Is Juvenile Justice Beyond Repair?

One advocate describes what happens in a family when a child is behind bars.

The Youth First Initiative wants to help end the use of youth prisons. The justice-advocacy group works from the premise that detaining minors—whether in youth facilities or in prisons—is not just a poorly executed practice; it is simply beyond repair. “This model of incarceration is broken—it does not work,” says Liz Ryan, the president and CEO of the Youth First Initiative. “It actually has never worked.”
The United States has been incarcerating child offenders for a couple hundred years without any indication that it benefits children or society. In fact, says Ryan, the opposite is true: Incarceration harms kids and creates repeat offenders. “We know from the research that when young people are in contact with their families, they’re going to actually do much better,” says Ryan. “The recidivism rates are going to be lower for those young people.” Youth First works with partners around the country to dismantle incarceration systems that target children and to reinvest those state and federal funds into nonresidential community-based programs that allow young people to remain with their families while under court supervision.

As I recently reported, there is no shortage of incarcerated youth. Currently, there are 54,000 juvenile offenders in youth-detention facilities across the nation. Of those kids, in an average year, 17,800 have not even been sentenced. According to the Campaign for Youth Justice, they “are just awaiting their turn in court.” What’s more, another 200,000 youth “are tried, sentenced, or incarcerated as adults” every year. That means a quarter of a million kids are taken from their homes—while brothers and sisters watch it happen. And as one British study noted, “Older sibling offending was related to younger sibling offending in both brothers and sisters.”

“Removing a young person from their family is a traumatic and negative situation, and is something that we can avoid,” Ryan says. “If a young person does pose a serious threat to public safety, removing them from the home should be a last resort.” I recently spoke to Ryan about what happens when society imprisons youth. An edited and abridged version follows.



Juleyka Lantigua-Williams: What has been your experience with families of incarcerated youth?

Liz Ryan: Families in general—the parents of these young people, the siblings of these young people—are not taken into consideration in any way whatsoever by the justice system. When a young person’s locked up, the state becomes their parent. That’s the theory in the juvenile-justice system, which really runs counter to what the research shows. The research shows that young people thrive in families. They do best when they’re with their families.

While the parents are often overlooked and not considered part of the mix at all, the siblings are completely invisible. In the time that I’ve been doing this work, which is roughly 20 years, maybe a little more, I’ve seen nothing written about how the siblings fare when they have an incarcerated brother or sister.

When I talk to families who have a child locked up, it has a serious negative effect on the whole family. The financial cost of it, plus that young person being away for all the holidays, not being there for graduations, for proms, for all those kind of life events. The emotional toll that it takes on people is really difficult.

Lantigua-Williams: Can you recall an example of a family where the siblings remained behind?

Ryan: I’m thinking of a family whose son was tried in adult court in Virginia. He was placed in adult prison about five hours away from where they lived. He had a younger sister. The parents had saved money for the kids to go to college, and they basically spent that money visiting their son in prison and trying to stay in touch with him and put money on his canteen. They spent the money that they had saved for college for the younger sibling on the older brother. The sister understood. She was not upset because she wanted the family to stay connected. But you can imagine what the future life outcome of that young person is when the family’s savings are drained. A family that already is strapped financially, and the little savings that they do have is now being used to defend or to keep in touch with their son. This young man had threatened to commit suicide. He was a teenager in adult prison; he was afraid all the time. So the family responded to that by trying to go visit him every weekend. It’s a five-hour drive, so you have to drive down, stay overnight, visit the next day, and then drive back.

And that’s a middle-income family with some resources, a family who actually had some savings for college. Imagine what it does to families who are low income. Those families can’t afford the travel. They don’t get to see their siblings. They don’t get to see their kids.

Then there’s Washington, D.C. When offenders are tried in adult criminal court in D.C., if they’re sentenced to a term of incarceration, they’re sent to a federal prison or, before the age of 18, to a juvenile facility that the Federal Bureau of Prisons contracts with. There are no adult prisons in the District anymore. At one point, all the D.C. kids were being sent to Devils Lake, North Dakota, which is 1,500 miles away, so few family members had visited their kids in years. [The advocacy organization where Ryan previously worked paid for the families of eight incarcerated D.C. youth to visit South Dakota.]

In several instances, it was just the moms who came. In one instance, the mom and the sister came. The sister hadn’t seen her brother in several years, and he hadn’t seen her, either. You can imagine what a reunion is like if you haven’t seen a sibling in a couple of years and how difficult that had to have been. After that trip, the Federal Bureau of Prisons decided that kids from D.C. would no longer be sent that far away. They realized that no one could visit.

