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Strength, Empowerment and 

Collaboration:  

A CALL TO ACTION TO ADDRESS THE NEEDS OF JUVENILE JUSTICE 
SYSTEM-INVOLVED YOUNG MEN 

 

In 2009 we are faced with local, state and national governments in deficit, looming cuts to social 

services, and increasing needs among youth and their families as a result of the economic 

climate. Our young men are already vulnerable, at risk, and in jeopardy, and the near future will 

only intensify the needs. We must stay focused on the needs and strengths of those we serve 

and work smarter to provide them critical supports. This is the time for all of us who care about 

the future and potential of juvenile justice system-involved youth to collaborate with one another, 

focus on the outcomes we are trying to achieve and at the end of the day know that the success 

of these young men benefits the entire community.  

Our hope is that the information, recommendations, and strategies identified in this report will 

inspire, inform and motivate you to understand the needs and strengths of young men involved 

in the system and work to make that system more responsive to their needs. The juvenile justice 

system was meant to be rehabilitative and if system partners, community-based services, 

families, youth and the community work together we can stop the cycle of violence and 

incarceration prevalent today.  Let us stand together in this difficult time and affirm to our young 

men that they are valuable, they can change their lives and we believe in their potential.  

In Community, 

 

 

 

 

MA, MFTI 

Executive Director 

Youth Justice Institute   
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Executive Summary 

The Problem 

In the winter of 2007 Youth Justice Institute (YJI) began meeting with the San Francisco 

Juvenile Probation Department (SFJPD) and the Department of Children, Youth and Families 

(DCYF) to discuss the drastic changes in the population of young men involved in the juvenile 

justice system in San Francisco. Data from the San Francisco Juvenile Probation Departmentôs 

annual reports show that: 

 November 2006 to November 2007, the average length of stay in detention for young 
men nearly doubled,  

 April 2006 to January 2008 707b filings, or hearings to determine if the juvenile is fit to 
remain in the juvenile justice system or to be tried as an adult, drastically increased to 50 
youth, compared to only 2 youth in all of 2005,  

 Youth remanded to adult court went from 0 in 2006 to 11 in 2007, and 

 Out-of-home placement referrals increased 59% from 2003 to 2007. 

Surprisingly, detention rates and California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 

sentencing remained low, and crimes committed remained consistent.  So what was 

contributing to the changes and how should we, as a community, address it?  

Convening 

In late January 2008, YJI, DCYF and SFJPD collaborated to bring together a diverse group of 

more than 140 stakeholders interested in understanding, strategizing and addressing this crisis. 

The group discussed the following issues: 

Mental Health: Increased focus on trauma issues; training and support for mental health 

providers; increased assessment and treatment options.  

Employment: Increased employment programs with support services; employment programs 

that connect with youth in custody; and better utilization of programs that provide jobs to young 

men with diverse needs.  

Detention-Based Services: Utilization of comprehensive case planning that includes input from 

families and utilization of community based resources; educational assessment and planning in 

custody; and relevant, meaningful life skills work with young men in detention. 

Education: Increased assessment of educational needs; incorporation of life skills into education 

for youth and integration of services: probation and mental health to better address the needs of 

young men. 

Community-Based Resources: Improve assessment of needs and strengths of young men; 

connect young men to community-based resources; and address the need for specialized 

intervention for high-risk, re-entry and transition-age young men. 

Immigrant Youth: Understand and address the unique challenges for immigrant youth; ensure a 

coordinated case planning model; ensure language appropriate detention-based services and 

services that can facilitate the youthôs connection to services. 
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Research 

As boys make up on average 75% of the juvenile justice population, these trends 

disproportionately affect them and there have been a lack of appropriate responses. Risk 

factors, social environments, mental health issues, gender socialization, and the responses of 

justice and child welfare systems all play a part in why, how and when young men become 

involved in the juvenile justice system. Local and national data suggest that factors such as 

gender, poverty, racism and institutionalization contribute to the systemic causes of juvenile 

delinquency. The Bay Areaôs unique strengths and challenges regarding housing, employment, 

education, and immigration contribute to the issue. And individual exposure to abuse and 

neglect, negative peer groups, teen parenting, violence, mental health issues and trauma all 

play a role in the resiliency and needs for system-involved youth.  

Recommendations 

1. Collect data, evaluate programs, and survey current youth in the system to better 

understand the specific needs of young men in the juvenile justice system. 

2. New services, collaboration and policies must be assessed to address emerging issues for 

young men who are: held on 707b fitness hearings, undocumented and unaccompanied 

minors, young men detained in the Juvenile Justice Center for extended periods of time as a 

placement option, and young men transitioning back from long term placement. 

3. Make the detention facility, probation department and community services more gender 

responsive to the needs and strengths of young men. 

4. Direct resources and services to address the mental health needs of young men inside 

juvenile hall, in the community and through their transition to adulthood in an effective and 

strategic manner. 

5. Develop prevention, diversion and treatment for undocumented, unaccompanied minors 

who are identified as trafficked and exploited. 

6. Develop alternative funding sources to support services and policies that promote effective 

collaboration between stakeholders 

7. Develop policies and legislation that are focused on rehabilitation, promote utilization of 

models that incorporate community treatment and decrease use of expensive, ineffective 

incarceration.  

8. Evaluate programs that 1) address the new and emerging issues of young men in the 

system as identified in this report, and 2) provide services recommended in this report that 

have comprehensive evaluation that will measure the effectiveness of their intervention, the 

impact on delinquency and recidivism, and the impact on positive outcomes for young men. 
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Report Prepared By: 

Maggie Feinstein, Youth Justice Institute Operations Manager 

Gena Castro Rodriguez, Youth Justice Institute Executive Director 

Youth Justice Institute is an organization of trusted professionals that provides culturally-attuned, 

gender-responsive approaches and services to enable young women and young men in the juvenile 

justice system to confidently lead independent, healthy lives. We provide dynamic, informed expertise to 

our partners and communities and lead the way to a more needs- and strengths-based responsive 

system through direct services, research, documentation and the sharing of ideas and best practices. YJI 

is a project of the Tides Center. 

YJI would like to acknowledge the following people for their contributions to the convening and report: 

To the hardworking and dedicated staff of the Youth Justice Institute who worked to make the 

conference a success: Kaina Walker, Rosaura Ramos, Robin Morales, Karen Moore, and Cecily Banks. 

For their work to plan the conference: John Torres, Katy Miller, Garry Bieringer, Alfredo Boroquez, 

Roban San Miguel, Evelyn Guzman, and Kenneth Bazile. 

For their editing and support with the content of this report: Garry Bieringer, Luis Vergara, Christina 

Monroe, Dr. Georgiana Hernandez, Dr. Moira De Nike and Dr. Liz Brown. 

We also wish to thank all of the community partners and stakeholders who participated in the 
convening and continue working toward a more positive future for young men.  Additionally, we would 
like to acknowledge and appreciate all of the young men who themselves continue to find their way 
through many challenges and are able to keep their heads up and persevere.  
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I. Issue Identified 

Comparing October 2006 to October 2007 the 

average length of stay for young men in San 

Francisco Juvenile Hall has increased by 50%.1  

The many implications of this alarming fact 

drew stakeholder attention.  The community 

responded to the growing number of young 

men in San Francisco who are detained for 

violent offenses, serving long detention terms, 

and facing adult justice system involvement.  A 

group of concerned community members in 

San Francisco, including those from the Youth 

Justice Institute, Department of Public Health, 

Department of Children, Youth and Families, 

the Public Defenderôs Office, the District 

Attorneyôs Office, the Mayorôs Office of Criminal 

Justice and the Juvenile Probation Department, 

came together to strategize how to begin to 

address this issue. The group agreed that this 

issue affects all members of the community, 

therefore it is essential that the community 

come together to develop a plan to help the 

young men before it is too late. The group 

began planning a convening that would include 

local experts speaking about gender responsive 

approaches to violence prevention, the needs 

and strengths of young men, data on the 

increasing number of youth in the system and 

resources and services and strategies that 

could make a difference. 

 

II. Convening Held to Explore Issue 

 

In an effort to further bring light on some 

serious issues affecting young men in the 

juvenile justice system, a convening was held.  

ñStrength, Empowerment and Collaboration: A 

call to action to address the needs of juvenile 

justice system involved young men,ò was held 

on Tuesday, January 29, 2008 at the San 

Francisco Public Library and was attended by 

approximately 140 participants.   

