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Over the past decade, police have become a ubiquitous 
presence in the lives of many youths, particularly those liv-
ing in disadvantaged communities. They are now routinely 
deployed in public schools. As social and mental health 
services have been scaled back, police are frequently the 
first responders in domestic disputes involving juveniles.

Yet, police confronting youths in a variety of deeply chal-
lenging situations and settings receive surprisingly little 
training about adolescent psychology and behavior. Strate-
gies for Youth (SFY), an organization founded in 2010 with 
the express aim of improving interactions between youths 
and police, conducted a national, comprehensive survey on 
the state of training about juveniles available in police 
academies.

The results indicate that the curriculum for juvenile justice 
in police academies is limited both in scope of subject 
matter and in the time spent reviewing it. SFY’s findings 
confirm that most police o!cers who interact frequently 
with juveniles are not benefiting from the wealth of new 
scientific research available about adolescent brain devel-
opment. Nor are police provided information on promising 
and best practices for interacting with teens that stem 
from our growing understanding of how teenagers’ brains 
di"er from those of adults.

Quantity of Training Recruits Receive 
State law enforcement training academy requirements 
for juvenile justice training range from a low of zero 
hours in five states (Alaska, Kentucky, New Hampshire, 
New Mexico, and West Virginia) to a high of 20-24 
hours in 2 states (Florida and the District of Columbia).

In 37 states, academies spent 1% or less of total 
training hours on juvenile justice issues.

Quality of Rraining Recruits Receive
40 states’ juvenile justice curricula focus primarily  
on the juvenile code and legal issues and provides no 
communication or psychological skills for o!cers 
working with children and youth.

It appears that only 2 states’ written curricula included 
training on youth development issues, such as commu-
nication techniques with juveniles, understanding the 
problems adolescents face and recognizing the sources 
and triggers of their behavior.

The majority of academies do not teach recruits how  
to recognize and respond to youth with mental health, 
trauma-related and special education-related disorders.

Only 8 states address the federally mandated obliga-
tion to reduce disproportionate minority contact.

In spite of the number of young o!cers assigned to 
schools right out of the academy, only one state 
(Tennessee) provided specific training for o!cers 
deployed to schools.

This training gap for police o!cers has serious long and 
short-term consequences. Police o!cers’ lack of under-
standing about adolescent behavior and development and 
ignorance of a host of promising practices and interven-
tions limits the tools and strategies available to them when 
dealing with youths. This fact is confirmed by the number 
of juvenile arrests each year—2.1 million—of which only 
12% are for serious or violent felonies. Arrests have pro-
found and long-term harmful consequences for youths, 
their families and communities, risk the safety of o!cers, 
and put a strain on our communities’ already overstretched 
public resources and institutions.

Executive Summary
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Key recommendations o"ered in detail in the full report, 
support the findings of the 2001 IACP Youth Summit that 
police o!cers be trained so as to “approach potentially 
violent confrontations with youth more e"ectively.” The 
IACP recommended departments “recognize and reward 
non-traditional police performance to balance o!cer per-
ceptions of the importance of youth violence prevention 
and enforcement activities.”2

Exposure and training in how to recognize mental health 
issues, along with best practices for improving positive 
outcomes for youth and their communities, will ensure  
a more judicious, e"ective and cost-e!cient use of avail-
able resources, as well as increased public safety and 
improved relations between youths and police.

Strategies for Youth urges police academies to increase the 
scope, depth and focus of training to equip police with a 
variety of tools and strategies for encounters with youths. 

Specifically, we believe that all police recruits should be 
taught:

1 To understand how developmental capacities of  
children and teenagers di"er from those of adults 
and therefore require a set of approaches and  
strategies appropriate to their development. 

2 Communication and behavioral skills that are most 
e"ective for working with youth to reduce, rather 
than increase, the likelihood of conflict or violent 
response.

3 To recognize triggers and key indicators of trauma, 
exposure to violence, and other mental health issues 
among children and youth, particularly those who  
live in areas of concentrated disadvantage, and how 
to use alternatives to arrest for these children.

 Based on the evidence presented, not only  
does formal processing of juveniles appear not  
to control crime, it actually seems to increase 
delinquency — across all measures. 
— FORMAL SYSTEM PROCESSING OF JUVENILES: EFFECTS ON DELINQUENCY (2011)1
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Introduction

Every year police o!cers arrest approximately 2.1 million 
youth3 in the United States. The vast majority of these 
arrests are for low level, non-violent o"enses, such as dis-
orderly conduct, trespassing, or disruption of a school 
environment. The majority of the remainder are for prop-
erty and public disorder o"enses, and the legal equivalent 
of fighting. Only 12% of all juvenile arrests are for serious, 
violent felonies.4 The Bureau of Justice Statistics indicates 
that youth are fourth in overall contacts with police but 
third in contacts that result in handcu!ng.5 Although juve-
niles are involved in only 3.5% of all interactions with 
police, they incur 30.1% of all interactions involving use of 
force. In 81% of these incidents, police are initiating the 
use of force.

Police are o#en first responders to incidents involving 
youth—regardless of whether there is a public safety issue. 
And how o!cers read the youth and the incident a"ect 
outcomes for youth.

Police function as the gatekeepers to the juvenile justice 
system. Decisions by police to use force or arrest a youth 
have long-term, profound consequences for that individual 
and his or her family, as well as for society in general.

Police also play a major role in youths’ perceptions of how 
power and force are yielded, of how the law is applied, and 
of their own power and rights, or lack of them, within these 
encounters. Law enforcement o!cers’ contacts with 

LESS THAN ONE IN TEN ARRESTS IN DC INVOLVE A YOUTH
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Murder .2%

Robbery 
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Aggravated
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Youth Arrests are at the Lowest Point in 5 years

 

 MOST YOUTH ARRESTS ARE FOR NONVIOLENT OFFENSES

of all youth arrests 
in 2011 were for:

Release violations 

Simple assault

Other Misdemeanors 
& non-violent offenses

FEWER THAN HALF OF YOUTH ARRESTED ARE ACTUALLY CHARGED WITH A CRIME

THE HIGH COSTS OF ARRESTING DC YOUTH

SOURCE: DC LAWYERS FOR YOUTH, INFOGRAPHIC TITLED: THE HIGH COSTS OF ARRESTING DC YOUTH
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young people play an important in how youth view and 
trust police. This is true for youth as ordinary members of 
the community, suspected o"enders, young victims of 
abuse and neglect or children in need of help.

These interactions are a critical aspect of American youths’ 
socialization. Author and youth expert James Forman 
wrote: 

“Police o!cers are the principle arm of the state that 
inner-city kids see…This places an awesome responsibility 
on o!cers of the law, because how they treat young peo-
ple, particularly in inner-city neighborhoods that tend to 
be heavily policed, will have a profound impact on how 
kids begin to see the state, society and themselves.” 7

Moreover, everyone in our society pays for arrests and use 
of force on youths. The costs of arresting youth for minor 
o"enses or “to teach them to respect authority” are enor-
mous. Each arrest requires booking, court appearances by 
o!cers, and o#en involves two o!cers to insure federal 
laws for transport are adhered to. 

Post-arrest duties take police out of service and make 
them less available to deal with dangerous or violent situ-
ations in the communities they serve. In addition, if the 
case is prosecuted, the system must allocate a judge, a 
prosecutor, and a defender to ensure protection of the 
juvenile’s rights—all at taxpayers’ expense.

These costs are no longer sustainable, nor are they practi-
cal or necessary. The recent avalanche of research indi-
cates that when youth are arrested for normative adoles-
cent behavior and the typical system responses are brought 
to bear on them—court, detention, probation and incar-
ceration—the outcomes for these system-involved youth 
are, at a minimum, harmful and can be deeply traumatic.

There is a be!er way.
This report provides a blueprint for training, a key factor for 
improving relations between police and youths. Enhanced 
training will improve outcomes for youth, reducing unnec-
essary arrests and increasing the safety of our police and 
our communities. This report presents recent discoveries 
in adolescent brain science and juvenile behavior relevant 
to police practices, discusses the benefits of law enforce-
ment training in the area of juveniles, and analyzes findings 
from a national survey, conducted by Strategies of Youth, 
about the training curriculum in juvenile justice available 
to police in the academy. 

The report also highlights model training practices aimed 
at improving relations between youth and police, at reduc-
ing unnecessary arrests, and at increasing the strategies 
available to police in their interactions with youths. It con-
cludes with recommendations for public policy, practice, 
and training that will equip police with the tools and 
knowledge they need to keep communities safe, reduce 
unnecessary arrests, and promote positive interactions 
with juveniles while lowering the costs of the juvenile jus-
tice system. 

