17, children undergo a number of physical, psychological and social changes that can influence delinquent behavior.  For example, adolescence is a time of rapid physical and sexual growth; it is also a time when children rebel against authority, seek independence, search for their identities and experiment with life.  Furthermore, adolescence is a time of social change wherein children experience a wider variety of people in more social situations.  These circumstances alone can contribute to occasional behavior problems or delinquent acts.  When there are other problems, the potential for delinquency increases.

WHEN DOES JUVENILE DELINQUENCY END?

The most obvious end to delinquency occurs when a juvenile reaches legal adult status (usually 18).  From then onward behavior is judged according to adult standards and laws.  However, most delinquents end or reduce their delinquent behavior before reaching legal adult status.  The process of ending delinquency is usually gradual and often accompanies the maturation that normally occurs during late adolescence and early adulthood.
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WHY DO SOME JUVENILE DELINQUENTS BECOME ADULT OFFENDERS?
The two factors most highly associated with illegal behavior continued into adulthood are 1) the age at which delinquency begins, and 2) the age when treatment begins.  Therefore, quickly identifying and properly treating the behavior is the most effective means to resolving the problem.  Conversely, those kids who have the highest potential to commit illegal acts after reaching adult status are those whose early childhood behavior problems remain unnoticed, untreated and unresolved.

WHAT ARE STATUS OFFENSES?
Status offenses are a special category of illegal behaviors that apply only to juveniles.  The most common of these age-specific behaviors are truancy, running away from home, ungovernable behavior, curfew violations, underage drinking and underage driving.

HOW CAN I TELL IF MY CHILD IS INVOLVED IN DELINQUENT ACTS?
The key techniques in detecting delinquency are observation and monitoring.  Observation means watching the child’s behavior while in your presence.  Monitoring involves checking on the child’s behavior when he or she is in the presence of other people.  Those areas of life where observation and monitoring can gather the most information about a child’s behavior include the family, the school, the neighborhood and among the child’s friends.  Children perform most of their activities within these four areas.  By looking into each area, it is possible to find out if the child is involved in delinquent acts and to gain an understanding of what may be causing the behavior.

HOW CAN I PREVENT MY CHILD FROM BECOMING DELINQUENT?

Delinquency prevention begins at home and is a family effort.  Delinquency often has its roots in family instability or unhealthy family relationships.  Therefore, the most direct way of preventing delinquency involves creating and maintaining a stable family with healthy relationships.  When, however, behavior problems do arise that are beyond the family’s control, professional help may prove corrective.  REMEMBER: quickly identifying and properly treating the behavior is the most effective means to resolving the problem.
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WHERE CAN I GET PROFESSIONAL HELP FOR MY DELINQUENT CHILD?
The telephone book is the best source for locating professional help.  For example, contact the Juvenile Court, explain your situation and ask for guidance.  Services offered by government and other public agencies are low cost or free since they are supported by taxes.  Private agencies and professionals, such as psychologists and psychiatrists in private practice, charge for their services.  Contact several of these services so that you can make an informed choice about the type of professional help that is best for your child and whether you can afford that service.
WHAT IS THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM?
The juvenile justice system is a network of government and private services that deal with matters involving children.  The major juvenile justice services are police, juvenile courts and corrections.  Police identify delinquency and decide whether to notify the court (referral).  The juvenile court studies the case and decides how to hand it (disposition).  Corrections try to change the child’s behavior (treatment).

FOR WHAT TYPES OF OFFENSES ARE CHILDREN REFERRED TO THE JUVENILE COURTS?
About 1.5 million children are referred to the juvenile courts each year.  About 50% of juvenile court referrals are for property offenses (arson, auto theft, burglary, larceny, trespassing and vandalism).  Another 20% are for status offenses (curfew violations, possessing or drinking alcohol, running away, truancy and ungovernable behavior). About 20% are drug offenses, drunkenness, disorderly conduct, weapons violations and sex offenses.  The remaining 10% are offenses against people (assault, homicide, rape and robbery). 

WHO REFERS CHILDREN TO THE JUVENILE COURTS?
Over 80% of all juvenile court referrals involve the police.  The remaining juvenile court referrals are by other courts, parents, school authorities, professionals and private citizens.
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DOES POLICE INVOLVEMENT ALWAYS RESULT IN JUVENILE COURT REFERRAL?

Police involvement does NOT always lead to juvenile court referral.  Police often handle juvenile matters on their own.  For example, they may decide to release the child into parental custody with a warning or voluntary participation in a community program.  A “second chance” may be given to first-time offenders, children whose occasional delinquency is not considered serious and children whose parents promise to control the child’s future conduct.  This approach is called “police diversion.”