 

The purpose of the call to action recognized the 

unique experiences and needs of young men 

who are at high risk of involvement or already 

involved in the juvenile justice system.  The 

population of young men is changing, as are 

the public policies that affect them, yet their 

current individual needs and strengths are not 

often recognized or utilized.  This issue was 

identified as high priority because the needs of 

boys who become involved with the juvenile 

justice system remain unaddressed as 

evidenced by the longer lengths of stay in 

custody, the rising number of contacts young 

men have with the system, and the increase in 

young men facing adult charges.  

 

The day consisted of a welcoming address by 

the San Francisco Chief of Probation, William 

Siffermann, followed by a panel discussion.  

Then, there was an opportunity for questions 

and answers, and finally breakout groups 

discussing some of the most pertinent issues 

facing young men in the system.   

 

Panel: Summaries of Presentations 

Panel Members 

Garry Beiringer- JDAI Project Coordinator, and the 

former director of the Community Assessment and 

Referral Center (CARC).    

Dr. Howard Pinderhughes- Chair of the UCSF 

Department of Social and Behavioral Sciences 

Dr. Renee Marquardt- Behavioral Health Medical 

Director of the Department of Public Health in the 

Special Programs for Youth (SPY) 

Sam Carr- Counselor at the Juvenile Justice 

Center in San Francisco 
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Raymond Romprey- Formerly 

incarcerated young man 

JD- Formerly incarcerated 

young man 

 

The panel represented the 

experiences of young men in 

the juvenile justice system, from 

who these youth are, what their specific 

challenges are, and some of the broader 

challenges that young men are facing today.  

Garry Bieringer first framed the problem of both 

the increase in the number of young men who 

are facing the possibility of being charged as 

adults and their associated longer custodial 

lengths of stay.  He painted a picture of what 

the demographics of these young men look like, 

and changing trends.  He highlighted changing 

policies around charging youth as adults and 

the treatment of undocumented and 

unaccompanied minors, especially the 

disproportionate effect on young men in 

custody.   

Mr. Beiringerôs presentation set a framework 

from which to understand the realities for young 

men in juvenile hall, which was then 

complimented by Dr. Renee Marquardt who 

assesses the mental health needs of many 

young men in custody in San Francisco.  She 

highlighted some of the mental health issues 

that continue to go unaddressed for these 

young men and how their criminal involvement 

is largely associated with their experiences.  Dr. 

Marquardt presented some data that she 

collected from a recent survey of 20 boys in the 

high security unit in which she found that all but 

one had exposure to a major trauma, and that 

14 of the 20 met full clinical criteria for 

posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), with 

others having partial symptoms of PTSD. The 

presenting traumas were mostly related to 

street violence, although traumatic situations 

during border crossing were common among 

immigrant youth.  

 

Dr. Marquardt noted that certain trauma-related 

symptoms are seen frequently in detention, 

such as unresolved grief, irritability, 

hyperarousal (being ñon-guardò all the time), 

and distractibility. She stated that coping with 

unresolved issues affects functioning both in 

and out of juvenile hall, an important note when 

trying to rehabilitate these young men. She 

noted other trauma symptoms include changes 

in the way the brain interprets cues as threats, 

and emotion deregulation with conscious or 

unconscious traumatic reminders.  

 

Dr. Howard Pinderhughes has also done a 

great deal of research related to young men in 

poor, urban communities and spoke directly 

about boys and families of color in our 

communities and some of the common traumas 

that are being experienced. He advocated for 

the creation of a comprehensive approach for 

looking at these young men and emphasized 

the importance of understanding the causes of 

violence and the factors that influence criminal 

justice system involvement.   Dr. Pinderhughes 

explained the complexity of the issue of 

violence for young men of color in urban 

communities.  Mainstream society typically 

deals with problems that are the most aversive, 

so youth at risk are not addressed until they are 

already involved with a large number of 

negative influences, leaving few alternatives to 

system involvement.  He focused on the 

multiple levels of influence on juvenile 

delinquency, from macro levels -sociopolitical 

factors, economic inequality, gender roles and 

visions of masculinity, and institutionalized 

racism - to community levels -neighborhood 

violence, drug cultures, and family.  

 

Additionally, these young men have individual 

challenges including, but not limited to: lack of 

positive coping strategies, mental health needs, 

lack of motivation, and changing social values.  

He highlighted that our task is to improve 

services and effectively work with these young 

JD sharing his experiences 
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people before or immediately following initial 

contact with the juvenile justice system. Finally, 

Dr. Pinderhughes advocated for treating young 

men at risk or involved in the juvenile justice 

system not as their own subgroup of 

ñdelinquent youth,ò further isolating and 

marginalizing them to only interact with other 

ñdelinquent youth.ò  Services should focus on 

mainstreaming these young men with other 

young men engaged in positive and 

developmentally appropriate activities so that 

they have the same opportunities and 

resources to succeed. 

 

Sam Carr, a counselor at the Juvenile Justice 

Center in San Francisco, represented the 

voices of young men who come into juvenile 

hall and his message was strengthened by Ray 

Roprey and JD, both of whom were in the 

system as juveniles.  Mr. Carr took a survey of 

the young men who were currently detained 

and asked them what they wanted to say to the 

event audience. They shared a desire for more 

services that prepare them for new 

opportunities when they are released.  

Specifically, they spoke about the desire for job 

training, legal counseling, and anger 

management. Mr. Carr also highlighted the 

importance of community agencies and 

detention staff finding ways to hold the young 

men accountable for their actions and teach 

them empathy.   

 

Mr. Romprey brought the perspective of an 

adult who was formerly incarcerated at all levels 

of the criminal justice system, from juvenile 

detention, to the California Youth Authority, and 

then to the State prison system.  Mr. Romprey 

shared his experiences of having gone through 

these different levels of incarceration, 

describing how he was angry when he first 

entered juvenile hall and incarceration fueled 

that anger.  He said he needed someone to 

help him identify his anger, learn to maintain 

and redirect it, and help him to heal from the 

pain he had experienced in his life. He was not 

provided services while he was incarcerated as 

a juvenile and believes if he had had 

opportunities to address his anger and his life 

challenges and see his strengths, he would 

have had a very different and more positive 

outcome.   

 

Mr. Romprey felt strongly that we should 

educate families and support them in being 

positive and active in their childrenôs lives, 

especially when needs are first identified.  For 

him, realizing while in custody that there was no 

one who really cared for him was very 

discouraging and left him little motivation to 

make substantial changes in his life.  He and 

JD both discussed how the time in custody is 

an opportunity to make a significant change.  

Without the support of their families, however, 

and being lost in the court processes, they were 

disempowered and frustrated. 

 

Mr. Romprey stated that he always had the 

desire to be the best at whatever he did; 

however, the opportunities and options to excel 

were negative and illegal. He emphasized the 

value of redirecting this kind of drive and 

passion in other young men through positive 

activities. Mr. Romprey and JD emphasized the 

challenges they continue to face every day 

because of past incarceration and stressed the 

importance of providing services for young men 

when they transition home and are trying to 

improve their lives for themselves and their 

families.  
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Community Input 

The convening then broke up into interest 

groups to discuss specific issues as they relate 

to young men who are involved with the juvenile 

justice system.   This allowed for community 

input and brainstorming 

regarding how to best 

work with the young 

men. 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Mental Health Group 

Facilitated By: Roban San Miguel, LCSW of the 

Department of Public Health and Dr. Elena 

Flores, Ph.D. of the University of San 

Francisco, Department of Education.   

 

Key Outcomes: The goal of this group was to 

prioritize needs and make recommendations 

that address the mental health services and 

strategies for young men involved in the 

juvenile justice system. The group discussed 

the mental health needs of young men who are 

system-involved through: increasing our 

understanding of their trauma as it relates to 

delinquency; creating better training for mental 

health providers, community based agencies, 

and system employees; and developing a 

system of broad interventions that better meet 

the needs of young men in the juvenile justice 

system.   

 

Suggested Approaches or Recommendations: 

The group suggested that a more 

comprehensive understanding of the gender-

specific response to trauma can come from 

research, data, and understanding national best 

practices.  Training for professionals who work 

with these young men could involve networking, 

monthly trainings, and funding for additional 

services.  Finally, developing and utilizing broad 

interventions brings together a range of 

suggestions for delivering best practices, 

including: having better tools for assessment 

and treatment; using a community mental 

health model; incorporating more client and 

family input into treatment plans; having more 

appropriate substance abuse treatment options 

and group treatment in custody; and ensuring 

seamless transitions from in custody mental 

health to community based treatment.   

