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Session summary:  To achieve system change requires changing perspective; to step out of your comfort zone and ask for help.  The Juvenile Delinquency Guidelines, a product of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, aim to improve court practice and the outcome for juveniles and families.  

The guidelines project was started in 2002; the guidelines were published in 2005 and contain 16 Key Principles.  Understanding that children’s minds are not fully formed until after the age of 18, and that even the worst juvenile delinquent is still a child, the juvenile justice system may be our last chance to intervene before the child is piped down the rest of the system.  Any change in the current system has to start with us and the guidelines can help.
Juvenile court is needed for three reasons:

1) Juveniles are immature, impulsive and bad decision-makers;

2) Juveniles are more susceptible to peer pressure, influence, and psychological damage and lack control over their environment; and 

3) A juvenile’s character is not as well-formed; their personalities are transitory.

To truly change lives, we need an individualized approach; involving the family is crucial, otherwise the juvenile is sent back home to the same situation.

The goals of the guidelines are:

1) Increase safety through strategy (reduce recidivism);

2) Accountability (to society, victims and family); and

3) Develop competent and productive citizens.

Among the 16 Key Principles and recommended best practices are:

1) Active judges.  Advocacy for change starts with judges; judges can challenge the different players in the system to be more collaborative, creative and individualized.
2) Systems must be adequately staffed and funded.  This is a challenge; look at all options, involve the family.

3) Integrated one family, one judge track.

4) Juvenile court judge should be a high-level position and a permanent assignment to change the perception of the assignment.

5) Treat all with respect and understanding; make eye contact, humanize (helps with buy-in).

6) Judges should divert when appropriate; use human resources, the community to accomplish.

7) Youth must be represented; the public defender system underfunding is a problem, but we just have to get creative and seek other advocates.
8) Judges should ensure victims have access/services, healing communities beyond just restitution and punishment since the juveniles are going back into the community.  Open hearings reduces recidivism.

10) Staff should engage parents/families from arrest forward.

11) Involve schools and other stakeholders including the police; ask juveniles what they need.

12) Judges should ensure that dispositions are individualized; graduated dispositions with reinforcement and incentives.

14) Hold stakeholders accountable, do not settle; annual report cards for police, courts and recidivism rates.

15) Need an evaluation and management operation system; technology is important but also need communication among all system participants.

16) All system participants must be individually trained as well as trained across other systems and roles.

The guidelines also provide roles and responsibilities for all types of system players, as well as processes and foundations for excellence, checklists and reference guides.  These are aspirational goals; maybe we can’t do it all, but the guidelines are as good as it gets.  We need to challenge the system to achieve as much of the guidelines as possible.  A model courts of excellence training program is also available.

Focus on the goals; do not lose focus looking at obstacles.

Question and Answers
Q:  What strategies have worked?

A:  Getting the schools involved via a truancy tracker; go to schools to have court so juveniles don’t miss school for court dates.  Also, be less formal for truancy; sit at the table with the juveniles to ask questions.  The trouble may be a bully or need for an IEP.  

The truancy intervention approach in Sherburne County is:  1) have an evening meeting with the parents and discuss resources; 2) one-on-one meeting with probation/law enforcement/school to establish a contract with the juvenile; and 3) go to court.

Q:  How do you achieve family involvement?

A:  One idea is to bring in the parents to sign a contract too (for chemical dependency for example).  People will rise to the level we expect.  Get everyone at the table and get some positive information to raise the bar a bit; reaffirmation works on parents too.

Q:  What can you do (asked by Judge Wahwassuck of all attendees)?

A:  

--Block all delinquency cases to a single judge, hold parents accountable, and address the parents; ask as much of them as of the juvenile.  

--Airport law enforcement perspective:  talk to parents and offer services on runaway cases.
--Olmsted County:  When a juvenile is on probation and all other agents of change (schools, law enforcement, parents, and social services) sign off, we could try to re-engage the school and parents.  At times the zero tolerance policy at the school may work against what we are trying to accomplish.  We need to educate the community that detention is not always the answer to a probation violation.
--Bring the guidelines to the juvenile delinquency team and formalize their adoption.
--Ramsey County:  Empower parents.

--Deal more with status offenses when parents call and probation violation is not an option; get creative.

--County Attorney:  Educate myself about what the recommendations for probation really entail (programs, classes).

--Do not focus only on providers available in your home county.  Open up the menu of services; others might actually be cheaper.

--Judge Rancourt:  Address it when parents are under the influence.  Review the calendars every two weeks, which is a good way to monitor and achieve compliance.

--Look behind the face, ask questions.  The more information you have, the better you can do your job.