Contact with family is not a right; it’s a privilege—a privilege that can be taken away.

Those kinds of obstacles just make it really, really difficult for families to stay connected. That’s not the case with everyone, but if somebody is tried in federal court, that is what happens. They are placed pretty far away. That’s a small number compared with the number of kids who are in state correctional systems or in local correctional systems. But they face obstacles, too. Several families have told me that when they’ve gone to visit their loved one, if they have the wrong shoes on or if they’re suspected of having contraband, they can be told the visit is not allowed. This kind of stuff happens all the time. Also, inside the prison, if the young person has gotten into trouble, or if something happened at the facility that affected everybody, like a facility-wide lockdown, they’ll say, “No visits this week for everybody.” This happens all the time. People kind of expect it and are used to it, which is really awful. It’s that bad.

Lantigua-Williams: During sentencing, do judges take distance into account when they place a young person in a facility?

Ryan: Definitely not. Often it’s not the judge making that decision. It’s usually a state’s Department of Corrections or its Department of Juvenile Justice. They can do what’s called a “determinate sentence” or an “indeterminate sentence.” A determinate sentence is when a judge first sentences a youth to a specific period of time, then the youth is sent to the Department of Juvenile Justice, and they then place the youth somewhere. An indeterminate sentence is when the youth just goes straight to the Department of Juvenile Justice, and they decide what to do with the youth—where he or she goes and for how long. Again, each state is different.

In some states, the judge actually can determine the length of time and/or the placement of that kid, but in a lot of states, it’s the Department of Juvenile Justice if they’re in the juvenile system. If they’re in the adult system, it’s the Department of Corrections. In either case, the facility placement isn’t so much about whether that young person is close to their family. It’s more about where there’s an empty bed, or whether it’s a medium-secure facility or whether it’s a maximum-secure facility. It depends on what they believe that young person’s risk to public safety is. Again, each place is going vary on how they address that, but family considerations are definitely not part of the thinking in terms of where a young person is placed or for how long.

Lantigua-Williams: Does the family play any role in the process?

Ryan: In the juvenile court, it’s not a trial. It’s a delinquency proceeding. Often, it’s just that young person and their attorney. The hearings are typically not open, and that’s for the confidentiality of that young person. The theory is that the young person’s record in juvenile court shouldn’t follow them for the rest of their life. So, with a few exceptions, the court hearings are usually closed. That means siblings are not there. In very limited circumstances would they ever have another child in that court hearing, let alone have them say anything at that hearing.

Lantigua-Williams: Can we talk about solitary confinement?

Ryan: Solitary confinement is used for young people in the adult criminal-justice system all the time. It’s given all kinds of different names and euphemisms. They call it “administrative segregation,” or “protective custody,” or the young people call it “the hole” or “the box.” When a young person is tried in adult criminal court and is sentenced to a term of incarceration, or if a young person is held pre-trial in an adult jail, the jailers and prison officials will often put that young person in “segregation” for their own protection. What they’re saying is: “No, no this isn’t punishment. This isn’t solitary confinement. We’re trying to make sure this young person isn’t raped by other inmates or isn’t abused by other inmates.” Youth First recommends that they remove kids from those facilities altogether.

In the juvenile system, it is shocking how often solitary confinement is used. There is no federal requirement for facilities to report use of isolation, protective custody, administrative segregation, or room confinement. Sometimes it’s not a special wing or a special cell that they put the kid in. They’ll just lock them in their room. We really don’t know the extent to which it’s utilized.

Lantigua-Williams: How do families reach their children to confirm that they’re okay when they are placed in this type of confinement?

Ryan: If a young person was in room confinement or in some type of isolation for a period of time, their families don’t have contact with them and aren’t allowed to have contact with them. Now, a lot of the correctional-agency heads want the families to be able to have contact with their young person, with their loved ones, but that’s not necessarily how it translates in practice: It’s a pain in the neck to try to get that young person to a phone. You have to have extra staff go down and let that person out and then bring them to wherever they can connect to the families. If they’re isolated for some type of punishment, they’re definitely not going to allow them to have any contact with their families. Contact with family is not a right, it’s a privilege, according to these systems. They view it as a privilege that can be taken away. If you’re in some type of isolation, they have no obligation to do anything more about your connection with your family.