 Adolescent personality evokes in adults 
conflict, anxiety, and intense hostility.6 
— FIRST TEXTBOOK ON ADOLESCENCE, 1959

 We can’t arrest ourselves out of dealing with 
youth. There’s got to be a be"er way. 
— CHIEF PAUL MACMILLAN, MBTA TRANSIT POLICE CHIEF
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The quality of police/youth interactions varies widely 
across the U.S. and is rarely measured quantitatively. But 
the statistics and surveys that are available o"er a disturb-
ing portrait. One data set from the Bureau of Justice Statis-
tics indicates that between 1998 and 2008, youth aged 
16,17 and 18 represented 7.6% of the population and were 
involved in only 3.5% of all interactions with police, but 
experienced 30.1% of all interactions involving use of 
force by the police. In 81% of these incidents it was police 
initiating the use of force.8 

Data from surveys conducted by Strategies for Youth shed 
light on the reasons why interactions between youths and 
police can turn violent. These surveys indicate that youth 
expect o!cers to play a parental role, to explain why 
behavior is illegal before arrest, and to help them navigate 
the world of peers, parents, and schools.

Other qualitative data, collected by ethnographers, sug-
gest that youth feel o!cers do not hear them, routinely 
ignore their point of view, and proceed on the assumption 
that every youth encountered is guilty. Ethnographic anal-
ysis has been most e"ective in providing a nuanced view of 
what youth expect and experience in encounters with 
police. For instance, Stoutland’s study in Boston found:

“These young people did not suggest that police o!cers 
should be nice to everyone all the time or treat everyone 
the same…However, they did think that in every situa-
tion, there was an appropriately respectful way to treat 
someone.”9

Brunson and Fagan’s extensive studies also provide insight 
into the experience of urban youth.10 A sophomore student 
at the Maya Angelou Public Charter School, in Washington, 
D.C. summed up the impact of similar actions by asking, 
“How can you tell us we can be anything if they [the police] 
treat us like we’re nothing?”11

One Police Chief interviewed by SFY in the course of this 
study noted, “Kids may have one or two interactions with 
an o!cer a year. A lot of our o!cers have 10 interactions 
with youth on any given day. With that much practice, o!-
cers need to get it right. First impressions count.”

Studies dating back to the 1960s indicate that youth in 
poverty and youth of color feel especially disadvantaged in 
their interactions with police, leading to profound dis  

trust.12 The critical factor in the youth’s response and per-
ception of the legitimacy of police authority is how an o!-
cer approaches a youth.

Recently, the International Association of Chiefs of Police 
issued a report acknowledging police departments’ obliga-
tion to adjust their approach to youth:

“O!cers must apply their knowledge of youthful vulnera-
bility—whether that knowledge arises from common 
sense, personal (or parental) experience, child victim inter-
view training protocols, or brain science—to all juveniles 
who are being questioned, whether victim, witness, or sus-
pect. Systematic training will reinforce this important 
lesson. [emphasis added]”13

The report went on to say that in a study of what police 
know about custodial interrogation of juveniles:

“76 percent of law enforcement o!cers expressed a desire 
for more training on how to question youth, and 60 per-
cent endorsed the development of standardized juvenile 
questioning procedures. Yet most o!cers had received 
fewer than 10 hours of juvenile interview and interroga-
tion training over their entire careers. [emphasis added]”14

The Case for More Training: Why It Ma"ers 

7.6% of U.S. Population are  
16-19 year olds

3.5% of all police contacts are with 
16-19 year olds

30.1% of all interactions involving  
use of force by police with  
16-19 year olds

81.0% of interactions involving  
force are initiated by police.

SOURCE: BUREAU OF JUSTICE STATISTICS 2007
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The Special Challenges for Police in Schools
With the increased deployment of police in public schools,15 
the issue of police/youth interactions and questions about 
what is appropriate use of force and arrest are in the public 
eye almost weekly. Once a practice limited to “dangerous” 
schools or schools participating in the Drug Abuse Resis-
tance Education (DARE)16 program, the number of o!cers 
in schools increased dramatically due to an availability of 
federal funding in the early 1990s and e"orts to increase 
school security a#er the Columbine school shooting in 
1998.17 The Newtown, Connecticut shooting in 2012 
renewed this debate.18

In 1997, approximately 9,446 school resource o!cers 
(SROs) were permanently placed in school buildings across 
the country; as of 2010, that number was estimated to be 
closer to 17,000.19 As of late 2012, the National Associa-
tion of School Resource O!cers (NASRO) estimated school 
resource o!cers number around 10,000.

Behaviors once meriting  school disciplinary action now 
o#en result in arrest and prosecution. An American Bar 
Association (ABA) report on North Carolina found that “[c]
hildren as young as 6 and 7 are referred to court for issues 
that seem clearly to relate to special education status.”20 
Issuance of citations for children as young as 6 is routine.21 
“[I]t was reported in one county that two-thirds of delin-
quency case complaints came from the public school 
system.”22

Chief Justice Wallace Je"erson of the Texas Supreme Court 
has warned that “charging kids with criminal o"enses for 
low-level behavioral issues” is helping to drive many of 
them to a life in jail.24

Others, however, see the presence of school resource o!-
cers “as a vital component in school safety planning…as 
e"ective resources in reducing campus disruptions and in 
enhancing educators’ and students’ feelings of safety while 
at school.”25 One three-year study comparing the impact of 
schools with and without SROs in southeastern states, found 
that when results were controlled for economic disadvan-
tage, schools with SROs reduced arrests for assaults and 
possession of weapons by 52.3% and 72.9% respectively.26

To be sure, the use and impact of school resource o!cers 
di"ers by school and community. However, the concern 
that school resource o!cers are accelerating the rate at 
which youth go from school to prison has become a widely 
discussed and investigated topic27 and led to a Congres-
sional hearing initiated by Representative Durbin on 
December 12, 2012.28

The single offense for which there has been no 
reduction in juvenile charges: Public order 
offenses, such as disorderly conduct or 
obstruction of justice, increased steadily from 
1985 t0 2009 by 108%.23
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Police & Youth & the Media
Whether occurring in the streets or in the schools, recent 
media coverage is riddled with examples of negative inter-
actions between police and youth. In Alabama,29 Georgia,30 
Louisiana,31 Massachusetts,32 Mississippi,33 New Mexico,34 
New York,35 Texas,36 and Washington,37 high profile stories 
on police conduct towards youth illustrate two major trends 
that lead to police exposure in the press and in court:

1 Excessive use of force on youth

2 Use of arrest for minor o"enses or school  
discipline violations

Another troubling dimension of police/youth interactions 
are high rates of mental illness38 and learning disability39 
among youth who are arrested and system-involved. O!-
cers able to distinguish between misconduct and mental 
disorder can better ensure positive and e"ective outcomes 
for youth by directing them into the appropriate system. In 
view of the diminishing resources for state juvenile facili-
ties, it is increasingly unproductive to assume that youth 
will receive the mental health interventions they need in 
juvenile justice facilities.

The available data, combined with surveys and media nar-
ratives, confirm that police need a much broader and more 
comprehensive set of responses and alternatives to arrest 
in their interactions with juveniles. In particular, they can 
benefit from scientific research conducted during the past 
two decades about the seismic brain changes occurring 
during adolescence. (See Section III: The Juvenile Brain). 
This research provides conclusive evidence that adoles-
cents process and interpret information and stimuli in a 
distinctly di"erent manner than adults.

Some researchers have actually located specific areas of 
the brain that make teens more susceptible to peer pres-
sure, more impulsive, less reliable, and less able to con-
sider the likelihood of negative consequences. They are 
also more vulnerable to depression and anxiety disorders 

that can escalate their responses to events. At a minimum, 
these changes o#en lead young people to engage in con-
duct considered disrespectful and confrontational by o!-
cers; thereby increasing the likelihood that their conduct 
will result in arrest. However, if police are equipped with a 
broader and deeper understanding of adolescent brain 
development, they can develop alternative responses that 
reduce, rather than exacerbate, the risk of violence or 
altercations.

 Young people’s negative a"itudes towards 
police that are formed during adolescence will 
endure into adulthood… 
— LYN HINDS 2007 40
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In its recently published blueprint for reform, Reforming 
Juvenile Justice: A Developmental Approach,41 the National 
Research Council concluded:

“Recent research on adolescent development has under-
scored important behavioral di"erences between adults 
and adolescents with direct bearing on the design and 
operation of the justice system, raising doubts about the 
core assumptions driving the criminalization of juvenile 
justice policy in the last decades of the 20th century.”