 

2. Employment Group 

Facilitated By: Bob Anyon of the Youth 

Guidance Center Improvement Committee and 

Joel Tarman of Sunset Youth Services.   

 

Key Outcomes:  The goal of this group was to 

prioritize needs and make recommendations 

that address workforce development for young 

men involved in the juvenile justice system. 

Primary topics that were focused on: job 

readiness programs that can teach soft skills; 

employment programs that begin in custody; 

and better utilization of programs that provide 

jobs to young men with diverse needs.   

 

Suggested Approaches or Recommendations: 

The group suggested job readiness programs 

that are coupled with supportive skill building 

internships that teach soft skills like how to fill 

out applications, interviewing, and résumé 

development.  A key point emphasized was that 

the employment programs that are offered in 

custody must be relevant to the young menôs 

lives and promote opportunities that are realistic 

for the young men, as discussed by youth 

presenters at the convening.  These 

employment training opportunities need to have 

potential for long term meaningful employment 

in areas that are in demand or growth 

industries.   

 

 

3. Detention Based Services Group 

Raymond Romprey 

addressing the audience 
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Facilitated By: Evelyn Guzman, a member the 

Youth Justice Institute Advisory Board and Sam 

Carr of the San Francisco Juvenile Justice 

Center.   

 

Key Outcomes: The goal of this group was to 

focus on the needs of young men detained in 

the juvenile justice system. The group 

discussed the importance of having case 

management that provides coordinated 

development of case plans which are 

comprehensive and include input from the 

youth, family, community based agencies, 

probation department, and defense attorney 

with the goal of providing community-based 

supervision and treatment.   The group also 

prioritized better educational assessment and 

planning in custody that would improve the 

academic work of the young men, specifically 

as they see more not graduate.  Finally, 

services that are delivered in custody must be 

relevant, appropriate and effective in giving 

young men the opportunity to learn new and 

meaningful skills. 

 

Suggested Approaches or Recommendations: 

The group came up with a list of the specific 

strategies for delivering the wrap-around case 

management including implementing a gender 

responsive assessment, having a case plan 

that includes goals and outcomes, appropriate 

referrals and effective community-based 

services, and a system that provides for follow- 

up and re-assessment.  They also prioritized 

counseling options for young men to explore 

their opportunities for higher education.  Finally, 

the services that do respond to the needs of 

young men in custody should be evaluated for 

efficacy and relevancy.   

 

4. Education Group 

Facilitated By: Kevin Kerr, Principal of the San 

Francisco Unified School District, Woodside 

Learning Center and Keith Choy, Director of the 

Stay in School Coalition with the San Francisco 

Unified School District.   

 

Key Outcomes: The goal of this group was to 

prioritize the educational needs of young men 

involved in the juvenile justice system. The 

group discussed the importance of having a 

proper assessment of the youthôs educational 

level and learning impediments, the difficulties 

of meeting state and district requirements while 

being flexible enough to meet individual 

learning needs, and developing processes to 

integrate more life skills into the curriculum. 

 

Suggested Approaches or Recommendations: 

They focused on how classrooms in custody 

are divided by what unit a young man is on 

instead of by their educational level, limiting the 

capacity of the teacher to teach to their level, 

something that needs to be changed.  There 

also needs to be a method to integrate the work 

of teachers, mental health workers, and 

probation when it comes to addressing the 

ongoing educational needs of the young 

people.  Finally, the group addressed the 

problem of education and re-entry, ensuring 

that young men are linked with appropriate 

school opportunities and that they are not 

ñdumpedò to other programs. 

 

5. Community Based Resources Group 

Facilitated By:  Kenneth Bazile of the San 

Francisco Mayorôs Office of Criminal Justice 

and Katherine Miller of the San Francisco 

District Attorneyôs Office.   

 

Education Group 

brainstorming  
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Key Outcomes: The goal of this group was to 

make recommendations for the services young 

men access in community-based programs. 

The group stressed the importance of proper 

assessment of young men that identifies needs 

and then matches them with appropriate and 

effective services. They also advocated for 

availability of high-level intervention services 

that specifically target youth transitioning out of 

the juvenile justice system and at risk for the 

adult system. The group also discussed the 

research presented by Dr. Pinderhughes 

regarding creating delinquent peer groups 

through diversion and intervention 

programming, and they stressed the need to 

evaluate interventions and determine if they fall 

in the primary, secondary or tertiary levels.   

 

Suggested Approaches or Recommendations: 

The group recommended that services collect 

program-relevant data to measure the impact of 

their interventions, and determine if the 

programs are reaching their intended audiences 

and fulfilling the identified needs of the youth 

involved in the services.  There should be 

strategies for how to integrate system-involved 

young men into services for youth who are not 

involved in the delinquency system.  Finally, the 

group emphasized the need to consistently 

include the needs of re-entry and transition-

aged youth.   

 

6. Immigrant Youth Group 

Facilitated By: Alfredo Bojorquez of the San 

Francisco Juvenile Public Defenderôs Office.   

 

Key Outcomes: The goal of this group was to 

prioritize needs and make recommendations 

that address the unique challenges and needs 

of a growing population of undocumented 

young men involved in and at risk for the 

juvenile justice system. This group identified the 

need for coordinated case planning, language 

appropriate detention-based services, and 

services that can facilitate the youthôs 

connection to services that provide alternatives 

to illegal means for making money.  

 

Suggested Approaches or Recommendations: 

The group recommended that a coordinated 

case planning program, including a gender and 

culturally-responsive assessment be developed 

and referrals to community-based services for 

employment, housing, and legal services be 

prioritized.  It was prioritized that detention-

based services are needed because this 

population is so isolated because of the 

language barriers and mental health, 

educational, and legal needs are often 

unaddressed while they are detained.  Finally, 

the group recommended that there be a 

strategy to identify young men from this 

population who are being exploited and 

trafficked to the United States for drug sales 

and help them access the resources that they 

need to make a change in their lives. a

                                            

 

a
 As of July 2008, there have been drastic changes with 

several of the policies and practices of JPD for 

undocumented minors.  These policy changes have not 

affected the issue of young, immigrant youth who become 

involved in the system, but the ability to address their 

needs has been thwarted.  Due to the pending status of 

policy and protocol on this issue, movement on 

recommendations in this area has halted pending further 

direction. This does not change the fact that there are 

many young men who become involved with the juvenile 

justice system and need support. 



 

 

~ 12 ~  

CONVENING AND REPORT  

III. Research 

INTRODUCTION 

As discussed in the previous section, there are 

a number of new or emerging trends in the 

world of juvenile justice.  As boys make up, on 

average, 75% of the juvenile justice population, 

they are disproportionately affected by these 

trends and there has been a lack of appropriate 

responses. Risk factors, social environments, 

mental health issues, gender socialization, and 

the responses of justice and child welfare 

systems all play a part in why, how and when 

young men become involved in the juvenile 

justice system.  

The juvenile justice system began as a training 

school for young men in 1847. These 

institutions emphasized education and 

vocational training for boys in trouble. The 

development of these institutions and the 

juvenile court were premised on the idea that 

focus should placed on the offender, not the 

offense, and on rehabilitation, not the crime.2  

This country and our communities have 

changed dramatically but unfortunately 

strategies for rehabilitation have not kept up.  

The system has not adjusted to the realities of 

violence and trauma that exist in our current 

society.  Today, if we do not focus on the 

experience and reality of a young man who is in 

detention today, we are at risk of returning to a 

more punitive and unresponsive system as 

evidenced by the continuing modification of 

state laws throughout the country that widen the 

net to try youths as adults. 

In the early 1990ôs, the Juvenile Justice 

Delinquency Prevention Act was reauthorized 

to include federal funding to provide a gender-

specific service analysis of juvenile detention.  

This led to expanded funds for gathering data 

about girls, an important step toward 

understanding the distinct needs, strengths and 

challenges for young women involved in the 

system. The same has not been done for young 

men.  

Young men also have distinct needs, strengths 

and challenges, often linked to the experiences, 

roles, and expectations of their gender, and 

analysis and research is needed to inform 

strategies to address this as well. Gender-

responsive services, programs and policies will 

be necessary in order for the juvenile justice 

system to be as rehabilitative as it was intended 

to be.  