Lantigua-Williams: What happens to a family and to siblings in the absence of this child?

Ryan: It’s a profound loss. It takes an emotional toll on families and on siblings when a young person is incarcerated. The younger siblings miss having their older sibling around, and they don’t often understand what’s going on or why they can’t have contact. They may be angry; they may think that the older sibling doesn’t want to be in touch with them. They may not know that it’s because of the situation and the way the justice system operates. It discourages that kind of contact. I think there’s real sadness that comes with that. When I hear young people talk about their relationships with their siblings when they were locked up, it comes with a lot of tears and a lot of sadness and a lot of heartache.
Imprisoned as Teens, Speaking Out as Free Men for Change in Juvenile System

WASHINGTON — Incarceration can be difficult for mature adults, but it can be irreversibly traumatic for adolescents. Two men who entered the Washington criminal justice system as boys, now free, promote rehabilitating youth through physical and educational programs, rather than incarceration in prisonlike facilities.

“You’re making it worse by [sending] a juvenile to a prison system or a lockup, instead of sending them to a decent, strict learning center,” Varvie Daughtry said. “Behind bars, the thought of being locked up, it destroys a child’s dreams.”

He and Terrell Branham, both former inmates and dedicated members of the Free Minds Book Club, are part of the October campaign of The Campaign for Youth Justice (CFYJ). The organization has asked justice-involved people to take action by sharing their stories so that others can understand the importance of juvenile justice issues. Free Minds Book Club is a program that uses reading, creative writing and peer support to help incarcerated youth in Washington reach their full potential as adults.

Shared stories

Branham, a 22-year-old looking for work, is a new poet ambassador, which are experienced Free Minds members who lead group writing sessions and mentor younger members. He was incarcerated for being party to grand theft auto at age 16 and served more than six years. He began regularly attending Free Minds Book Club meetings while in the juvenile block of Washington’s Central Detention Facility and found solace and inspiration from writing poetry.

It was a shock when he entered the adult system at 18, but the books Free Minds kept sending him helped him get through the rest of his time.

Now free four months, he said kids relate to his story and learn from his experiences because he gives them a different perspective from other people in their lives, like parents or teachers. “It’s all about giving them something that they can relate to,” Branham said.

Both men grew up in Washington and are members of Free Minds’ reentry program. They will be graduating from the program today.

Their stories are indicative of the issues facing the juvenile justice reform community, such as the negative effects of peer pressure, the ongoing mental development of young adults and the psychological consequences of solitary confinement.

Peer pressure or adult support

Peer pressure was partially the reason they were involved in crime, both men said. Branham said his parents didn’t have much time for him, so he took to the streets and learned through his friends.

“I got arrested for carjacking,” he said. “The funny part about that charge is I didn’t even commit that crime. It was my peers. When you’re with your peers, I guess you have to put up a façade. Even if you don’t really want to do what you’re doing, when it comes to them or whatever they are into, you don’t want to be looked at like you’re in the out-crowd.”

A recent study released by America’s Promise Alliance, “Who’s Minding the Neighborhood,” supports the idea that children being overly influenced by fellow youth, rather than adults, can lead to unruly or even unlawful behavior. The research found that for every seven more adults living in a community, one less student would drop out of high school, showing the importance of having a mature neighborhood support system for kids, regardles of the adults’ educational or economic background.

Jonathan Zaff

“For us, that’s a big deal,” said the study’s author, Jonathan Zaff. “This is distinct from the type of support that’s being given, the quality of those relationships. It’s just their presence matters, this idea that the capacity of the community really does seem to matter.”

But when youth take the place of parents and other adults, behavioral problems can occur. The teenaged mind is still developing and behavioral habits are being established. Within adolescents’ brains, cognitive and emotional abilities are still forming, which Zaff said could hinder decision-making.

“So, you end up making not so great decisions a lot, not because you’re a bad person, but because you are an adolescent, and it doesn’t matter what kind of neighborhood you come from,” he said. “If you have a whole lot of young people without that counterbalance of adults who can help monitor and restrain some of those behaviors, inevitably the literature would suggest there is more chance of negative behaviors occurring.”

Developing minds in scarring settings

Daughtry questions why people who commit crimes as juveniles should be punished in an environment that often is not a place for healthy growth and learning. Both men believe juveniles should only be placed in learning programs, with an educational emphasis over punishment and physical activities to release energy. According to the University of Rochester Medical Center, the human mind does not reach full maturity until approximately age 25.