Because adolescence is a distinct, yet transient, period of 
development between childhood and adulthood charac-
terized by increased experience experimentation and risk-
taking, a tendency to discount long-term consequences, 
and heightened sensitivity to peers and other social influ-
ences…Much adolescent involvement in illegal activity is an 
extension of the kind of risk-taking that is part of the 
developmental process of identity formation, and most 
adolescents mature out of these tendencies. The necessity 
for making, the distinction between youth and adults is not 
simply one of age, but one of motivation, impulse control, 
judgment, culpability and physiological maturation.” 42

The brain continues to develop through adolescence and 
does not reach maturity until approximately age 25.43 The 
prefrontal cortex, the area of the brain that governs the 
executive functions of reasoning, sequencing, understand-
ing consequences and impulse control, is the last part of 
the brain to develop.44

Studies also indicate that this part of the brain responds 
di"erently to peer pressure as a function of maturation.45 
Adolescents generally seek greater risks for various social 
and emotional reasons, but also for physical reasons. Lev-
els of dopamine, a neurotransmitter within the brain, a"ect 
memory, concentration, problem solving and other mental 
functions, and are not yet at their most e"ective in adoles-
cence.46

This research has been widely cited in court decisions about 
the treatment of juveniles in our criminal justice system. Of 
the four cases relating to juvenile justice issued by the U.S. 
Supreme Court since 2005, three focus on the obligation of 
the juvenile justice system to stop use of adult approaches 
to punish juveniles because of the scientifically established 
fact that juveniles are cognitively di"erent from adults.47   

The Court, citing neuroscience discoveries and psychiatric 
literature, has recognized the “underdeveloped sense of 
responsibility found in youth.” The Court in Roper v. Sim-
mons, which outlawed the juvenile death penalty, noted 
that “juveniles are more vulnerable or susceptible [than 
adults] to negative influences and outside pressures, includ-
ing peer pressure… This is explained in part by the prevailing 
circumstance that juveniles have less control, or less expe-
rience with control, over their own environment.”49

Most recently, the U.S. Supreme Court made clear that 
developmental di"erences must also figure into how 
police work with youth. In J.D.B. v. North Carolina, the U.S. 

The Juvenile Brain: Adolescent Behavior and Brain Research

 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. 
— U.S. SUPREME COURT CASE: ROPER V. SIMMONS, 543 U.S. 551 (2005)48
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Supreme Court put police on notice that they too are 
obligated to recognize the developmental di"erences of 
juveniles:

“It is beyond dispute that children will o#en feel bound to 
submit to police questioning when an adult in the same 
circumstances would feel free to leave. Seeing no reason 
for police o!cers or courts to blind themselves to that 
commonsense reality, we hold that a child’s age properly 
informs the Miranda custody analysis. A child’s age is far 
‘more than a chronological fact.’ It is a fact that ‘generates 
commonsense conclusions about behavior and percep-
tion.’ Such conclusions apply broadly to children as a class. 
And they are self-evident to anyone who was a child once 
himself, including any police o!cer or judge.”50

In response, many juvenile justice system stakeholders—
including judges, prosecutors, probation o!cers and juve-
nile defenders—are being trained in brain research to 
improve the quality of services they can provide to at-risk 
youth. These stakeholders are learning best practices tai-
lored to the teen brain.51 They have been given tools for 
building their own developmental competence to work 
with youth, including:

Greater clarity on what constitutes normative behavior; 
why youth have di!culty “self-regulating” and 
therefore need adult support to do so.

Recognition that adolescence and its potential for 
certain problem behavior—defiance of authority, 
impulsiveness and intensely emotional reactions–is a 
phase of human development.

Understanding that not all juvenile behavior is inten-
tional; instead, it is reactive and o#en symptomatic of 
mental health problems and environmental stressors 
that youth are ill-equipped to handle on their own.

Unfortunately, the training routinely provided to police 
o!cers working with youth does not include our growing 
knowledge of the teen brain, and rarely includes su!cient 
instruction. In 2011, the International Association of Chiefs 
of Police (IACP) conducted a survey assessing the juvenile 
justice training needs of police o!cers. The survey gath-
ered responses from 672 law enforcement o!cers and 
404 law enforcement agencies in 49 states and the Dis-
trict of Columbia.52 The results of the IACP survey53 found:

Most states do not mandate additional juvenile justice 
training a#er the basic academy level training.

Over half of all responding agencies had training 
budgets decreased or abolished over the past five years.

Lack of adequate funding and manpower were the 
primary reasons survey participants were not able to 
receive training.
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Participants in the IACP survey were asked “what their 
agency would need to more e"ectively manage juvenile or 
youth involved cases.” The top three responses54 were:

1 More sta" or dedicated sta!ng

2 Increased and better quality training opportunities

3 Funding

The harmful consequences of this training gap become 
more apparent when we examine the comments made by 
IACP survey respondents. One, working in a department 
without centralized juvenile services commented, “Most 
o!cers are ‘adult’ o!cers and really don’t have a clue as 
to the juvenile system.” A police chief wrote, “We wait way 
too long to get involved with at-risk kids. We need to reach 
them at an earlier age before they get themselves into 
trouble.”55 Another police chief did not want to “create a 
specialization for handling juveniles” but rather wanted 
“training for patrol o!cers that educates them on the best 
methods of addressing juvenile issues and not a program 
that encourages handing o" the assignment to a specialist.”56

This training gap puts police o!cers at a major disadvan-
tage when interacting with youth, severely limiting the 
tools, strategies, and interventions they can employ in 
challenging situations involving youths. This lack of knowl-
edge and training also puts their safety at risk.

Law enforcement’s lack of juvenile justice training means 
that o!cers are unaware of the research establishing that 
arresting and sending juveniles into the juvenile justice 
system is not working. Moreover o!cers need to better 
understand how their actions a"ect their own e"ective-
ness, safety and success.

Recent studies a!rming the value of alternatives to formal 
processing, including Teen Court, restorative justice, and 
mediation, reflect and vindicate police o!cers’ frustration 
with the current juvenile court system. These studies indi-
cate that formal processing of youth through the juvenile 
justice system is costly and makes juveniles more likely to 
recidivate and o!cers’ jobs harder.57

DEVELOPMENTAL COMPETENCE
Strategies for Youth has created a definition to articulate the 
basic requirements of adults effectively working with youth:

Developmental Competence refers to the understanding 
that children and adolescents’ perceptions and behaviors are 
influenced by biological and psychological factors related to 
their developmental stage.

Developmental competence is based on the premise that  
specific, sequential stages of neurological and psychologi-
cal development are universal. Children and adolescents’ 
responses differ from adults because of fundamental neurobio-
logical factors and related developmental stages of maturation.

A person who is developmentally competent recognizes 
that how children and youth perceive, process and respond 
to situations is a function of their developmental stage, and 
secondarily their culture and life experience. Developmentally 
competent adults align their expectations, responses, and 
interactions—as well as those of institutions and organiza-
tions—to the developmental stage of the children and youth 
they serve.

In order to become developmentally competent, an  
individual must:

1 Understand that children, adolescents, and adults  
interpret and respond differently to situations, social 
cues, interpersonal interactions, and the inherent  
authority and power of adults.

2 Apply this knowledge to enhance and improve  
interactions with children and youth.

3 Adjust institutional responses to the developmental  
stage of the children and youth served.
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Strategies for Youth views training for o!cers as critical to 
ensuring that interactions with youth are:

Less contentious and result in compliance with current 
laws and policies;

Less reliant on force and arrests (when appropriate); 
and

Developmentally appropriate and aimed at identi$ing 
youth with mental health, trauma, and addiction issues 
who need intervention and services.

Academy training on issues related to juvenile justice and 
on dealing e"ectively with youth takes on greater impor-
tance in view of the absence of mandatory in-service train-
ing for o!cers. Indeed, it is unclear how o!cers are kept 
up-to-date with legal changes in the treatment of juve-
niles, much less how they obtain current information about 
developments in understanding juveniles and best prac-
tices for working with them.

Strategies for Youth decided to expand the IACP’s survey 
and posed the question: If there is no in-service training, 
how are o!cers trained at the academy to work with juve-
niles?  In most states, mandated juvenile justice training for 
o!cers occurs at the beginning of their career in police 
academies or training centers. Most states define the cur-
riculum for the academy and oversee, to one degree or 
another, each academy’s adherence to this curriculum.