Below we highlight some of the macro and 

micro issues that lead to juvenile justice system 

involvement and some of the research and 

work of experts 

in these fields. 

 

Macro Issues:  

The world is a 

different place 

today as stated 

above, but what does that mean for young 

people involved in the system? Issues of 

poverty, racism, institutionalization and violence 

affect why young people are at risk for, get 

involved in and become stuck in the juvenile 

justice system. We categorize these factors as 

external contributors to delinquency and 

juvenile justice system involvement.  

Gender Socialization 

Research on gender socialization states that 

because boys and girls are treated differently 

and put into different learning environments, 

they develop different needs, desires, skills, 

and temperaments. Girls and boys learn how to 

cope with difficulties, deal with peers, express 
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emotion and work though conflict as a result of 

their socialization.  Therefore their risks and 

resiliencies are strongly rooted in the factors at 

play in societal expectations.  

Four overall patterns of male gender role 

conflict have been identified that are based on 

the traditionally socialized male role deemed 

problematic for some men in certain situations.  

 First, success, power, and competition 

address some menôs focus on personal 

achievement and individual success. An 

example of this is some menôs desire to 

excel competitively as opposed to 

collaboratively.  

 Second, restricted emotionality is the 

degree to which many men are taught to 

be cautious in the overt verbal 

expression of emotions and feelings.  

 Third, restricted affectionate behavior 

between men addresses how many men 

are socialized to have difficulties 

expressing their affections for other 

men.  

 Finally, conflict between work and family 

relationships relates to the degree to 

which some men may struggle with 

balancing work and family 

relationships.3 

 

Poverty 

Youth of color are more likely to live in poverty 

and it has been well researched that poverty is 

correlated to long-term risk factors and high 

levels of incarceration.  Members of poor 

communities experience higher incidences of 

inadequate education and underemployment, 

and poor populations often overlap with 

immigrant populations. In most cities, juvenile 

victimization, crime and delinquency are 

concentrated in the poorest communities, and 

those communities have in turn the fewest 

resources for these youth to make long-term 

changes. 

 The United States is the richest nation 

on earth but 35.3% of Black children, 

28% of Latino children and 10.8% of 

Caucasian children, live in poverty. 

 In 2006, Black juveniles and Hispanic 

juveniles involved in the system were 

3 times as likely to live in poverty as 

white juveniles.4 

 In San Francisco, the five zip codes 

with the greatest numbers of families 

living below the state poverty 

threshold are:5   

94124 Bayview/Hunters Point, 

where 24.6% detained juveniles 

reside6 

94134 Visitation Valley, 12.6% of 

detained juveniles 

94112 Outer Mission/ Excelsior, 

10.6% of detained juveniles 

94110 Inner Mission/Bernal Heights, 

10.4% of detained juveniles 

94109 Russian Hill/ Nob Hill, 2.2% of 

detained juveniles 

Housing 

Access to safe and stable housing is crucial to 

a youth being given the opportunities for secure 

development.  Poor people live in the most 

densely populated, under-resourced and crime-

ridden parts of urban areas.  According to the 

San Francisco Housing Authority, "Resident 

Population at a Glance" (December, 1999): 

 A total of 73% of the children 

under age 17 living in Public Housing 

live in the "Big Four Developments" 

(Alice Griffith, Hunter's Point/ Hunter's 

View, Potrero Hill and Sunnydale).  

These are older developments that are 

notoriously crime ridden. 
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 Children ages 0 to 17 comprise 31% of 

San Francisco Public Housing residents. 

Potrero Annex has the highest proportion 

of children, with 51% of total residents 

under age 18. Citywide, children represent 

only 14% of the total population.7 

 Almost half (45%) of San Francisco Public 

Housing residents are African American, 

followed by Asian Pacific Islander (28%), 

Latino (14%) and White (13%). Citywide, 

approximately 50% of residents are White, 

31% are Asian Pacific Islander, 14% 

Latino and 8% African/American.8  

 Over 53% of public housing residents' 

income is derived from some form of 

public assistance.  

The Department of Human Services has 

identified seven street corners where the need 

for, and use of, social services are highly 

concentrated. With the exception of the 

Tenderloin, all of these street corners are 

adjacent to public housing. The majority of 

children removed from their home because of 

child abuse live within walking distance of one 

of these seven street corners.  Much of the 

juvenile justice and childrenôs behavioral health 

caseloads are also concentrated around the 

same seven street corners.  

7 Street Corners: 

1. Middle Point Road and West Point (Bay 

View public housing) 

2. Griffith and Oakdale (Alice Griffith public 

housing) 

3. Sunnydale and Santos (Sunnydale 

public housing) 

4. Laguna and Golden Gate (Western 

Addition public housing) 

5. Eddy and Jones (SROôs, homeless 

family services) 

6. Connecticut and 25th Street (Potrero Hill 

public housing) 

7. Fitzgerald and Griffith (Double Rock 

public housing)9 

 

Employment 

Unemployment and under-employment are a 

major cause of poverty in poor urban 

communities. Low-paying jobs, lack of industry, 

and high numbers of adult males on parole and 

probation contribute to a thriving underground 

economy of drugs, prostitution, and other illegal 

activities.  

 The unemployment rate for 16-24-year-

olds in the ex-offender group in 1999 

was 26%, compared to 4.2% for the 

overall labor market. 10  

 The transformation of urban economies 

has further fueled the development of a 

permanent underclass.   Manufacturing 

jobs traditionally located in urban 

centers have left and employment today 

is now largely based in the service 

sector and increasingly located in 

predominantly white suburbs.  The 

absence of manufacturing jobs means 

that youth need to learn skills that can 

be linked to long term employment 

opportunities, especially for young inner 

city men.  

 Programs that promote economic self-

sufficiency can help reduce delinquency 

and promote earning capacity.  

Research shows that many young men 

who enter the illegal labor market do so 

after repeatedly trying to find work in the 

legal labor market.    

 Research shows that incarceration 

generally worsens job prospects, 

particularly for young men of color who 

already are disadvantaged by race in 

the labor market.  Not just any job or 

job-training program will work to help 
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young people earn living wages and 

stay out of trouble; rather it must be one 

that addresses long-term earning needs 

and is appropriate for their 

developmental level. 11  

Education  

Poor communities 

are also home to 

some of the most 

impoverished and 

neglected schools 

and urban areas 

often contain large concentrations of poor youth 

of color. Issues of inequity, academic failure, 

institutionalization and ñpush- outò policies that 

result in criminalization rather than education of 

kids who are most in need are all factors that 

negatively impact the lives of the youth who 

attend these schools. 

 California spends on average almost 4 

times as much per prisoner as per 

public school pupil. 

 Graduation rates have been associated 

with positive public safety outcomes, 

and as males are overrepresented in 

both corrections and high school drop 

out rates, they are the population that 

needs to be targeted.  A 5% increase in 

male high school graduation rates in the 

state of California would produce an 

annual savings of almost $753 million in 

crime-related expenses.12 

 

Truancy  

It is widely believed that truancy may be a 

precursor to serious violent and nonviolent 

offenses and that the connection between 

truancy and delinquency appears to be 

particularly acute among males. In addition, 

findings from OJJDPôs Study Group on Very 

Young Offenders indicate that chronic truancy 

in elementary school is linked to serious 

delinquent behavior at age 12 and under.  

Some of the correlates of truancy fall into four 

broad categories:  

1. Family factors: lack of guidance or 

parental supervision, domestic violence, 

poverty, drug or alcohol abuse in the 

home, lack of awareness of attendance 

laws, and differing attitudes toward 

education. 

2. School factors: school climate issuesð

such as school size and attitudes of 

teachers, other students, and 

administratorsðand inflexibility in meeting 

the diverse cultural and learning styles of 

the students. Schools often have 

inconsistent procedures in place for 

dealing with chronic absenteeism and 

may not have meaningful consequences 

available for truant youth (e.g., out-of-

school suspension). 

3. Economic influences: employed students, 

single-parent homes, high mobility rates, 

parents who hold multiple jobs, and a lack 

of affordable transportation and childcare.  