The men agree that placing an adolescent behind bars, while their sense of identity is taking shape, could have lasting negative effects on their mental health, as well as harm their employment opportunities when they get out.

Daughtry said he was rejected by dozens of employers before he eventually found full-time maintenance work with the D.C. Downtown Business Improvement District, as well as part-time employment with Free Minds’ Outreach Program and at University of Maryland sporting events. Though many of his earlier job interviews seemed to go well, he was often rejected after the criminal record check, he said.

“I understand as a juvenile you make mistakes,” Daughtry said. “But, they [incarcerate] you so early … they make you a menace to society, instead of actually putting [you] in … learning programs.”

Branham said he didn’t need more than half a decade to learn the error of his ways, and could have been a contributing member of society much sooner, had he been given the opportunity.

“I’m a quick learner, you know,” he said. “I know for a fact that I didn’t need six years to get it right. It could have been any [punishment] other than just sending me straight to jail for a mistake I made as a child.”

Research supports Branham and Daughtry’s thoughts on the juvenile justice system. According to the National Academies of Science’s National Research Council, many of the punishment systems of the late 20th century are often excessively severe and unfair to young offenders. These methods, such as incarceration, are likely to increase recidivism and the chances that they will grow up to be a threat to public safety, according to the Council.

CFYJ is working to expand the use of community-based alternatives to imprisonment, which would supervise youth outside detention facilities and allow them to stay with their families. Possible alternatives include evening reporting centers, home detention and short-term shelter care.

Solitary confinement

Neither Branham nor Daughtry were placed in solitary confinement as juveniles, but in adult prison Daughtry spent 9½ months alone in a small cell, with nothing to do but exercise and read. While incarcerated, he read James Allen’s “As a Man Thinketh” and used his words as inspiration to stay strong.

Although he said he learned a lot about his personal fortitude in solitary, many people, especially kids, are not able to mentally handle claustrophobic reactions to being held in a small cell. According to a 2014 study in the American Journal of Public Health, those detained in solitary confinement in New York City jails were almost seven times more likely to harm themselves than prisoners in the general population. This effect is more severe among juveniles and those with mental disabilities.

President Obama banned the use of solitary confinement for juveniles in the federal prison system early this year, following a report by the U.S. Justice Department that found the punishment was widely overused. In an op-ed in the Washington Post, Obama wrote that research suggests solitary confinement has the potential to lead to lasting psychological consequences, such as depression, alienation, withdrawal, violent behavior and suicidal thoughts.

According to the Lowenstein Center for Public Interest’s national jurisdictional survey published in July, 29 states prohibit the use of solitary confinement in juvenile correctional facilities by law or practice, 15 other states impose time limits on solitary confinement meant to punish and seven states don’t limit how long a juvenile can remain in solitary or allow extensions to be administered indefinitely.

Trying to Fix America's Broken Juvenile Justice System

How a new bipartisan bill would address the worst inequities

As Congress begins its new session, youth advocates are looking forward to the passage of a bipartisan bill that would strengthen protections for young people involved in the juvenile justice system. The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Reauthorization Act of 2014, or S. 2999, introduced late last year by senators Sheldon Whitehouse (D-Rhode Island) and Chuck Grassley (R-Iowa), aims to reauthorize and update the only federal law that sets national standards for how states administer juvenile justice.

That law, the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA), was passed in 1974 and has been updated and strengthened several times throughout its 40 years. In addition to establishing federal oversight for the states, it also set up core requirements for how states treat their youthful offenders – things like keeping kids out of adult prisons and addressing entrenched racial disparities – as well as a grant program to facilitate and incentivize states to meet those requirements. Since 2002, however, Congress has failed to reauthorize the law, and advocates say it's long overdue for an update. "We think those standards should be substantially strengthened, and that they should really reflect more of the pressing issues of juvenile justice today," says Liz Ryan, President and CEO of the Youth First! Initiative. Here are the requirements as they exist in the current law, and the key provisions from the Grassley/Whitehouse bill that build on each of those requirements:

Closing the Loophole on Status Offenses
Children in the United States can be brought to court and even locked up for behaviors that are not crimes, like running away or skipping school. These are called "status offenses." The original JJDPA aimed to eliminate states' ability to keep youth in detention for status offenses, but a provision added in 1980 allows for an exception, where judges can issue detention orders in certain circumstances. "Over the years, that became a huge exception," says Ryan. According to a report last year from the Texas Public Policy foundation, thousands of kids around the country are still confined every year for status offenses.