SFY designed a survey to explore and document how o!-
cers in recruit academies are trained to work with juve-
niles. The survey assesses the extent to which academies 
equip o!cers with the understanding, skills, tactics and 
best practices for working with juveniles. It is axiomatic 
that the level of discretion police o!cers possess in their 
interactions with youth and how they use that discretion in 
their interpretation of youth behaviors—as o"enses, as 
“youthful indiscretions,” or as cries for help—is a key 
determinant in the outcomes youth experience in such 

interactions. Therefore, we sought answers to these ques-
tions: 

1 Are o!cers trained at the recruit academy to  
e"ectively interact with juveniles?

2 How much time is spent on this aspect of the  
training? As a percentage of total academy training?

3 What topics in juvenile justice are covered in the  
academy training?

4 Who develops and provides the training, and what  
experience and qualifications do they possess?

Survey Methodology
In September 2011, SFY developed a ten-question survey58 

and administered it via telephone to representatives from 
state Police O!cer Standards and Training (POST) Boards 
or their organizational equivalents.59 SFY also requested 
copies of the juvenile training curriculum from each state. 
SFY is grateful for the generosity and support the POSTs 
and other departments showed us in providing informa-
tion. Several states were not permitted to provide curri-
cula, and several others provided it a#er submission of a 
formal public records request. Only one state, Montana, 
provided no information and was not responsive to 
repeated requests via phone and email.

Strategies for Youth Survey

If there is no in-service training, how are officers 
trained at the academy to work with juveniles?

 We wait way too long to get involved with 
at-risk kids. We need to reach them at an earlier 
age before they get themselves into trouble 
— IACP SURVEY RESPONDENT 
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1. Do states have statutory mandates requiring 
juvenile justice curriculum in recruit training?
Only Connecticut has enacted a statute requiring the 
inclusion of a juvenile justice training component for law 
enforcement recruits. This law was enacted in 1995, and is 
considered a national model. Recent activity in legislating 
police training has focused primarily on training school 
resource o!cers. Maryland has enacted legislation that 
“encourages” o!cers to learn about juvenile justice topics 
before working in a school, while Indiana enacted and then 
repealed legislation that that created a commission to 
determine what topics should be included in the training 
curriculum. E"orts to enact legislation to mandate educa-
tion in juvenile justice were considered by the Colorado 
and Texas legislatures in the past year. Neither bill passed.

Of the remaining states, all but five require training in juve-
nile justice at the direction of the Police O!cer Standards 

and Training (POST) Board or at the direction of other state 
agencies.

2. Do law enforcement recruit academies  
provide training on juvenile justice?
The review of the states and the District of Columbia found 
that 44 states cover the topic of juvenile justice in the 
Academy. Six do not: Alaska, Colorado, Kentucky, New 
Hampshire, and West Virginia; Montana did not respond to 
repeated requests for information about how police are 
trained. 

Minnesota is the only state in the Union to require all 
recruits to have at least a two-year college degree. As part 
of this degree, recruits must demonstrate understanding in 
juvenile justice. A summary of the findings of the survey is 
presented in the following pages; a state-by-state analysis 
is available in chart form in Appendix A.

Summary of Findings

STATUTES REQUIRING POLICE TRAINING
Connecticut: The Best & Broadest 
Conn. Gen. Stat. § 7-294h, enacted in 1995 at the instigation of a 
former police officer, requires that the state’s Police Officer Stan-
dards and Training Council provide officers a minimum of  
14 hours of training in “techniques for handling incidents involv-
ing juveniles” including “information regarding resources of the 
juvenile justice system in the state.” The law requires each police 
department to have a wri"en policy regarding the handling and 
processing of juvenile ma"ers for arrests, referrals, diversion and 
detention. It is the only statute in the nation requiring such a com-
prehensive approach to police training for working with juvenile.60

Maryland: Pre!y Please
Maryland Education Code Ann. Section 7-430 promotes officers 
learning cultural competency to understand “behaviors, a"itudes, 
and policies that enable law enforcement officers to understand, 
communicate with and effectively interact with” staff and 
students in public schools. However, a"endance is not mandated: 
“A law enforcement officers who is assigned to patrol a school 
building or school grounds is encouraged to complete this…train-
ing…before the law enforcement officer begins an assignment in a 
public school.”

Indiana: Waiting to Begin
In 2010, the Indiana Legislature enacted legislation requiring the 
creation of a Law Enforcement, School Policing, and Youth Work 
Group, under the aegis of the Criminal Justice Institute of Indiana, 
to develop a statewide training curriculum, arrest practices, and 
standards for law enforcement working with youth in the state’s 
public schools. The Commission was to be composed of 26 voting 
members, including law enforcement to youth under the age of 19, 
members of the legislature and sheriff departments, public school 
teachers and juvenile court judges. As of November 2012, the 
Governor had not yet convened the Commission. In January 2013, 
the legislation was repealed.61



16  STRATEGIES FOR YOUTH IF NOT NOW, WHEN?  FEBRUARY 2013  17

3. How long is the juvenile justice training in 
the academy, out of the total number of acad-
emy hours?
The survey indicates that academies spend an average of 
6.1 hours on juvenile justice topics during training for 
recruits. The length of police academies ranged from 159 
hours in Utah to 1,050 in Washington, D.C., averaging a 
total of 600 hours. For most academies, the average pro-
portion of hours spent on juvenile justice issues represented 
1% of total academy hours. Chart in Appendix B.

4. What topics are included in juvenile justice 
training?
SFY asked representatives of state’s academies to identi$ 
which subject areas are covered in the juvenile justice por-
tion of the curriculum. SFY also reviewed the curriculum, 
when available, to determine the extent to which such top-
ics are covered. While some states provided only learning 
objectives, others provided their curriculum along with 
teaching notes. Based on this combination of data, we 
developed a chart, available in Appendix C, describing each 
state’s coverage of juvenile justice topics.

The vast majority of states’ curricula focus solely on juve-
nile law. Some also provide a history of the development of 
the juvenile justice system. But few departments cover 
more than the juvenile code. The frequency with which  the 
curricula are updated to reflect state and U.S. Supreme 
Court decisions varies greatly.

Of the 42 states that provide juvenile justice training, only:

2 states provide o!cers with knowledge on juvenile 
development and psychology.

9 states provide o!cers with information and skills for 
identi$ing and responding appropriately to adolescent 
mental health issues.

8 states provide o!cers with best practices for 
communication and interactions/interventions with 
youth—including in non-incident situations where 
there is no delinquency—or where youth might be 
victims or witnesses.

** Montana did not respond to survey. 
** Minnesota requires a 2-year college degree which includes juvenile justice   
 training instead of recruit academy training. 
***43 States + Washington DC

FINDING 2
How Many States Require Juvenile Justice Training In  
Law Enforcement Recruit Academies?*

states  
do not

5

states***  
require it

44

Minnesota**

FINDING 3A
Number of Academy Training Hours* That States**  
Devoted To Juvenile Justice

5-10 hours
1-4 hours

0 hours20-25 hours
11-14 hours

states
23

3
states

5

states
17

1

** Zero states spent 15-19 hours covering juvenile justice topics. 
** Includes Washington DC and all 50 states, except Minnesota and Montana.

** Shown (le' to right) in order of greatest population density.

FINDING 3B
Hours Spent On Juvenile Justice Issues In The 10 Most 
Populated States*

25

20

15

10

5

0
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5. Is the curriculum on juvenile justice combined 
with curriculum focused on child abuse?
SFY reviewed the available curricula and PowerPoints of 
each state’s juvenile law training components. The results 
indicate that most states address juvenile justice issues 
separately from issues related to child abuse. For 24 states, 
educating o!cers on juvenile law was a separate curricu-
lum component; for 10 states juvenile law was combined 
with child abuse, and for 10 it was unclear (due to the 
information provided by the states).

Today many states are wrestling with what to do with the 
issue of “cross-over” youth, youth who are victims of abuse 
and neglect and become court involved due to a delin-
quency charge. However, no state academy curriculum 
explicitly addressed this issue nor shared best practices for 
serving and responding to these youth. Chart in Appendix D.

6. Are mental health experts involved in the 
development and presentation of the juvenile 
curriculum?
Only 11 states report providing recruits information on 
adolescent development and/or mental health issues. 
However, when SFY surveyed sta" at each department 
about the involvement of mental health experts in the 
development of the juvenile justice curriculum, di"erent 
information surfaced.