4. Student variables: drug and alcohol 

abuse, lack of understanding of 

attendance laws, lack of social 

competence, mental health difficulties, 

and poor physical health. 13 

 

Discipline and Drop Out 

When children are not engaged in school 

because of suspension they are more likely to 

be retained in grade, to drop out, to commit a 

crime, and/or to end up incarcerated as an adult 

because of their problem behaviors.  When kids 

are removed from school, they end up in inferior 

settings such as suspension centers, alternative 

schools, and juvenile prisonsðplaces where 

meaningful educational services are practically 
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nonexistent and students with histories of 

behavioral problems can negatively influence 

one another.  Gary Orfieldsô Civil Rights Project 

at Harvard shows that nationwide:  

 Black children are almost twice as likely 

as White children to be retained in a 

grade. 

 In 2000, African-Americans represented 

only 17% of public school enrollment 

nationwide, but accounted for 34% of 

suspensions.  

 Studies show that African-American 

students are far more likely than their 

White peers to be suspended, expelled, 

or arrested for the same kind of conduct 

at school. 

 Nationally, only about 50% of Black, 

Latino and Native American students 

graduate from high school on time with 

their peers.14 

 Black children are 50% more likely than 

White children to drop out of school. 

 

In part, these disparities are the result of the 

longstanding racist stereotype that African 

Americans, especially men and boys, are 

dangerous and predatory. But the disparities 

are also part of the continuing disparities in the 

quality of education available to African-

Americans and other people of color.  

Special Education 

According to a report by the NAACP Legal 

Defense and Education Fund, fewer resources 

and less attention to students yield poor 

educational achievement and poor behavioral 

outcomes.  The public education system, 

especially in areas of concentrated poverty, has 

set students up to fail. 15 These schools typically 

have less trained and certified teaching staff, 

less advanced instruction and extra-curricular 

programs, and fewer early intervention 

programs for youth who are not succeeding. 

 Nationwide, African-American students 

are over-represented in special 

education categories and are under-

represented in advanced placement 

courses and gifted education.   

o In 2002 San Francisco Black 

students graduated high school 

at a rate of 47.1%, compared to 

the districtôs overall graduation 

rate of 70.9%.16 

o Black students make up 26.1% 

of special education students in 

the SFUSD while statewide 

Black students are 11.4%.17  

 While only approximately 8.6% of 

children in public school have been 

identified as having disabilities that 

impact their ability to learn, a recent 

study found that, on average, 

approximately 32% of youth in juvenile 

corrections had been previously 

identified as having special learning 

needs. 

 Nationally only 1% of Black, 17% of 

Latino, and 42% of White 4th graders 

are reading at grade level, and only 11% 

of Black, 15% of Latino, and 41% of 

White 8th graders perform at grade level 

in math.18    

 

Immigration  

Immigrants from counties all over the world 

migrate to the United States each year in 

search of better paying jobs, better quality of 

life, better education and better opportunities for 

their children. The reality is that many of these 

immigrants, at least temporarily, live in 

impoverished communities, work multiple low 

paying, ñunder the tableò positions, and have 

children who struggle with issues of 
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acculturation. In 2005, there were 15.7 million 

children in immigrant families residing in the 

United States. This includes both children who 

were born outside the United States and 

children born in the United States to at least 

one foreign-born parent. If current immigration 

levels continue, children in immigrant families 

will constitute 30% of the nationôs school 

population in 2015.  Both nationally and locally 

we are seeing stressors on this population of 

kids and a need to acknowledge these realities. 

According to Kids Count by the Annie E. Casey 

Foundation: 

 In 2005, 21% of all U.S. children lived in 

immigrant families; in California it is 

47%. 

 32% of immigrant children are living in 

families where no parent has a high 

school diploma, compared to 8% of 

children in U.S. born families.  

 In San Francisco 22% of youth living in 

immigrant households live below the 

poverty threshold, as compared to 14% 

of native born youth.19 

 

System Involvements 

There is a close correlation between youth who 

have had long-term system involvement and 

those who become heavily involved in the 

delinquency system.  Inevitably once a young 

person comes in contact with one system, they 

are at high risk of ongoing and intense 

involvement with others.   The risk is that young 

men at this age become comfortable in and 

familiar with systems that do not always provide 

adequate care. 

Dependency System Involvement 

Children who are removed from their home for 

abuse or neglect not only deal with the effect of 

this abuse, the loss of primary care giver(s), 

and instability but they are even more 

vulnerable to more exposure to abuse and 

neglect. The intensity of their early experiences 

will continue to affect these young people 

throughout their lives. 

 Nationwide, there are 2.5 million 

grandparents raising their grandchildren; 

963,000 of these children have no 

parent in the household. 

 Twice as many Black children are in 

foster care as we would expect given 

their representation among all children. 

They represent 16% of the general 

population but 32% of the foster care 

population.20 

 

Many abused and neglected children cross 

from the dependency to the delinquency system 

every year, and this puts them at even greater 

risk for eventual involvement in the adult 

system. 

 Foster youth with multiple placements 

are 5-10 times more likely to become 

involved with the juvenile justice system 

than youth in the general population.21  

 When a youth in foster care has a police 

contact they are more likely to be 

detained than non-foster children, as 

judges perceive their lack of caregiver 

representation as an indication that the 

youth are less stable and less 

supervised than their non-foster peers.22 

 In San Francisco in 2000, one fifth of 

foster youth who were age 16 were 

already on probation, and two thirds of 

youth victims of 

homicide had spent 

time in foster care.23 

 

Once they leave the system, 

typically at 18, many former 



 

 

~ 18 ~  

CONVENING AND REPORT  

foster youth are ill-prepared for the challenges 

of adult life. More than half will be unemployed, 

almost a third will become homeless, and an 

astounding one in five will end up incarcerated 

within two years after aging out of the system 

that undertook the responsibility to "parent" 

them.24 

Cycles of Institutionalization 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics estimates that 

approximately 1 in every 50 youth in the U.S. 

had a parent in State or Federal prison in 1999. 

Studies of children of incarcerated parents 

suggest that these youth are at risk for 

experiencing emotional and behavioral 

problems.  

 Youth who experienced parental 

incarceration are also exposed to 

significantly more risk factors during 

their lifetimes including parental 

substance abuse, extreme poverty, and 

abuse or neglect.  

 They are more likely than other youth to 

present with attention-

deficit/hyperactivity and conduct 

disorders and less likely to have major 

depression.25 

 A child with an incarcerated parent is 6 

to 9 times as likely as a child whose 

parent was not incarcerated to become 

incarcerated him/herself.26 

 At mid-year 2006, 837,000 Black men 

were incarceratedðmany of them 

fathers.27 

 

Racial Inequity 

Youth of color are grossly overrepresented in 

juvenile justice systems throughout the United 

States. Statistics reveal that minority youth 

represent 34% of the overall U.S. youth 

population, but represent a whopping 62% of 

youth in detention. This overrepresentation is 

often referred to in the juvenile justice field as 

disproportionate minority contact or DMC.28 

 Although they represent just 39% of the 

U.S. juvenile population, minority youth 

represent 60% of juveniles that are 

involved with the system. 

 In 2003, African-American youths made 

up 16% of the nationôs overall juvenile 

population but accounted for 45% of 

juvenile arrests. 

 A Black boy born in 2001 has a 1 in 3 

chance of going to prison in his lifetime; 

a Black girl has a 1 in 17 chance.  

 A Latino boy born in 2001 has a 1 in 6 

chance of going to prison in his lifetime; 

a Latino girl has a 1 in 45 chance. 

 Black juveniles are about four times as 

likely as their White peers to be 

incarcerated.  

 Black youths are almost five times as 

likely and Latino youths about twice as 

likely to be incarcerated as White 

youths for drug offenses. 

 Today, 580,000 Black males are 

serving sentences in state or federal 

prison, while fewer than 40,000 Black 

males earn a bachelorôs degree.29 

 The population of juvenile minorities will 

experience the most growth between 

1995 and 2015; the number of black 

juveniles is expected to increase 19%, 

Native American juveniles 17%, and 

Asian/Pacific Islander juveniles 74%, 

while White juveniles will increase 3%. 

Juveniles of Hispanic ethnicity are 

expected to increase 59% during this 

period. 

 In San Francisco public housing, 70% 

of African American males by age 17 

have at least one referral to the juvenile 

probation system.30 
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The macro trends discussed above are further 

exacerbated by this spike in the 

overrepresentation of 

youth of color in the 

juvenile justice system.   

