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Developmental Reform in Juvenile Justice:
Translating the Science of Adolescent 
Development to Sustainable Best Practice

Adolescents differ from adults and children:

• Less capacity for self-regulation in emotionally 
charged contexts

• Heightened sensitivity to proximal external influences
(e.g., peer pressure and immediate incentives)

• Less ability than adults to make judgments and 
decisions that require future orientation

Research Foundation

John A. Tuell, with Jessica Heldman and Kari Harp (September 2017)

https://rfknrcjj.org/resources/special-topics-developmental-approach-to-reform/
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7 studies on the impact of diversion from formal prosecution reflects:

1. Youth who were formally adjudicated had higher recidivism rates 
than youth who were assigned to diversion programs, even when 
various differences in the groups in case characteristics were 
controlled. 

2. Youth who were diverted to services in the community had a lower 
re-offending rate than adjudicated youth.

3. Youth outcomes for those diverted without services (e.g., simply 
reprimanded and dismissed) were not statistically different from 
non-diverted youth in re-offending rates.

Petrosino, A., Turpin-Petrosino, C., & Guckenburg, S. (2010). Formal system processing of juveniles: Effects on delinquency. 
Campbell Systematic Review, 1, 1-88.

Research Foundation



7 hallmarks of a developmental approach to juvenile 

justice:

 Accountability without criminalization

 Alternatives to justice system involvement

 Individualized response based on assessment of needs 

and risks

 Confinement only when necessary for public safety

 A genuine commitment to fairness

 Sensitivity to disproportionality & disparate treatment

 Family engagement

Strategic Plan for Developmentally Informed Juvenile Justice Reform



Alternative Response Initiative – Sought Impact

7 primary themes identified by communities explaining why such 

diversionary approaches were developed:

1) reducing recidivism

2) providing treatment and intervention services

3) avoiding labeling and/or iatrogenic effects

4) reducing system costs and 

5) reducing unnecessary social control*

6) Impacting reductions is minority overrepresentation 

7) Preserving workforce and service resources for higher risk youth 

* Juvenile Diversion Guidebook. Center for Juvenile Justice Reform, National Center for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice, 
National Juvenile Defender Center, National Youth Screening and Assessment Project, and Robert F. Kennedy Children’s Action 
Corps. Page 11. March 2011.



• Judiciary

• Prosecuting Attorney 

• Public Defense

• Court/Intake

• Referral Sources (Law enforcement, Schools, Child 

Welfare / child protection)

• Victim (Victim rights/advocates) 

• Community members (youth, family, supports)

• Community treatment and intervention providers 

Critical System Partners in a Comprehensive 
Alternative Response Initiative



1. Development of an Alternative Response Team

2. Document Review

3. Key Stakeholder Interviews (Law Enforcement, Court, School, Prosecuting 

Atty, Community, Judiciary)

4. Process Mapping

5. Intake / Court Officer Group Interviews

6. Youth Outcomes & System Performance Capacity Development

Methodologies within a 5 Step Process 

Preparation           Analysis            Findings           Action Planning            Implementation 



Milwaukee County, WI – Department of Youth and Family Services



POLICY AND DATA ALIGNMENT 

1. Total Referrals Processed 

2. Transferring Processed Referrals
 District Attorney’s Office: 30 Days

 HSW Ongoing Team(s): 6 Days

3. Non-Detention Offenses

4. Detention Offenses

1. Alignment of the HSW 
Recommendation & Court 
Outcome 

Diverted First-Time Referrals Only

1. Court Disposition/Outcome 
in Court 

2. Recidivism for Closures

Outcome (Impact) MeasuresProcess Measures

11



DYFS Total Referrals 

1976 1861
1976 1894

1521

1332

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

-6% 6% -4%

-20%
-12%

Processed Referrals to Ongoing HSW Teams

• 70% w/in 6 Days

• 30% beyond 6 Days

Processed Referrals to District Attorney’s Office

• 96% w/in 30 Days

• 4% Beyond 30 Days
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73%
69% 69%

65%
62%

76% 73% 72%

67%

26%

31% 31%

34%
38%

23%

27% 28%
32%

1% 0% 1% 1% 0% 2% 0% 0% 1%

2019 Q1 2019 Q2 2019 Q3 2019 Q4 2020 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2021 Q1

HSW Recommendation Alignment for Order-in/Not Det-No Hearing 
01 Referrals

Yes No Unknown

1st Referrals Order-in and Not Detained No Hearing 1/1/2017 to 3/31/2021

IMPACT DATA: Alignment of the 
• HSW Recommendation &

• Court Disposition 
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25%

22%

17%

19% 19%

29%

19%

24%
26%

34%

28% 29%

24%

17% 17%

9%
6%

34%

44%
43%

37%

35%

26%

17%

23%
26%

23%

10%

15%

26%
24% 25%

21%

13%

40%

35%

40%
43%

46%
44%

64%

52%

48%

43%

61%

56%

50%

59% 58%

69%

80%

2017 Q1 2017 Q2 2017 Q3 2017 Q4 2018 Q1 2018 Q2 2018 Q3 2018 Q4 2019 Q1 2019 Q2 2019 Q3 2019 Q4 2020 Q1 2020 Q2 2020 Q3 2020 Q4 2021 Q1

Disposition Type by Year/Quarter 2017 - 2021 Q1

% DPA % Diversion % Petitioned

YAT Started

COVI
D

YAT’s immediate 
Impact within 1 Year

IMPACT DATA: 
Outcome/Disposition of Charges
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Reoffense w/in 1 Year After Disposition

Diversion Cases Order-in & Not Detained No Hearin
g

1/1/2017 to 3/31/20

Total Referrals Reoffended w/in 1 Year of Disp % Reoffended

IMPACT DATA: Recidivism for Diversions

YAT Started

YAT’s immediate 
Impact within 1 Year
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SUCCESS – Positive Results in Multiple Jurisdictions  

Jefferson Parish, LA – School/Probation/District Attorney 
Fairfax County, VA – Court/Law Enforcement

Milwaukee County, WI – Court Service/Law Enforcement/Community
Lancaster County, NE – County Atty/Community 

Clark County, NV – Court Intake/Law Enforcement/Community   
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ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE INITIATIVES IN 
JEFFERSON PARISH, LOUISIANA

John S. Ryals, Jr., Ph.D.

Evaluation/Treatment Supervisor

Jefferson Parish Department of Juvenile Services



PROBATION CASELOAD TRENDS
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PROBATION CASELOAD



REDUCTION OF FORMAL STATUS YOUTH 
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2016 Regular, FINS, and Intensive Probation Successful Terminations (96)

Diversion Successful Closures Substance Abuse Track (194)

Arrest Recidivism Following Successful 
Completion



Ecological-Based Family Therapy

Multi-Systemic Therapy

Moral Recognition Therapy

Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy and Motivational Interviewing

Aggression Replacement Therapy

Project LAST

Dialectical Behavior Therapy

Functional Family Therapy
23

EVIDENCE-BASED TREATMENT SERVICES OFFERED


