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In the beginning… 

Illinois Juvenile 
Court Act of 1899 

 
 
 
• Separated juveniles and adults in the correction system 
 
• Established a system of probation for juveniles 
 

• Formed a parallel system of justice designed to hold youth 
accountable and move them to productive citizenship 
 

• Created the world’s first juvenile court  
 



Illinois Demographics 
• 12,869,257 citizens 
• 3,101,490 under 18 years (24%) 

Department of Juvenile Justice 
• 969 youths in detention (over half from 7 communities) 
• 8 Illinois Youth Centers (2 slated for closure) 
• 17.7 Average age 
• 61% Black  
• 27% White 
• 11% Hispanic 

    
 

 



Therapeutic Model of Care 
Trauma as the underlying problem 
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Reality Check 
Most DJJ Youth: 

• Have common family histories of criminal 
behavior, mental health, and substance abuse 
problems 

• Come from neighborhoods in which 87% of the 
families are below the poverty line  

• Even with a DCFS intervention, African 
American youth in the child welfare system are 
twice as likely to be arrested as their white 
counterparts 

• 23% of the population of adults in these 
communities have less than a HS education 
 



Same Underlying Issues 

• 82.7% of detainees in Cook County Detention Center 
reported maltreatment; only 16.3% of these had a court 
report of the maltreatment  

 
• Persistent maltreatment that extends to adolescence, or 

occurs only in adolescence, is significantly correlated 
with delinquency risk  

 
• Rates of delinquency are at least 50% higher among 

children with maltreatment histories (Smith & Thornberry, 
1995) 

 



Yet, Different Responses 

• Child Welfare 
– Protect the child from 

the family 
– View the child’s 

problems in the 
context of the family 

– Strengthen the family 
by improving parental 
capacity  

– Identify protective 
factors that can be 
mobilized 

• Juvenile Justice 
– Protect the community 

from the child 
– Remove the child from 

the family 
– Provide services to 

rehabilitate the child 
out of the family 
context 

– Identify & address 
child problems  



Previous Trajectory of Youth 
Committed to DJJ 
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Current Trajectory of Youth Committed to DJJ 
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Improved Information Sharing: 
Including risk, need & strength assessments 

from counties committing youth 
(can guide placement decisions). 

Placement: 
Non-secure 

options  that 
address  youth 

risks  and needs. 

Aftercare 
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Aftercare 
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graduated 

incentives for 
success on reentry. 
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graduated, 

community-based, 
evidence-based 

sanctions for 
violations 



DJJ Service Continuum 
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Prevention 

The homicide victimization rate for non-
high school graduates is 1/3 higher than 
that of HS grads and 6x the rate of those 
with some college education (Cook and 
Ludwig, 2000).  
Yet the high school graduation rate for the 
50 largest cities in America is just 53%  
  

 



Diversion 

Redeploy Illinois is an alternative to commitment 
program for at-risk youth between the ages of 13 
and 18.  It provides funding to counties for local 
agencies to deliver comprehensive services such as 
counseling, substance abuse and mental health 
treatment, life skills education, parent and family 
support services, and victim-related services.   
*Youths responsible for violent crimes are not 
eligible for Redeploy Illinois. 



Treatment 

• Trained DJJ 87 supervisors on mental health & 
trauma 

• Conducted evidence based risk assessment 
(MAYSI-2, YASI, CANS) on incarcerated youth 
to develop individualized treatment/discharge 
plans 

• Focused on family engagement 



Pre-Release 
Step down, Train up 

 
• Created a specialized step-down facility with a 

focus is on intensive programming and 
discharge planning to stabilize and transition 
young men for 90 days prior to anticipated 
release date.  
 

• Developed training curriculum for Aftercare 
Specialists 
 



Reconnecting to School 
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Virtual Learning 
“Virtual” learning is using information & communication technologies 
to deliver instruction and provide an opportunity to meet the unique 
needs of youth while incarcerated and as they re-enter the community. 
 
• Instruction tailored to the individual student, with all education and 

ability levels accommodated 
• The use of technology engages students in a new and different way 

that may prove more effective with relatively disengaged students 
• Students can continue their education seamlessly upon re-entry to 

the community 
• Students receive on-line instruction through the virtual school & 

classrooms have a certified teacher present to supervise, answer 
questions, and provide educational guidance.  
 



Virtual High School 

The Illinois Department of Juvenile Justice is the first state 
juvenile system in the country to introduce virtual learning  



DATA DRIVEN 
 
We hope to serve as a model for educating justice involved youth. 
Researchers from the University of Chicago Crime Lab and Urban Education 
Lab will work with DJJ administrators to conduct a randomized controlled 
evaluation to determine whether virtual learning increases academic 
performance, continuity in schooling, school credit accrual, cognitive skills 
and non-cognitive personality traits that are related to academic behavior.    
The evaluation will also determine whether the use of virtual education 
improves these young peoples’ lives over time by increasing their schooling 
attainment after they leave the facilities, reducing their rates of recidivism, 
and increasing their attachment to the labor force. A control group will 
receive the status quo, traditional classroom education with live teacher 
instruction.  The study will also examine non-academic outcomes including 
recidivism and employment that may result from improved education 
outcomes and carry out a benefit cost analysis to help determine whether the 
program is a cost effective approach to improving outcomes for detained 
youth.   



Vocational Training 
• 2010 employment rate for low-income black teens in Illinois was 

less than one-fourth the rate for higher income white teens  
 

• For every year that a teen is employed, their income rises about 
15% during their 20s 

 

• Youth who work are less likely to drop out, more likely to graduate 
from high school 

 

• Employment significantly changes youth engagement with deviant 
and risky behavior 

 

• Girls who have jobs are less likely to become pregnant  
 

• Boys are less likely to get involved in property crime and drug use  



ROI 

We are Iffy on data regarding how each area 
drives results, but the proof is in the pudding. 
 

Juvenile Justice Population: 
• October 2010  -1209 
• October 2012  -1111 
• Today    -  968 

 
 
 



 There is a paradox at the core of penology, 
and from it derives the thousand ills and 
afflictions of the prison system.  It is that not 
only the worst of the young are sent to prison, 
but the best - that is, the proudest, the 
bravest, the most daring, the most 
enterprising and the most undefeated of the 
poor.  There starts the horror. 

        - Norman Mailer 
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