Twenty-four states report involving mental health profes-
sionals in the development of the juvenile justice curricu-
lum. Only 18 states report the involvement of mental 
health professionals in the presentation of the curriculum. 
Many states say the involvement of such experts is a deci-
sion made by individual instructors and academies.

Several states report involving outside groups, such as the 
National Alliance on Mental Illness, to provide juvenile men-
tal health training to o!cers. Several states allow o!cers, 
o#en on an elective basis, to attend Crisis Intervention 
Training (CIT). It is unclear from the information provided, 
however, whether the CIT training is geared toward youth. 
Chart in Appendix E-.

** Includes Washington DC and all 50 states, except Minnesota, Montana and   
 three states (Oklahoma, South Dakota, Washington) that did not respond   
 with detailed information. 
** Does not include state curricula focused on gangs.

TOPIC NUMBER OF STATES* 
COVERING THIS TOPIC 

Adolescent Development & Psychology 2

Adolescent Mental Health Issues 9

Decision Making & Teen Group Dynamics** 5

Juvenile Law for Law Enforcement 40

Demographic Issues Affecting Teens’ Conduct 11

Cultural Influences on Teen Conduct & 
Ramifications for Police

10

Asserting Authority Effectively / Best 
Practices for Policing Youth

8

FINDING 4
Topics Covered in Juvenile Justice Curriculum

** Includes Washington DC and all 50 states

Separate Component  
Juvenile Law Combined with 
Abuse & Neglect
Unclear, Undisclosed, or 
Curriculum Unavailable
No Statewide Training in the 
Academy

FINDING 5
States* Addressing Juvenile Law as a Separate Curriculum  
Component or Combining It with Abuse & Neglect Issues

states
6

states
11

states
10

states
24
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7. Does the Juvenile Justice curriculum include 
mention of disproportionate minority contact?
In 1974, Congress enacted the Juvenile Justice Delinquency 
Prevention Act (JJDPA) that provided core protections to 
youth in the juvenile justice system. In 1988, Congress 
amended the Act to include a fourth core protection 
directing states to address disproportionate minority con-
finement, known as “DMC”, of youth involved in state juve-
nile justice systems. In 2002, Congress further expanded 
this core protection of the JJDPA and directed states to 
address disproportionate minority contact. This “change 
required states participating in the formula grants program 
to address juvenile delinquency prevention e"orts and sys-
tems improvement e"orts, designed to reduce, without 
establishing or requiring numerical standards or quotas, 
the disproportionate number of juvenile members of the 
minority groups, who come in contact with the juvenile jus-
tice system.”62

With the change in definition, the legal obligation to 
address disproportionate minority involvement of youth in 
the juvenile justice system suddenly included law enforce-
ment. As the first point of contact, police interactions with 
youth are now within the orbit of federal regulation. 

SFY investigated whether police recruits are informed of 
this federal requirement. SFY learned that only 8 states 
make mention of DMC or police obligations under it. The 
results summarized in the chart Finding 7A are drawn from 
surveys of academy sta" as well as review of written cur-
ricula when provided.

Ten years a#er the enactment of the amendment to the 
law that includes police in review of DMC, there is little 
evidence in training academy curricula that this issue is 
raised, much less addressed. This represents a glaring omis-
sion in the training provided to police cadets. The enduring 
disparities in juvenile arrest rates by race (see chart Finding 
7B), argue for increased focus by law enforcement acade-
mies on this subject.

As the data indicate, the overrepresentation of youth of 
color, while showing some improvement over the last 5 
years, remains highly problematic. See Appendix F.

What’s Missing from Academy Curricula
Most academy curricula emphasize legal matters to the 
exclusion of practical skills grounded in developmental 
and psychological understanding. They do not include best 
practices for working with youth, di"using potentially vol-

** Includes Washington DC and all 50 states

FINDING 6
States* Involving Mental Health Experts in Development 
& Presentation of Curriculum in Police Academies

states
states

statesstates

states
states

17 22

1110

24
18

Curriculum Development Presentation

Mental Health Experts Involved
No Mental Health Experts Involved
No Response / Not Applicable

FINDING 7A
States* Teaching Recruits Federal Law Regarding DMC

**  Includes Washington DC and all 50 states

Provide Information on DMC  
in Academy
Do Not Provide Information 
on DMC in Academy
Unclear, Undisclosed, or 
Curriculum Unavailable

states
10 states

8

states
33

All White Minority African-American*
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0

FIGURE 7B
Juvenile Arrests Per 1000 Persons in the Population

**  The number of juvenile arrests for African Americans is double that for White youths  
 (2.1 in 2005 and 2.2 in 2009). 

2005 63

2009 64
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atile situations, mediating conflict among peer groups, 
families and communities. Similarly, the lack of information 
on prevalent mental health issues among teens and on key 
facets of adolescent development is troubling in view of 
the rates of mental illness of arrested and incarcerated. 

With thousands of o!cers deployed to public schools as 
school resource o!cers or to respond to schools’ calls for 
service, the absence of training for school-based policing 
is likely leading to arrests for school discipline and loss of 
educational services for youth. Several states o"ered 
information as part of their juvenile justice curriculum or 
on an elective basis, in specialized areas of the law.

Most states o"ered recruits neither information on “hot 
topics” in juvenile o"ending and juvenile law, nor opportu-
nities for o!cers to work with youth. 

In light of these omissions, Strategies for Youth recom-
mends that academy curricula include more:

“HOT TOPICS” IN JUVENILE OFFENDING
Few curricula include the changing face of juvenile o"end-
ing and conduct that bedevils and challenge o!cers. For 
instance, few curricula made reference to technology (the 
web, cellphones, social media) or abuse of pharmaceuti-
cals in lieu of other illicit drugs. There is no attention given 
to changes in patterns of o"ending among youth, includ-
ing small but consistent increases in girls being charged 
with o"ending.

“HOT TOPICS” IN JUVENILE LAW
Also notably absent from these trainings are “legal hot top-
ics.” These topics include best practices for advising youth 
on Miranda rights, the rationale for and practice of alterna-
tives to detention, the value of restorative justice prac-
tices, and e"ective approaches to diversion.

In view of the amount of focus on Miranda and when cus-
tody attaches, the lack of curricula attention about how 
and when to provide rights to juveniles does not serve o!-
cers well. The complete absence of discussion about the 
short- and long-term consequences of arrest and court 
involvement on youths’ futures is also a serious shortcoming.

“GOING NATIVE” 
The lack of experiential training, exposure to real youth 
and community-based programs that serve youth does not 
allow o!cers to apply their training in a way that would 
ensure a deeper understanding of the information and 
skills they have been taught. These interactions would give 
o!cers insight into how youth perceive the role of police 
and what approaches to asserting authority are most e"ec-
tive for o!cers to obtain compliance and cooperation 
from youth.

A comprehensive approach to training officers in best practices 
for youth includes making use of alternatives to arrest and 
incarceration and promoting relationship building with youth as a 
key to delinquency prevention. Those that explicitly taught such 
topics were:

Illinois
The 10 hour curriculum included strategies for “anticipating and 
preventing delinquent acts and building strong juvenile com-
munity relations.”  Illinois officers are to be trained to establish 
rapport with juveniles, listen carefully, and maintain objectivity. 
Emphasis is placed on the “behavioral aspects of dealing with the 
juvenile offender” including understanding behavioral pa"erns 
typical of youth such as “peer conformity” and “rebellion against 
authority.”

Texas
The 10 hour curriculum states that officers “will understand the 
nature of juvenile issues” including influences that may affect an 
youth’s encounter with police such as a “need for independence,” 
“rebellion against authority,” and “peer pressure.”

Kansas
The 9 hour curriculum discusses the importance of focusing on 
prevention and officers having “positive contact” with juveniles 
that may influence their future behavior. Specifically, the Kansas 
juvenile training curriculum states, “The community suffers or 
reaps based on the relationship between the police and the juve-
niles. Juveniles will respect those officers with good relationships. 
In contrast, those officers who choose not to get involved with 
the juveniles in the community will face more illicit deeds.”

STATES OFFERING MOST COMPREHENSIVE TRAINING APPROACHES
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In 1995, Connecticut was the first, and so far the only, state 
to statutorily require o!cers to receive 14 hours of training 
in “techniques for handling incidents involving juveniles” 
and to require each police department to have a written 
policy regarding the handling and processing of juvenile 
matters for arrests, referrals, diversion and detention.