 

Micro Issues:  

The macro issues highlighted above paint the 

picture of what many of the young men who 

come in contact with the delinquency system 

are facing in terms of demographic data and 

trends.  Below we will highlight some of the 

micro issues that are typically used as 

measures of delinquency because they create 

environments that make it difficult for young 

men to be successful.   

Family Issues 

Attachment 

Healthy attachment is a key factor in resiliency 

for young people. Youth at risk for the juvenile 

justice system experience family detachment 

due to: parental absence because of 

incarceration, substance abuse, immigration, 

high rates of divorce, single parenthood, absent 

parents, and loss of significant people in their 

lives.  In males we see this attachment manifest 

in the fight or flight response to potential 

abandonment, a response that often lands them 

in custody. 

Abuse/Neglect 

Child maltreatment, physical abuse, sexual 

abuse and neglect have been identified as risk 

factors for subsequent delinquency. Research 

shows that delinquency rates for children 

exposed to long-term, chronic parental neglect 

are high. According to findings in the Rochester 

Youth Development Study, maltreatment places 

these children at risk for a variety of adolescent 

problem behaviors such as drug use, school 

failure, and teen pregnancy.31 

Peer Group 

Studies have found a consistent 

relationship between involvement in a 

delinquent peer group and delinquent 

behavior.32  Young men often commit 

crimes with, for, and to demonstrate 

power with a group of peers. This motivation is 

particularly important because many of the 

interventions for delinquency intensify the 

impact of negative peer groups by relegating 

them to places where there are only other youth 

who are involved in negative behaviors. 

 Schools create negative peer groups 

when they put kids who are acting out in 

settings where they are interacting with 

other people with similar problems, like 

remedial classes.33 

 Adolescent males at highest risk for 

displaying violent behaviors are those 

with extensive histories of anti-social 

behaviors and individuals who associate 

with similar peers.34  

Gangs 

Traditionally, for children and teens, gang 

affiliation is often transient and marginal, 

meaning that many children come into a gang 

for a short period and then leave, never really 

committing to the gang or committing serious 

crimes.35  

 The number of communities with active 

youth gangs increased in the last three 

decades peaking in the early 1990s and 

recently declining. Youth gang 

prevalence declined in non-urban areas 

but gang violence remains a serious 

problem in some urban communities. 
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This suggests that gang involvement is 

related to a lack of opportunity and 

questions the need for expanded law 

enforcement power and the 

appropriation of even more federal 

dollars to jails and prisons for children 

and teens. 36 

 Most adolescent boys search for some 

form of masculine identity and male 

community wherever they can find it.  

They crave affiliation with a group of 

same-aged boys and a few older males.  

About 80% of gang members 

nationwide suffer father absence, as do 

the majority of all boys arrested for 

violent crimes.37   

 

Teenage Fatherhood 

There are a growing number of young men 

involved in the juvenile justice system who are 

fathers. Many young men have said that they 

want and are happy to be fathers as it is tied to 

feelings of worth and purpose. Unfortunately, 

many of these young men do not have healthy, 

enduring relationships with the mothers of these 

children, sometimes multiple young women, 

and they are not likely to maintain consistent 

involvement in their childrenôs life due to this 

and their risk for long-term system involvement.  

 Many of these young men did not have 

fathers in their lives themselves and are 

looking to recreate this role in their own 

lives, although many are ill-prepared.  

More research is needed on these 

young fathers with particular emphasis 

on some of the self-serving reasons that 

adolescent boys seek to be fathers such 

as to receive status among peers, to 

assert masculinity and fertility, and to 

have someone return love 

unconditionally.38 

 In economically challenged 

communities, fathers are often 

discouraged from family involvement by 

social welfare laws that reduce aid if 

fathers are at home, bias against fathers 

in custody and visitation rulings. 

 Some strategies to get young men 

involved in both pregnancy prevention 

and parenting are: 

o Include young men in all family 

planning and pregnancy prevention 

programs. 

o Connect young men with culturally 

savvy, adult male mentors. 

o Offer prenatal and postnatal 

training for young fathers. 

o Provide fatherhood training in 

juvenile detention centers, 

continuation schools, and other 

areas where there is a 

concentration of young men 

involved in premature fatherhood. 

o Raise expectations and treat these 

young men as fathers and 

responsible figures.39 

 Adolescent fathers are found to be 

interested in being active parents and 

simultaneously unconcerned about 

being a father and perceive their lives to 

be unburdened.  Their general attitude 

towards fatherhood points to their 

unrealistic image of what is entailed in 

this responsibility. 

 Self-image has been associated with the 

level of the black adolescent fatherôs 

readiness for parenting.  Having a 

positive self-image correlates with 

assuming some responsibility as a 

parent, perhaps indicating a high sense 

of commitment and ability to act on 

obligation. 40  
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Violence 

The young men who become system involved 

are very likely to be profoundly impacted either 

as a victim or a witness of violence in their 

homes and community.  Their realities are 

communities where there is a significant 

amount of violence and turmoil to which they 

are exposed and forced to exist within.  This 

has a direct effect on how they view violence, 

danger and process their anger in the future.  

Victim of Violence 

The young men are not unjustified in their fear 

and in their protective measures to keep 

themselves safe; young men of color have a 

much higher chance of being a victim of 

violence then any other population. 

According to the Institute for Race and Justice 

at Harvard Law School: 

 A child or teen is killed by gunfire almost 

every three hoursðnearly eight a day. 

 More than 101,000 children and teens 

have died from gunfire since 1979 with 

four to five times as many child gun 

injuries. 

 In 2004, 2,825 children and teens died 

from firearmsðmore than the number of 

American combat deaths in Iraq and 

Afghanistan through the end of 2006. 

 Homicide is the leading cause of death 

among Black males 15ï34.  

 Black males ages 15ï19 are almost four 

times as likely as their White peers to 

die from a firearm injury and are six 

times as likely to be homicide victims.  

 Black males ages 15ï19 are about eight 

times as likely to be gun homicide 

victims as White males.41 

 

Witness to Violence 

Each year, approximately 3.3 million children 

witness physical and verbal spouse abuse. 

Witnessing domestic violence has been linked 

to increased child behavior problems, especially 

for boys and younger children.42 

According to the Family Violence Prevention 

Fund: 

 The U.S. Advisory Board on Child 

Abuse suggests that domestic violence 

may be the single major precursor to 

child abuse and neglect fatalities in this 

country. 

 Studies suggest that between 3.3 and 

10 million children are exposed to 

domestic violence annually. 

 A recent study of low-income pre-school 

children in Michigan found that nearly 

half (46.7%) of the children in the study 

had been exposed to at least one 

incident of mild or severe violence in the 

family. Children who had been exposed 

to violence suffered symptoms of post-

traumatic stress disorder, such as bed-

wetting or nightmares.43 

 One study of 2,245 children and 

teenagers found that recent exposure to 

violence in the home was a significant 

factor in predicting a childôs violent 

behavior. 

 Children who are exposed to domestic 

violence are more likely to exhibit 

behavioral and physical health problems 

including depression, anxiety, and 

violence towards peers.  

 

Perpetrator 

Children and young men who are exposed to 

violence have high tendencies to commit 

violence, and sometimes more extreme violent 

acts, later in life. A report by the United States 

Surgeon General found that there are two 
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general onset trajectories for youth violence- an 

early one, in which violence begins before 

puberty, and a late one, in which violence 

begins in adolescence.  

 Youth who become violent before the 

age of 13 generally commit more 

crimes, and more serious crimes, for a 

longer time. These young people exhibit 

a pattern of escalating violence through 

childhood and they sometimes continue 

their violence into adulthood.44 

 Men who as children were exposed to 

their parents' domestic violence are 

twice as likely to abuse their own wives 

as sons of nonviolent parents. 

 

Mental Health 

There is growing consensus that mental health 

issues and juvenile delinquency are highly 

correlated. According to the National Center for 

Mental Health and Juvenile Justice: 

 Over 70% of youth involved in the 

juvenile justice system are experiencing 

mental health disorders.45 

 More than one-half met criteria for at 

least two diagnoses and over sixty 

percent of those with a mental disorder 

also had a substance abuse disorder.  