DOES REFERRAL TO JUVENILE COURT ALWAYS RESULT IN FORMAL INTERVENTION?
About 50% of juvenile court referrals are dismissed or handled informally.  Dismissal usually happens when there is a lack of evidence, in cases of first-time offenses of a non-serious nature or when the court feels there is no further need for intervention.  In such cases, the child is released into parental custody.  Informal intervention, serves as a middle ground between outright release and formal intervention.  Its purpose is to act as a short-term restraint against further delinquency while monitoring the child’s conduct.  Participation in a special program, independent counseling or informal meetings with a probation officer may be used to help monitor and control the child’s behavior.  In such cases, the child is released into parental custody under informal court supervision.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A JUVENILE COURT REFERRAL RESULTS IN FORMAL INTERVENTION?

Formal intervention means that a delinquency petition has been filed and the child has been adjudicated delinquent (officially judged and certified delinquent).  The case is assigned to corrections for treatment.  The most common form of treatment involves a probation officer who regularly meets with the child and monitors his or her behavior.  However, in cases that require intensive treatment, institutions and other forms of specialized treatment are used.
WHAT ARE THE LEGAL RIGHTS OF CHILDREN?

A 1967 Supreme Court decision ruled that juveniles must have the following rights: 1) to know of what they are accused, 2) legal representation (lawyer), 3) to question witnesses, 4) guaranteed protection against self-incrimination, 5) a transcript of court proceedings and 6) the right to appeal.
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HOW THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM WORKS

The following diagram offers a simplified view of a local juvenile justice system and is like a map that shows the various directions a child can travel within the system.

(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)
The juvenile justice system involves a series of stages where decisions are made about whether a child is delinquent and how to handle the case.  What follows is a brief description of each stage in the juvenile justice process.

REFERRAL – Referral is the process through which children come before the juvenile court.  Upon referral, the juvenile court becomes the major service in deciding how to handle the case.

INTAKE – The purpose of intake is to screen referrals.  During this stage, the child, his or her parents and other parties involved in the case are interviewed.  Information is collected about the child’s behavioral history, school performance, family situation and other factors.  This information is written into a report, along with recommendations about how to handle the case.

DETENTION – Detention is a short-term facility (usually a special building for juveniles) where children are held while the court decides how to handle the case.  The major reasons for placing a child in detention include: 1) parents cannot be reached (usually during referral), 2) nature of the offense (serious delinquency), 3) behavioral history of the child (continued delinquency), 4) the child poses a threat to himself or herself or others or 5) to make certain the child attends court hearings and obeys court decisions.  About 20% of all referrals result in detention.
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ADJUDICATION HEARING – The adjudication hearing is the point in the juvenile court process when a judge listens to the information presented by the various parties and decides such things as: 1) was an illegal act committed, 2) what laws were broken, 3) what are the surrounding circumstances and 4) what is the best way to handle the case.
DISPOSITION HEARING – Disposition is the final stage in deciding what services shall be provided to give the child supervision, care and treatment.  The court studies the facts, listens to recommendations, considers the alternatives, decides on a course of action and executes a court order.  The two main dispositions are release or participation in a treatment program.  Release may be ordered when restitution (payment) is made to the victim or when the court feels there is no further need for intervention.  Usually, however, the court will order the child to participate in one or more treatment programs.
PROBATION – Probation is the treatment most often ordered by the juvenile court.  A probation officer is assigned to the case to keep track of the child’s activities and behavior through periodic contacts with the child, his or her family, school authorities, employers or others.  The child must follow rules while on probation.  These rules usually include: 1) attending meetings with the probation officer, 2) regular school or work attendance, 3) obeying parents, 4) set hours to be off the streets (curfew), 5) staying out of trouble and 6) getting court approval before leaving the area.  Probation violations are a signal to the court the need for continued or additional treatment and can result in a further order of disposition to place the child in another treatment program.

COMMUNITY-BASED PROGRAMS – Treatment programs located in the community provide a middle ground between probation and institutional placement.  The most common community based programs include group homes, foster homes, foster care facilities and minimum-security facilities.  Their purpose is to keep the child in the community while providing residential treatment.