In 2012, the National Center for Juvenile Justice (NCJJ)  
published a “snapshot” outlining innovative law enforce-
ment training in three states.65  

According to the NCJJ snapshot, only Connecticut is 
involved in police training; indeed, the other two states 
that have taken advantage of federal funding have focused 
on training detention and corrections o!cers.66 

In Massachusetts, juvenile detention o!cers are required 
to be trained to understand adolescent behavior, the trou-
bled teen, juvenile versus adult inmates, communication 
with youth detainees, and mentor roles for o!cers. 

In Texas, the law requires juvenile correctional o!cers to 
undergo 300 hours of training on topics including signs of 
suicide; signs of abuse, assault, and neglect; neurological, 
physical, and psychological development of adolescents;  
and dispute resolution.

Model Curriculum Components 
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Overarching Principles Of A Model Curriculum
A model curriculum should provide recruit officers with lecture, 
film and experiential modes of learning. 

 The curriculum should be premised on developmental compe-
tence: explaining developmental differences, coupled with 
provision of hands-on, practical application of tactics and practices 
for interactions with juveniles. 

 It should involve cross-training so that recruits may learn from a 
variety of viewpoints including those of mental health experts. 

 It should involve youth who can demonstrate and explain their 
responses to assertions of authority and which methods are most 
effective, as well as give officers an opportunity to apply the 
communication skills they have learned.

 The developmental perspective should be incorporated into other 
areas of academy training, especially regarding training on the use 

of force. 

Model Training Curriculum Components:
NATURE: NORMATIVE TEEN DEVELOPMENT  
Understanding the impacts of structural brain changes in adolescents 
affecting perception, processing, and response:

Best practices for relationship building
Impact of group dynamics on youths’ decision making and 
behaviors
Understanding BLT: Behavior-Language-Timing
Tactics for de-escalation of youth behavior & interactions
Tactics for interactions with groups of youth

RECOGNIZING BEHAVIOR OF COMPROMISED TEENS
Review of most prevalent mental health problems among teens, and of 
the prevalence of youth in the juvenile justice system with diagnosed 
mental health issues. Understanding the impacts of alcohol, illegal 
and prescription drugs on youth behavior. Recognizing and respond-
ing appropriately to the most prevalent mental health issues among 
teens: post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, oppositional 
defiance disorder, depression, and youth on the autism-spectrum. 

UNDERSTANDING TRAUMA & TRAUMATIZED RESPONSES TO POLICE
Review of the frequency with which police/youth interactions are 
related to trauma and traumatic instances. Review of sources of 

trauma and understanding their impacts on brain structure, the 
psyche, and behavior. Officers learn best tactics for working with 
traumatized youth.

WORKING EFFECTIVELY WITH LEARNING/LANGUAGE DISABLED 
YOUTH IN SCHOOL & ON THE STREET
Officers learn to recognize signs of school-based behavior reflecting 
learning disabilities. The component will demonstrate differences in 
learning/language disabled youths’ ability to perceive, and adults’ 
inability to see different perceptions and capacities of youth. Officers 
will learn tactics for recognizing and responding appropriately to youth 
with autism-spectrum disorders, lack of processing skills, and audi-
tory processing disorders. Officers will learn tactics for preventing 
and intervening on behalf of youth who are bullied due to their special 
needs.

TRYING IT ON FOR SIZE 
Skits involving local youth demonstrate youths’ reactions to different 
kinds of law enforcement demands for compliance; youth explain why 
and when they are most likely to comply. Officers have an opportunity 
to participate in a dialogue with youth.

SHOWCASING YOUTH-SERVING COMMUNITY BASED  
ORGANIZATIONS
Introduce recruits to local organizations that work with youth, show-
case programming and resources available, volunteering opportuni-
ties, and the process for officers to bring youth to programs as alterna-
tives to arrest.

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING
Recruits spend 7 to 14 hours at youth-serving community based orga-
nizations working directly with youth in a community se"ing; recruits 
visit local detention facilities and youth incarceration facilities and 
participate in facilitated conversations with youth.

JUVENILE LAW FOR LAW ENFORCEMENT
Part I: Perspectives on creation and purpose of juvenile justice system, 
as well as trends in recent court decisions from the U.S. Supreme 
Court and state courts on issues relating to juveniles, including judicial 
notice of differences in juveniles’ competence and resulting behav-
ioral issues, Miranda, custody, interviews and interrogations, etc. This 
section also describes the Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention Act 
and the obligations of state governments and police departments to 
address Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC).

Elements of A Model Curriculum 
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Part II. Enforcement Options: What are Officers’ Choices? What are 
Messages Officers Give with Each Choice? Review of options to arrest 
and not arrest, and best practices in such situations; provision of state 
data on juvenile court case dismissal rates.

Part III. Intended & Unintended Consequences: Review of literature 
demonstrating impacts of use of detention and commitment on rates 
of, and kinds of, re-offending. Information on collateral consequences 
of arrest on youths’ educational and employment opportunities, as 
well as their access to housing and other government benefits.

DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE YOUTH BEHAVIOR
This incorporates the review of socioeconomic factors affecting 
youth, including data on risk and protective factors that affect youth 
in their communities and in their schools and the increasing “cross-
over” of youth from child welfare systems to juvenile justice systems.

CULTURAL FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE YOUTH BEHAVIOR
This incorporates the review of aspects of American culture that most 
affect how youth interact and respond to assertion of authority; the 
messages that compete with messages of police, with special empha-
sis on the corporate world’s messaging and provocation to disobey 
authority and its explicit and implicit messages among teens about sex 
and violence; review of the role of technology (internet/IM/FB) that 
allows youth to lead a life hidden from adults and that expands their 
peer group exponentially—and sometimes dangerously.

BIAS & REDUCING DISPROPORTIONATE MINORITY CONTACT
This incorporates the review of the mental processes by which implicit 
bias occurs and data on racial disparities, as well as gender and sexual 
orientation, in the juvenile justice system. This component discusses 
the importance of bias-free interactions for ensuring a positive per-
ception of procedural justice, how to anticipate and address youth 
claims of racialized treatment, and methods of “self checking” for 
personal bias.

ASSERTING AUTHORITY EFFECTIVELY
This incorporates the review of literature demonstrating triggers that 
escalate incidents; what respect means to youth and the connection 
between procedural justice and police department relations with the 
community.

Model Training Programs That Get Good Grades
PORTLAND, OREGON, POLICE DEPARTMENT
The System Integration & Resource Network (SIRN) is a new and 
innovative project happening in Multnomah County, Oregon. This is 
a partnership between law enforcement, the juvenile justice system, 
and local non-profit, youth serving community organizations. This 

program allows all new police recruits and veteran Field Training Offi-
cers to participate in a 2 to 5 day (36-45 hour) experiential training 
focused on learning about each other’s systems while building and 
strengthening trusted community relationships.

Recruits: 1) a"end presentations by the local juvenile prosecutor, staff 
from a local youth center working with youth who are mentally ill, 
homeless, and commercially sexually exploited, 2)visit the detention 
and commitment center for pre/post adjudicated youth, 3)spend time 
gardening with youth in a restitution program and 4)learn about gang 
issues.

This is how the founders of the program explained their approach: 
“Early on Multnomah realized that police were underrepresented at 
the policy-making level and there was a need nationwide to embrace 
law enforcement in every jurisdiction. Because law enforcement pro-
vides the largest number of criminal referrals to the juvenile justice 
system and their support is vital when dealing with public safety 
issues, public perception and public relations—each system partner 
must be commi"ed to including law enforcement in their local policy-
making efforts.”

“One of the many goals of this program is to help officers appreciate 
the fact that they are not alone in their work but have many dedicated 
system partners standing behind them such as the District A"or-
ney’s Office, Multnomah County Department of Community Justice, 
and community providers that together serve and support juveniles, 
adults and their families in the probation, parole and juvenile services 
system.”

YOUTH AND RECRUITS FARMING TOGETHER IN PORTLAND, OREGON

MASSACHUSETTS BAY TRANSIT AUTHORITY POLICE DEPARTMENT
The MBTA Transit Police operate a recruit training academy, one of 7 
regional academies overseen by the Municipal Police Training Council 
in Massachuse"s. Since 2011, the MBTA academy has provided offi-
cers with 8 to 12 hours of training on the teen brain and recognizing 
and appropriately responding to youth with mental health issues. 
It has also given them an opportunity to observe teens’ responses 



IF  NOT NOW, WHEN?  FEBRUARY 2013  2323  STRATEGIES FOR YOUTH

to different styles of asserting authority. In addition to lectures on 
demographic and cultural factors influencing youth, officers spend 
two hours on salient juvenile law issues. This component focuses 
on the top reasons for juvenile arrest and prevalent misconceptions 
youth have about police/youth interactions and their rights. The train-
ing requires officers to review scenarios and propose alternatives to 
arrest. Officers spend at least an hour describing critical aspects of 
asserting authority that promote respect, relationship building, and 
positive interactions with youth.