 Nearly 27% of justice-involved youth 

have disorders serious enough to 

require immediate and significant 

treatment. 46  

 While these conditions may have been 

preexisting, entry into the juvenile 

justice system probably exacerbates 

them. Many observers fear that time 

spent in juvenile justice residential 

facilities further traumatizes these 

young people and only worsens their 

mental health problems.47 

 

According to a 2002 study of 1,829 juveniles 

detained in Cook County, Illinois, nearly two 

thirds of males and nearly three quarters of 

females met diagnostic criteria for one or more 

psychiatric disorders. Excluding conduct 

disorder (common among detained youth), 

nearly 60% of males and more than two-thirds 

of females met diagnostic criteria and had 

diagnosis-specific impairment for one or more 

psychiatric disorders. Half of males and almost 

half of females had a substance use disorder, 

and more than 40% of males and females met 

criteria for disruptive behavior disorders.48 

 Between 50-75% of incarcerated youth 

have diagnosable mental health 

problems.49 

 Rates of mental illness among young 

people in the juvenile justice system are 

at least twice as high as those in the 

general population.50 

 Only about a third of justice system 

youth with mental disorders have 

received prior treatment in the 

community.51 

 A Congressional study found 15,000 

children in juvenile detention facilities, 

some as young as 7 years old, solely 

because community mental health 

services were unavailable. 

 Latino children have the highest 

percentage of un-met mental health 

needs.52 

 A third of all male youth who commit 

suicide have been diagnosed with 

Conduct Disorder.  

According to the University of California at San 

Francisco: 

 More than 6,000 vulnerable youth in the city 

are in need of mental health services but 

are not currently getting treatment, likely 
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because of the geographic location, the 

sense of detachment from the provider, or a 

lack of understanding of what mental health 

services provide. 

 Many of these children have complex and 

overlapping mental disorders that require 

the highest level of expertise and 

multidisciplinary collaboration for effective 

diagnosis and treatment. 

 The Mission and Bayview-Hunters Point 

neighborhoods of San Francisco have the 

fewest mental health treatment options.53 

Learning disability  

Most recently, the National Council on Disability 

(2003) estimated that approximately 30% of 

children in the juvenile justice system have 

learning disabilities (LD). 54 Although a clear 

causal link between LD and juvenile 

delinquency has not been scientifically 

validated, several theories have been offered. 

Experts have suggested that school failure 

resulting from a student having LD leads to 

criticism, rejection, poor self-image, school 

dropout, and ultimately delinquency. Another 

hypothesis suggests children with LD have a 

number of personality characteristics (e.g., poor 

interpretation of social cues, impulsivity) that 

make them susceptible to delinquent behavior. 

A final theory suggests that children and 

adolescents with LD have cognitive problem-

solving deficits in social situations that lead to 

delinquent behaviors.55  Regardless of the 

prevailing theory, learning disabilities are 

correlated with delinquency and more research, 

assessment and intervention is needed to 

provide rehabilitation to youth struggling with 

this issue.  

Anti-Social Behavior 

Anti-social behavior is an early predictor and 

risk factor for juvenile delinquency. Parents, 

social workers and teachers report anti-social 

behavior as one of the first signs of problems 

with youth. In fact, early aggression appears to 

be the most significant social behavior 

characteristic to predict delinquent behavior 

before age 13.   Antisocial behaviors generally 

include various forms of oppositional rule 

violation and aggression, such as theft, physical 

fighting, and vandalism. 56  While there has 

been a good deal of research on this topic, it is 

clear that how we define pro-social and anti-

social depends greatly on what is modeled for 

the youth, so there is an inherent cultural bias.   

Trauma 

In an informal study conducted at the Juvenile 

Justice Center by the mental health staff, it was 

found that among the males in the maximum 

security unit, 95% of them had been exposed to 

a traumatic event in the recent past.57  Child 

traumatic stress occurs when children and 

adolescents are exposed to traumatic events or 

situations, and this exposure overwhelms their 

ability to cope with what they have experienced. 

Traumatic events can include physical abuse, 

sexual abuse, domestic violence, community 

violence, disasters and loss of important 

relationships or caregivers. 58 Youth exposed to 

traumatic events present with internalizing 

problems such as depression and anxiety and 

externalizing problems like aggression, conduct 

problems, and oppositional or defiant 

behavior.59 When trauma occurs early in 

childhood, critical aspects of brain and 

personality development may be disrupted. The 

ability to self regulate can be compromised and 

trauma in adolescence is often layered on 

earlier life trauma. These children may place 

themselves in harmôs way for traumatic 

accidents or violence because of impulsivity 

and poor supportive relationships. When 

exposed to trauma these youth may cope by 
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resorting to indifference, defiance, or 

aggression as self-protective 

reactions.60 

According to Dr. Roger D. Fallot in a 

presentation at the National GAINS 

Center conference on trauma:  

 Trauma is pervasive. 

 Traumaôs impact is broad and 

diverse.  

 Traumaôs impact is deep and life-

shaping. 

 Trauma, especially interpersonal 

violence, is often self-perpetuating. 

 Trauma is insidious and differentially 

affects the more vulnerable. 

 Trauma affects service engagement, 

especially for those re-traumatized in 

institutional or service settings.61 

 

PTSD 

Youth who are involved in the juvenile justice 

system have higher than average symptoms of 

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) when 

compared to the general population. This is due 

to multiple factors including their exposure to 

higher levels of abuse, neglect, violence, grief 

and loss, and re-traumatization as a result of 

system involvement. Although those in the 

juvenile justice system are two times more likely 

to report symptoms of PTSD like fear, dreams, 

etc., young men experience more potentially 

traumatic events (PTE). A familyôs response to 

trauma is either an indicator of resiliency or 

pathology as a result of trauma.   

 Studies report varying rates of PTSD 

among youth in the juvenile justice 

system, with estimates ranging from a 

low of 3% to a high of 50%.62 

 More than one in three youth in the 

California Youth Authority met full 

criteria for PTSD, and 20% met the 

partial criteria for PTSD.63 

 Boys more often report 

witnessing violence, and girls more 

often report experiencing 

violence.64 

 In the informal study 

conducted at the Juvenile Justice 

Center, 70% of the boys in the 

maximum security unit qualified for 

PTSD.65 

 

Substance Abuse  

Substance use and involvement in the juvenile 

justice system are inextricably linked as it is 

illegal for youth to use any substances. 

Although not all youth who are arrested for 

drug- related crimes such as possession and 

sales are using or abusing substances, a great 

number of them report regular use of some 

substance. The most common substances are 

alcohol and marijuana, often used by youth to 

ñescapeò their problems or control hyper-activity 

and aggression. Substances like crack cocaine 

and methamphetamines are more common 

among youth who are identified as having 

substance abuse issues. For many of these 

youth, their substance abuse is generational, 

early onset and not hidden from family, friends 

and community.  Just as with the adult 

correction system, incarceration has little effect 

on treatment or recovery from substance abuse 

and there are not enough or highly effective 

treatment options for youth in the juvenile 

justice system. 

 Nationally, youth in the juvenile justice 

system suffer from substance 

abuse/dependence at 10 to 20 times the 

rate of those in the general population.66  

 

Depression 
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Assessing, diagnosing and treating depression 

for young men involved in the juvenile justice 

system has been difficult, because just as in the 

general population, stigma, masculine identity, 

cultural norms and society at large, make it 

difficult for men to disclose symptoms of 

depression.   

In focus groups conducted by the National 

Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) to assess 

depression awareness, men described their 

own symptoms of depression without realizing 

that they were depressed. Notably, many were 

unaware that ñphysicalò symptoms, such as 

headaches, digestive disorders, and chronic 

pain, can be associated with depression. In 

addition, men were concerned that seeing a 

mental health professional or going to a mental 

health clinic would have a negative impact at 

work if their employer or colleagues found out. 

They feared that being labeled with a diagnosis 

of mental illness would cost them the respect of 

their family and friends, or their standing in the 

community.67 

 Suicide is often associated with 

depression; the alarming suicide rate 

among men may reflect the fact that 

men are less likely to seek treatment for 

depression.  

 More than four times as many men as 

women die by suicide in the United 

States, even though women make more 

suicide attempts during their lives.  

 Many men with depression do not obtain 

adequate diagnosis and treatment that 

may be life saving.68 

 Risk may rise, particularly among 

adolescent males, if the depression is 

accompanied by conduct disorder and 

alcohol or other substance abuse.69 

 

New Trends 

Increased number of youth tried as adults 

In the past few years jurisdictions across the 

county have seen an increase in the number of 

youth facing adult charges and being tried as 

adults. A frantic movement fueled by fear in the 

late 1990ôs despite a drop in juvenile 

delinquency is likely the precursor of this 

phenomenon.  