INSTITUTIONS – Institutions are the most severe and restrictive form of juvenile court disposition.  Institutional populations represent the toughest cases brought before the juvenile courts, children whose behavior poses a threat to society or is most in need of treatment.  About 5% of juvenile court referrals result in institutionalization.
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PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH DELINQUENCY
The following is a list of problems associated with delinquency.  Add any problems that may be influencing your child.  Place a mark by each problem that applies.  Compare the problems marked.  This can help you learn what is influencing your child’s behavior.
MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HANDICAPS

· Brain injury

· Frequent, lasting or serious illness

· Hearing or vision disorder

· Intellectual retardation

· Learning disorder

· Nervous disorder

· Overly thin, fat, short or tall

· Physical deformity or impairment
FAMILY PROBLEMS
· Abuse by a family member

· Arguing or fighting among family members

· Drug or alcohol abuse by family members

· Excessive discipline

· Family financial problems

· Fear or dislike of a family member

· Illegal activities of a family member

· Illness of a family member

· Lack of discipline

· Lack of meaningful relationships with family members

· Overcrowded conditions in the home

· Psychological problems of a family member

· Recent death in the family

· Separation or divorce of parents

SOCIAL EXPERIENCES

· Bad neighborhood conditions
· Bad school conditions

· Doing poorly in school

· Fear of death or bodily injury

· Friends who are a bad influence

· Lack of interests or social involvement

· Recently moved or frequently move
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DELINQUENT ACTS AND

INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIORS
The following is a list of delinquent acts and other forms of inappropriate childhood behavior.  Add any behavior problems that concern you.  Place a mark by each behavior the child has shown.  This may indicate two things: 1) the more marks, the greater should be your concern and 2) compare the kinds of behavior checked, as this may provide an understanding of what is happening to your child.

· Alcohol use
· Bad temper

· Cheating

· Complaints by neighbors

· Cruelty to people or animals

· Destructiveness

· Discipline problems at school

· Discourteousness

· Disobedience

· Drug use

· Fighting

· Hanging out at places that have a bad reputation

· Inconsiderateness

· Irresponsibility

· Lack of friends

· Law violations

· Losses or gains of large amounts of money

· Lying

· Moodiness

· Poor school grades

· Running away from home

· Regularly missing family meals

· Secretiveness

· Sexual misconduct

· Smoking

· Staying out late

· Stealing

· Swearing

· Threatening family members

· Truancy

· Verbal abusiveness
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FAMILY APPROACHES TO

PREVENTING OR ENDING DELINQUENCY

The following is a list of family approaches to preventing or ending delinquency.  Add any ideas you have.  Mark those areas that need improved.  Follow through.
· Agree upon and follow rules of conduct
· Allow your child to help make family decisions

· Be consistent in your own behavior

· Create a more stable family environment

· Develop at least one mutual family interest

· Develop healthy family relationships

· Discuss individual and family problems

· DO NOT abuse your child with words or deeds
· Eat at least one meal each day as a family
· Express love and affection openly and often
· Give your child chores and responsibilities

· Help with homework

· Help your child set goals and develop interests

· Master your own personal problems

· Meet your child’s teachers, friends and their parents

· Plan family activities and events
· Practice COMMUNICATING and LISTENING
· Put your child first in everything you do

· Reward positive behavior changes

· Seek professional help

· Set a good example in your own behavior

· Spend more time together as a family
· Support your child’s positive interests, concerns and goals

· Take interest in your child’s interests

· NEVER stop believing in your child’s potential
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SOURCES OF HELP
WITH JUVENILE DELINQUENCY

The following list of services can help families and children deal with delinquency.  It is difficult to know which of these services are available in your community, or which may provide the most help, as the availability and quality may vary.  By contacting several of these sources, however, you will be in a better position to make an informed decision.  The telephone book is the easiest source to locate these services.

JUVENILE PROBATION OFFICE – Most counties have at least one judge and one probation officer responsible for juvenile and family court matters.  Their job is to know the legal and behavioral aspects of delinquency as well as what services are available.
Telephone #

POLICE – Police departments usually have at least one juvenile officer.  They sometimes also have special programs such as the Police Athletic League (PAL) whose purpose is to work with and guide children in the community.

Telephone #
MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most counties have a staff of mental health professionals.  The professional staff is usually comprised of psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers and others trained in behavioral or social services.

Telephone #

SCHOOL STAFF – Most school districts have counselors, psychologists, principals or other staff who are knowledgeable about children’s emotional or behavioral disorders.

Telephone #

RELIGIOUS ORGANIZATIONS – Churches are usually part of a larger organization that may have services for children.  For example, Catholic Social Services sponsors Big Brother and Big Sister programs and offers counseling and other services for children.  Protestant and Jewish organizations have similar services.

Telephone #

FAMILY, CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – States, counties and many communities have agencies that offer services to families and children.
Telephone #
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