The Grassley/Whitehouse bill requires states to phase out that exception. "If you put a kid in a detention facility, you're increasing the likelihood that they'll be incarcerated as a kid later, and you're increasing the likelihood that they'll be incarcerated as an adult," explains Ryan. "We know this is a trajectory we should not put kids on." Instead, she says, those youths should receive support services and interventions that don't involve incarceration. 

William Nickerson Center, a youth and gang prevention center where gang prevention community activists work with city government to lesson the continued gang violence in south central Los Angeles.

Keeping Kids Out of Adult Jails
Before the passage of the JJDPA in 1974, it was a much more common practice to place children in adult jails and prisons. "At the time the original law passed, there were estimates as high as 300,000 children placed in adult jails every single year," says Ryan. At first, the law required only "sight and sound separation," meaning that youth could still be placed in adult jails as long as they were not within eyeshot or earshot of the adult population. In 1980, the updated law added a "jail removal" provision, meaning that youth should be removed from adult jails and prisons entirely.

The key loophole to this aspect of the law is that the JJDPA only applies to youth in the jurisdiction of the juvenile system. If a young person is charged as an adult, the protections under the JJDPA do not apply. During the 1990s, 45 states passed laws that made it easier to transfer youth from the juvenile system to the criminal system, dramatically increasing the amount of juveniles who were charged as adults – and those kids didn't get JJDPA protections. Even though many states have now shifted in the opposite direction in an attempt to remove youth from the adult system, Human Rights Watch and the ACLU estimated in 2012 that over 93,000 young people were still held in adult jails each year, with another 2,200 held in adult prisons.

The Grassley/Whitehouse bill would extend JJDPA protections to all youth, not just those in the juvenile system – meaning that even youth charged as adults would still have protections from being placed in adult jails and prisons.

Addressing Racial Disparities
Youth of color are profoundly overrepresented in the juvenile justice system. Recent data shows that black youth are twice as likely to be arrested as white youth, and while they are only 14 percent of the youth population, they represent 40 percent of youth who are incarcerated. Under the current JJDPA, states are required to address this "disproportionate minority contact" at each level of the system, from arrests to incarceration. However, there is no clear mandate for how to actually reduce that disproportionate contact.

The Grassley/Whitehouse bill would change that, directly requiring states to lower the disparate numbers of youth of color coming in contact with the system. "For the first time, we're not talking about just counting kids, we're talking about reducing disparity. It sounds like a small change, but it's a very different emphasis," says Ryan. That shift towards reduction, she says, is the first step in the very difficult process of taking the bias out of the system.

The broader goal for advocates and critics of the juvenile justice system is to reduce contact with the system for all youth, at all levels. On their part, both senators Whitehouse and Grassley have spoken to the importance of providing alternatives to incarceration. Senators Whitehouse and Grassley each issued a statement to Rolling Stone emphasizing their support for the bill. In his statement, Senator Whitehouse writes: "By taking into account what we have learned about adolescent development, the bill would protect public safety by focusing on prevention and intervention." Senator Grassley echoed a preventative approach, writing: "It can often be better to try to resolve the problems that bring at-risk youth to the local courthouse for adjudication in the first place instead of placing them in detention."

What Are the Implications of Adolescent Brain Development for Juvenile Justice?