In March of 2000, California voters approved 

Proposition 21, ñThe Gang Violence and 

Juvenile Crime Prevention Actò. Under 

Proposition 21, the decision to try youth as 

adults could be made at the discretion of 

prosecutors, without any judicial review or 

hearing and allowed juvenile offenses to qualify 

for the Three Strikes Law (Proposition 184).70 

Proposition 21 limits the sentencing options 

available to youth who have committed serious 

offenses and it often seeks to give juvenile 

offenders the harshest punishment rather than 

the most effective rehabilitation.      

Senate Bill 81, among other things, limits youth 

that can be sent to state juvenile detention 

facilities to those who have committed serious 

violent offenses- 707b offenses. It also gives 

local jurisdictions responsibility for all non-

violent, non-serious offenders released to 

parole after September 1, 2007 .This has 

caused a dilemma in some counties who relied 

on the state correctional facilities and are not 

prepared to absorb both the youth who are no 

longer eligible and those who are on parole 

from the state facilities. 

These changes to the law have contributed to 

the growing number of youth with 707b filings, 

transfer to adult court and adult convictions for 

juveniles in California. 

In 2005, San Francisco only had 2 young men 

with a 707b fitness hearing filed.71 Between 

April 2006 and January 2008 there were 50 
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youth (92% male and 8% female) with a 707b 

fitness hearing filed.72 

 Transfer laws in California 

disproportionately affect youth of color- 

African American, Latino and Asian 

American youth are all more than three 

times more likely to be transferred to an 

adult facility than their White 

counterparts.73 

Increased Numbers of Undocumented, 

Unaccompanied Youth  

All across the United States, the numbers of 

immigrant youth is growing. According to a 

presentation at the Juvenile Detention 

Alternative Initiative Inter-Agency Conference in 

Dallas, Texas on September 27, 2007:   

 One in four youth is either an immigrant 

or a child of immigrants.  

 One-fifth of all school children in K-12 

are children of immigrants.  

 The number of children of immigrants 

under 6 grew by 60 percent nationally 

from 3 million to 47 million - between 

1990-2000.  

In border states like California, there are 

significant numbers of ongoing immigrants from 

Mexico, Central and South America. The 

Northern Border Migration Surveys (Encuestas 

de Migración de la Frontera Norte) report that 

more than 40,000 youth between the ages of 15 

and 19 attempt to cross the border each year 

without legal documents. Another alarming 

concern along the border is the higher 

incidence of police arrests of youth.74 

The issue of undocumented and 

unaccompanied youth who become involved in 

the juvenile justice system has created anti-

immigrant hysteria regarding San Franciscoôs 

sanctuary city policy.  There is a very vocal and 

active cry to discontinue the practice of seeking 

out services for these youth rather than turning 

them over to the Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement Agency.   In response, Anna 

Perez of Central American Resource Network 

and Shannon Wilber of Legal Services for 

Children, wrote an editorial to the San 

Francisco Chronicle explaining the reality of 

youth who come to this county on their own. 

The article stated that the vast majority of 

unaccompanied youth from Central America are 

desperate to escape crushing poverty and 

violence in their home countries. In the case of 

Honduras, the average annual income is 

$4,100, coupled with a 27% unemployment 

rate, and 50% of the population lives in 

desperate poverty. They went on to state that 

reports from Amnesty International in 2008 

indicate that at least 500 women and children 

were killed without anyone brought to justice for 

the crimes. These children are leaving their 

home countries with the hope that the United 

States can offer them a fresh start, or at least a 

chance to send some money home to put food 

on the table. Upon their arrival in San 

Francisco, the stark reality of an undocumented 

immigrant becomes evident and they are forced 

into jobs in the shadows of society.75 

Reactionary policies that target and 

disproportionately effect immigrants not only 

hurt the very small percentage of youth involved 

in the justice system, but the whole population 

of immigrant youth who are striving to succeed. 

 San Francisco children ages 12 to 17 

with at least one immigrant parent 

account for 16% of total child 

population.76 

 An estimated 61% of San Franciscoôs 

documented children of immigrants are 
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Asian, 17% are Latino, and 13% are 

White.77 

 

Transition youth 

The older a child is and the longer they are 

involved in the system, the greater the risk for 

transfer to adult court, graduation to adult 

justice system, life-long criminal justice system 

involvement and dependency system 

involvement for their children.  

 The average age of juvenile offenders in 

California juvenile halls is 15-17 years 

old. 

 The average age of youth in the State 

juvenile corrections facility is 19.5 

years.78 

 

According to the California Department of 

Corrections, there are 2,509 youth in state run 

institutions, 128 in the stateôs camps and 3072 

paroles released from state custody.79 The 

state correctional facilities and parole have not 

been successful transitioning these young 

people back to the community. 

 70% of juveniles leaving state custody 

are re-arrested within three years.80 

Youth in transition from the juvenile justice 

system, on parole, on probation or at risk for the 

adult system need additional support to 

successfully transition home and to adulthood. 

The many risk factors, challenges and barriers 

discussed up to this point and youthsô time 

spent detained (average 20 months at State 

facilities), has left them ill-equipped to succeed 

without support.  If attention and resources are 

not provided, these youth will end up in the 

expensive, ineffective adult justice system. 

Transitional services are difficult to find for 

many young people, especially when they are 

between 18-24 years old.  Services must meet 

the needs and developmental capabilities of 

these young people.   

Opportunities 

Although the data and research presented here 

paint a picture in which many young men face 

many challenges and risks as for involvement in 

the juvenile justice system, there are also a 

number of opportunities to intervene and 

support young men to make positive changes in 

their lives.  

Resiliency 

Despite the overwhelming challenges, 

obstacles and struggles for youth involved in 

the juvenile justice system, these youth have 

many strengths, talents and skills that can be 

accessed and maximized.  Most young 

offenders remain at home after being arrested, 

providing a window of opportunity to intervene 

with them and their families before secure 

custody is required.81  

 Only about one in ten juvenile arrests in 

California results in placement in secure 

local or state custody. 

Intervention 

As Dr. Pinderhughes discussed in his panel 

presentation, appropriate intervention attempts 

must target the needs of the population that it 

seeks to serve, which is often the challenge for 

organizations.  When designing services, 

organizations and authorities must consider the 

needs of the individual youth.  The US 

Department of Justice recommends three tiers 

of intervention:  

 ñPrimary prevention focuses on the 

entire population at risk and the 

identification of those conditions é that 

promote criminal behavior;  

 Secondary 

prevention targets 
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those individuals who have been 

identified as being at greater risk of 

becoming delinquent;  

 Tertiary prevention targets those 

individuals who are already involved in 

criminal activity or who are gang 

members.ò 

 

In other words, the DOJ recommends focusing 

prevention efforts on children well before they 

become criminally involved.82  

Statistics: CA Juvenile Arrests State 

As Mr. Bieringer highlighted in his presentation 

at the convening, the population that comes into 

juvenile hall shifts in terms of what brings them 

in, how long they stay and where they go.  Such 

data is important to evaluate on the national, 

state, and local level for a better understanding 

of how to best serve these young men.   

 

San Francisco Stats (Juvenile Probation 

Department statistics) 

 In San Francisco in 2007, girls had 14 

average bed days and boys had 23.   

 46 boys had 707b fitness hearings 

between 4/06 and 1/08 in San 

Francisco; 25% came from zip code 

94124 and 68% were African American. 

 For 46% of those this is their first or 

second contact with police. 

 Any youth with a 707b filed on them will 

spend an average of 176 days in 

juvenile hall for that hearing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2005 in California: 

80% of all youth arrested were referred to 

probation 

 51% had petitions filed  

     63% were wards of the court 

  59% placed with relative 

  26% placed in secure county facility 

  10% were placed in other agency 

  1% sent to CYA 

      19% dismissed 

       9.5% informal probation 

 35% had cases closed at intake 

 6.4% were transferred 

 5% had diversion  

 3% put on informal probation 

 

17.5% were counseled and released 

 

343 of 222,512 youth arrested were directly 

filed directly in Adult Court 

 84% were convicted 

  66% went to prison/CYA 

  29% had prison or jail 

 .7% were acquitted 

 14% were dismissed 

 

Of those with fitness hearings, males have 

substantially higher chance of having a 707b 

hearing, and then much higher likelihood of 

being found unfit to remain a juvenile.83 
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