PENNSYLVANIA DMC YOUTH/LAW ENFORCEMENT
This day-long training brings police academy recruits, experienced 
law enforcement officers and youth together for honest conversa-
tions, role play exercises and discussion of adolescent development 
and police procedures. The curriculum is divided into four modules.

Panel Discussion: Experienced officers and youth sit on a panel and 
discuss issues including stereotypes, police behavior, youth reactions 
to law enforcement and recommendations to improve the relation-
ship between youth and officers. This conversation is directed by a 
facilitator who ensures that both sides are able to have open, honest 
conversations.

Small Group Workshops: Recruits and youth who were in the audi-
ence join together in small group discussions with a facilitator to  
discuss the same issues that were discussed during the panel in a more 
intimate se"ing.

Lunch: Officers, recruits and youth share a meal together and have an 
opportunity for less structured conversations.

Adolescent Development: Law enforcement and youth are separated 
for instruction on adolescent development and youth culture. Officers 
learn about youth culture, adolescent brain development, concepts of 
hyper-vigilance and hyper-masculinity, as well as the distinctive char-
acteristics of coping strategies for boys and girls. In a separate session, 
youth are taught to identify how adolescent development, environ-
mental influences and issues of respect impact their behavior with law 
enforcement. Youth discuss strategies that can contribute to safe and 
positive interactions with police.

Role Play Exercises:Youth and law enforcement join together to  
participate in a series of facilitated role play exercises designed to 
reinforce the previous training and give youth and officers the oppor-
tunity to practice what they have learned.

PORTLAND, OREGON, POLICE DEPARTMENT

√+ Premise Is To Introduce Police To Youth— 
 Not Delinquents

√+  Experiential Learning

√+  Youth Involved in Training

√+  Grounding in Adolescent Brain &  
 Psychology

√+  Promoting Community Partnership

√+  Demographic Factors A"ecting Youth

√+  Juvenile Law for Law Enforcement

√+  Recruits Visit Juvenile Justice Facilities

MASSACHUSETTS BAY TRANSIT AUTHORITY POLICE 
DEPARTMENT 

√+ Grounding In Adolescent Development &  
 Psychology

√+ Youth Involved in Training

√+ Juvenile Law for Law Enforcement

√+  Demographic Factors A"ecting Youth

√+  Premise Is To Introduce Police To Youth— 
 Not Delinquents

PENNSYLVANIA DMC YOUTH/LAW ENFORCEMENT

√+ Premise Is To Introduce Police To Youth— 
 Not Delinquents

√+  Experiential Learning

√+  Youth Involved in Training

√+  Grounding in Adolescent Brain &  
 Psychology

√+ Demographic Factors A"ecting Youth
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Federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies should 
train o!cers based on the outcomes they hope to achieve. 
If, as some states’ POST public safety mission statements 
indicate, striving toward well-trained, professional, ethical 
o!cers who instill public confidence is the goal, training 
o!cers to understand a large segment of the population 
they serve would achieve that end.

Recommendation #1: Increase Training
While some juvenile justice training is o!ered, in most 
police academies it is limited and primarily focused on 
review of law and procedure. Better trained o!cers are 
better able to resolve issues with youth and serve their 
communities e"ectively. Children and youth are one-sixth 
of the American population, but they average 1.0% of most 
academies’ focus. That is insu!cient.

In view of how many recruits are assigned to police public 
schools, the case for training o!cers on how to work with 
juveniles becomes more urgent—yet only Tennessee pro-
vides o!cers training on their goals and obligations when 
policing in public schools. Specialized, focused training 
should be a requirement for o!cers deployed to schools.

Recommendation #2: Expand Training to  
Include Adolescent Development &  
Best Practices for Working with Youth
Recruit training needs to include adolescent develop-
ment and psychology, the demographic and cultural 
influences that a!ect youth’ perception of options, and 
how to secure the respect and cooperation of young 
people through a positive experience with authority. 
Most departments limit their training to juvenile law for 
law enforcement. This does not reflect the special needs 
and issues o!cers regularly encounter in their interactions 
with youth.

O!cers should be provided training in basic de-escalation 
techniques and in how to detect the symptoms and behav-
iors of young people with mental illness and/or who have 
been exposed to violence, trauma, or abuse. It is critical 
that the training reflect cultural factors that shape youths’ 
interactions with peers and authority figures. Finally, the 
Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention Act requires states 
to focus on disproportionate minority contact; academies 
should view this law as requiring training in DMC and 
avoiding tactics that perpetuate it. 

Recommendations Going Forward 
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It is in the best interest of youth, the juvenile justice sys-
tem, and communities to educate o!cers in the limits of 
formal processing and to ensure they are aware of the 
value and availability of youth-serving community based 
services. Such curricula, if regularly updated and taught 
with experts in adolescent development, will promote bet-
ter interactions by increasing o!cers’ understanding and 
skills for working with youth. A commitment to the regular 
updating and incorporation of research results and best 
practices are key to providing e"ective 21st century training.

Recommendation #3: Obtain Federal  
and State Support for a Gold Standard  
of Youth Development Training
The United States Department of Justice, the Federal 
Community Oriented Policing Services O"ce (COPS) and 
the O"ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven-
tion (OJJDP) should take a leadership role and provide 
funding and technical assistance to promote e!ective 
training of police o"cers. In order to encourage states to 
ensure that adolescent and developmental competence 
training is provided, the Department of Justice should take 
the lead role in articulating the goal of police/youth inter-
actions, reiterate the use of arrest as a last resort, clari$ 
the role of police in reducing disproportionate minority 
contact, and promote best practices. 

The federal government should require that such training 
be incorporated in all recruit curricula, provide incentives, 
and ensure necessary funding is provided to state and local 
jurisdictions to provide quality training. The government 
should measure the progress of states’ law enforcement 
councils and POSTs and set completion dates for the incor-
poration of such training. State and local law enforcement 
organizations, police chiefs and sheri"s should advocate 
for adequately funded legislative training mandates.

Recommendation #4: Cross Train with  
Other Juvenile Justice Professionals & Youth-
Serving Community Based Organizations
Law enforcement training organizations should collabo-
rate and cross train with professionals serving youth, 
including community-based, youth-serving organiza-
tions.

O!cers can learn much from mental health professionals 
about best practices for serving trauma and abuse victims. 
Adolescent and child development experts can provide 
o!cers with information on behavioral development, 
decision-making skills, and risk-taking behavior that nor-
mally accompany adolescence. Correction guards, proba-
tion o!cers, and public defenders could both benefit from 
the knowledge of o!cers and contribute information 
about adolescent thinking and behavior that may help 
reduce juvenile arrests and protect both o!cer and youth 
safety in the field.

Cross-training will enable o!cers to meaningfully engage 
in partnerships with youth-serving, community based 
organizations that o"er viable alternatives to arrest and 
provide positive youth development and community 
supervision.
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Presently, America’s police academies are not sufficiently equipping its recruits to work with juve-
niles. While data on police/youth interactions is far from comprehensive, we know from arrest statis-
tics and surveys that most youths are arrested for non-violent, low-level offenses, that they report 
police treat them with a lack of respect—particularly youths of color—and that arrests and processing 
through the system cause harm, sometimes irreparable, to the youths and their families, while unnec-
essarily taxing our already overburdened systems and public resources. It is in the best interest of our 
youths, our families, our communities and our democracy to reduce unnecessary arrests of youths and 
improve overall relations between police and juveniles.

Fortunately, there is now an abundance of brain science research that can help police who interact 
with juveniles on a regular basis understand their reactions and behaviors, and modulate their own 
interactions accordingly. Unfortunately, as SFY’s survey makes clear, this information is not being 
communicated effectively to police as part of their training, in the academy, or later, as in-service 
instruction. The lack of such training to police officers represents a serious gap in their knowledge and 
awareness that is jeopardizing their safety, the safety of communities, and hobbling their ability to 
effectively address challenging situations.

We have the knowledge, the tools and the strategies to remedy this situation. We just need to imple-
ment them in a comprehensive manner so that they reach every police officer and police cadet. The 
first step is to provide training to all police officers that will ensure their interactions with youths are, 
at a minimum, less contentious and result in compliance:

Less reliant on force and arrests (when appropriate); and

Developmentally appropriate and aimed at identifying youth with mental health, trauma, and 
addiction issues who need intervention and services.