American adolescents have a paradoxical relationship with the law. Adolescence, roughly defined as the period between the onset of puberty and maturity, may last from age 10 to age 25. During this period of rapid growth, American adolescents live in a precarious middle ground between the innocence and immaturity of childhood and the responsibility and accountability of adulthood. At the same time, American adolescents are subject to rules and laws that often reveal conflicting ideas about society’s expectations regarding adolescent development. 
On the one hand, the law shields adolescents from their inability to make sound judgments and their natural propensity to be impulsive and reckless. Recognizing that adolescence is a time when youth need opportunities to engage in learning through trial and error as well as to discover how to rectify mistakes, many local, state and federal laws reflect societal understanding that adolescents do not have the ability to fully understand adult responsibilities or appreciate potentially grave, long-term consequences. Such societal understanding is expressed in the laws of 29 states where the legal alcohol consumption age is expressly 21 years of age.1 In 48 states, the marriageable age is set at age 18, unless a minor obtains parental or judicial consent. Nationwide, no one can cast a ballot or join the military until age 18. The intent of such laws is clear—to protect the young from their own immaturity, while providing opportunities for learning and maturation. 
On the other hand, some laws—specifically those in some criminal statutes—do not reflect such societal understanding of the nature of child and adolescent development. In fact, there are 15 states that regard children as young as 10 years of age as competent and responsible enough to be put on trial in the juvenile court. Forty-four states and the District of Columbia regard children as young as 14 years of age as mature enough to be held as responsible as adults for wrongdoing and to be sanctioned as adults in the criminal court, without full regard to what is known about child and adolescent development or full consideration of age-appropriate services and supports.4 In addition, treatment approaches used for court-involved youth with substance abuse and mental health problems are often modeled after those used for adults—again, without appropriate regard to what is known about more effective approaches based on the research of adolescent development. 
Such inconsistent approaches appear to stem from differing assumptions about the cognitive, emotional and social maturity of adolescents. Is the adolescent brain rapidly-changing and underdeveloped? Or, is it fully mature, non-impulsive and calculating? Most people draw conclusions based on personal experiences or training they received early in their careers—yet, this is not the best basis for crafting juvenile justice and delinquency prevention programs and policies. Therefore, an increasing number of juvenile justice practitioners are exploring the implications of new scientific data that offer fresh insights into the inner workings of the adolescent brain and how its development affects thinking, behavior and the potential for learning and rehabilitation. 
In the spring of 2006, the Coalition for Juvenile Justice, with a grant from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, convened state juvenile justice advisory groups and key experts for a national conference designed to explore the most current research into adolescent brain development and the implications of such science and knowledge for the field of juvenile justice and delinquency prevention. The research confirms a guiding principle—the distinction between youth and adults is not simply one of age, but one of motivation, impulse control, judgment, culpability and physiological maturation.

KEY FACTS 
• During adolescence, the brain begins its final stages of maturation and continues to rapidly develop well into a person’s early 20s, concluding around the age of 25.

 • The prefrontal cortex, which governs the “executive functions” of reasoning, advanced thought and impulse control, is the final area of the human brain to mature

 • Adolescents generally seek greater risks for various social, emotional and physical reasons, including changes in the brain’s neurotransmitters, such as dopamine, which influence memory, concentration, problem-solving and other mental functions. Dopamine is not yet at its most effective level in adolescence. 
• Adolescents commonly experience “reward-deficiency syndrome,” which means they are no longer stimulated by activities that thrilled them as younger children. Thus, they often engage in activities of greater risk and higher stimulation in efforts to achieve similar levels of excitement.
 • Adolescents must rely heavily on the parts of the brain that house the emotional centers when making decisions, because the frontal regions of their brains are not fully developed
Brain and developmental research conducted over the past 10 to 15 years have opened new pathways to understanding the true developmental differences between adolescents and fully mature adults. The findings highlight the need to conduct more basic and applied research regarding such developmental differences—how they influence motivation, judgment, thinking, feeling and social relationships—and to explore the ways in which intervention and. treatment strategies may be changed to incorporate such research, with an ultimate goal of balancing positive outcomes for youth with public safety and individual accountability. 
The research also brings difficult questions to the forefront. How does one guide an adolescent to cope in a healthy manner with this tumultuous stage of life? How do we hold young offenders accountable and take advantage of every opportunity to positively influence their development? How can and should common delinquency prevention and juvenile justice practices and laws change to incorporate a more sensible approach to addressing the needs of adolescents, while balancing them with community safety needs? 
At the highest levels of jurisprudence, changes have already begun. In 2005, the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Roper v. Simmons outlawed the juvenile death penalty. In authoring the majority opinion that the death penalty is not appropriate for youth under age 18, Justice Anthony Kennedy noted that “juveniles are more vulnerable or susceptible [than adults] to negative influences and outside pressures, including peer pressure… This is explained in part by the prevailing circumstance that juveniles have less control, or less experience with control, over their own environment.” Justice Kennedy further cited scientific and sociological studies on the “underdeveloped sense of responsibility found in youth.” Following the logic of the high court’s ruling and its roots in a clearer understanding of the adolescent mind, it becomes important for juvenile court professionals and practitioners engaged in delinquency prevention and rehabilitation to re-examine each point of contact or interaction with adolescents—to ensure that developmentally appropriate responses are in place.
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Identify three major problems occurring within the Juvenile Justice system.  Then, propose a (serious solutions only, please) solution to these problems.  
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