CONCLUSION
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New York State Curriculum
A"ributes of An Officer Who Is Effective In Dealing With Juveniles 

Professional 
Self-controlled 
Patient 
Flexible 
Understanding 
Impartial 

Friendly 
Considerate 
Consistent 
Positive
Competent
Mentally Alert

Knowledgeable
Motivated
Willing to Listen 
Reasonable 
Talkative
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Appendix A. Source of Juvenile Justice Training Requirement

STATE JJ TRAINING PROVIDED IN ACADEMY TRAINING REQUIRED BY STATUTE

Alabama �

Alaska

Arizona �

Arkansas

California �

Colorado

Connecticut

Delaware

Florida �

Georgia

Hawaii 

Idaho

Illinois

Indiana

Iowa

Kansas

Kentucky

Louisiana

Maine

Maryland

Massachuse"s �

Michigan �

Minnesota data not available data not available

Mississippi �

Missouri �

Montana data not available data not available

Nebraska �

Nevada �

New Hampshire

New Jersey �

New Mexico

New York 

North Carolina

North Dakota �

Ohio �

Oklahoma

Oregon �

Pennsylvania �



28  STRATEGIES FOR YOUTH IF NOT NOW, WHEN?  FEBRUARY 2013  29

STATE JJ TRAINING PROVIDED IN ACADEMY TRAINING REQUIRED BY STATUTE

Rhode Island �

South Carolina �

South Dakota

Tennessee �

Texas

Utah

Vermont

Virginia

Washington

West Virginia

Wisconsin �

Wyoming �

Washington, D.C. �

Research Notes:

it was never implemented. 
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Appendix B. Total Juvenile Justice Training Hours, Total Academy Hours, Juvenile Justice Training 
Hours as Percentage of Total Academy Hours

STATE NUMBER OF JJ HOURS TOTAL NUMBER OF 
 ACADEMY HOURS JJ% OF TOTAL HOURS

Alabama 20 480 4%

Alaska 0 960 0%

Arizona 2 585 0.3%

Arkansas 4 480 0.8%

California 3 664 0.5%

Colorado 0 540 0%

Connecticut 10 818 1%

Delaware 8 568 1%

Florida 24 770 3%

Georgia 6 408 1%

Hawaii 5 999 0.5%

Idaho 2 584.5 0.3%

Illinois 10 494 2%

Indiana 6 600 1%

Iowa 4 560 0.7%

Kansas 9 560 2%

Kentucky 0 754 0%

Louisiana 12 360 3%

Maine 4 720 0.6%

Maryland 4 1,040 0.4%

Massachuse"s 8 800 1%

Michigan 8 594 1%

Minnesota data not available data not available data not available

Mississippi 3.5 400 0.9%

Missouri 8 600 1%

Montana data not available data not available data not available

Nebraska 6 600 1%

Nevada 6 700 0.9%

New Hampshire 0 data not available 0%

New Jersey 2.5 450 0.5%

New Mexico 4 800 0.5%

New York 5 600 0.8%

North Carolina 10 618 2%

North Dakota 4 477 0.8%

Ohio 6 582 1%

Oklahoma 4 576 0.7%

Oregon 8 640 1%

Pennsylvania 4 754 0.5%
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STATE NUMBER OF JJ HOURS TOTAL NUMBER OF 
 ACADEMY HOURS JJ% OF TOTAL HOURS

Rhode Island 4 877 0.5%

South Carolina 3.5 400 0.9%

South Dakota 6 520 1%

Tennessee 8 400 2%

Texas 10 618 2%

Utah 4 159 3%

Vermont 8 500 2%

Virginia 8 680 1%

Washington 8 720 1%

West Virginia 0 835 0%

Wisconsin 8 520 1.5%

Wyoming 3 541 0.5%

Washington, D.C. 20 1,050 2%

Research Notes:

it was never implemented. 
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Appendix C. Juvenile Justice Academy Curriculum Content

State

Development  
and  
Psychology

Adolescent  
Mental Health 
Issues

Decision Making 
and Teen Group 
Dynamics JJLE Demographic Issues

Cultural  
Influences

Asserting  
Authority  
Effectively

Alabama �� � � � �� �

Alaska data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Arizona � � � �

Arkansas � � � � �

California � � � � �

Colorado data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Connecticut � �

Delaware � � � �

Florida � � �

Georgia � � � � � �

Hawaii � � � �

Idaho � � � � � �

Illinois

Indiana � � � � � �

Iowa � � � � �

Kansas � � �

Kentucky data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Louisiana � � � � � �

Maine � � � � �

Maryland � � � �

Massachuse"s � � � � � �

Michigan � � � � � �

Minnesota data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Mississippi � � � � �

Missouri � � � � �

Montana data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Nebraska � � � � � �

Nevada � � � � � �

New Hampshire data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

New Jersey � � � � � �

New Mexico � � �� � �

New York � � � � �

North Carolina � � � � � �

North Dakota � � � � � �

Ohio � � � � � �

Oklahoma data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Oregon � � ��

Pennsylvania � � � � �
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State

Development  
and  
Psychology

Adolescent  
Mental Health 
Issues

Decision Making 
and Teen Group 
Dynamics JJLE Demographic Issues

Cultural  
Influences

Asserting  
Authority  
Effectively

Rhode Island � � � � � �

South Carolina � � � � � �

South Dakota data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Tennessee � � �� � � �

Texas � � � � �

Utah � � �� � � �

Vermont � � � � � �

Virginia � � � �

Washington data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

West Virginia data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available data not available

Wisconsin � � � � �

Wyoming � � �� � � �

Washington, D.C. � �

Research Notes:

it was never implemented. 
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Appendix D. Juvenile Justice Curriculum Combined with Child Abuse Training

Research Notes:

Juvenile justice curriculum is separate from child abuse curriculum. 
Juvenile justice curriculum is combined with child abuse curriculum. 
Unclear, undisclosed, or  no data.
Does not require juvenile justice training.

Alabama

Arizona

Arkansas

California Colorado

Connecticut

Delaware

Florida

Georgia

Idaho

Illinois Indiana

Iowa

Kansas
Kentucky

Louisiana

Maine

Maryland
Washington DC

Hawaii

Massachusetts

Michigan

Minnesota

Mississippi

Missouri

Montana

NebraskaNevada

New
Hampshire

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

North Carolina

North
Dakota

Ohio

Oklahoma

Oregon

Pennsylvania

Rhode Island

South
Carolina

South
Dakota

Tennessee

Texas

Utah

Vermont

Virginia

Washington

West
Virginia

Wisconsin

Wyoming

Alaska
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Alabama

Arizona

Arkansas

California Colorado

Connecticut

Delaware

Florida

Georgia

Idaho

Illinois Indiana

Iowa

Kansas
Kentucky

Louisiana

Maine

Maryland
Washington DC

Hawaii

Massachusetts

Michigan

Minnesota

Mississippi

Missouri

Montana

NebraskaNevada

New
Hampshire

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

North Carolina

North
Dakota

Ohio

Oklahoma

Oregon

Pennsylvania

Rhode Island

South
Carolina

South
Dakota

Tennessee

Texas

Utah

Vermont

Virginia

Washington

West
Virginia

Wisconsin

Wyoming

Alaska

Appendix E. Involvement of Mental Health Experts in  Juvenile Justice Curriculum  
Development and Training

Mental Health Experts involved in JJ Curriculum Development and Training.
Mental Health Experts involved in JJ Curriculum Development only.
Mental Health Experts involved in Training only.
Mental Health Experts not involved in JJ Curriculum Development or Training.
Does not require juvenile justice training or no data.

Research Notes:
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Alabama

Arizona

Arkansas

California Colorado

Connecticut

Delaware

Florida

Georgia

Idaho

Illinois Indiana

Iowa

Kansas
Kentucky

Louisiana

Maine

Maryland
Washington DC

Hawaii

Massachusetts

Michigan

Minnesota

Mississippi

Missouri

Montana

Nebraska
Nevada

New
Hampshire

New Jersey

New Mexico

New York

North Carolina

North
Dakota

Ohio

Oklahoma

Oregon

Pennsylvania

Rhode Island

South
Carolina

South
Dakota

Tennessee

Texas

Utah

Vermont

Virginia

Washington

West
Virginia

Wisconsin

Wyoming

Alaska

Appendix F. Inclusion of DMC Topics in Juvenile Justice 
Curriculum and Training

Research Notes:

Juvenile justice curriculum includes DMC. 
Juvenile justice curriculum does not include DMC. 
Does not require juvenile justice training. 
No data.
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