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Teen courts, also known as peer courts and youth
courts, are an alternative to traditional juvenile court
for relatively young, less serious juvenile offenders.
Juveniles who have committed low level offenses
(e.g., underage drinking, theft, misdemeanor assault,
disorderly conduct, and vandalism, etc.) are diverted
from the traditional juvenile court to a teen court. In
a teen court, the roles of attorneys, court clerk,
bailiff, jurors, and sometimes the judge, arefilled by
youth. However, teen courts are usually adminis-
tered by adults. Thisfact sheet describes the underly-
ing philosophy of teen court programs, variationsin
the teen court model, who is appropriate for teen
courts, and initial stepsin determining whether a teen
court program s appropriate for your community.

The effects of delinquency and substance abuse can be
devastatingtoteens, their families, and their communities.
By intervening early withtroubledyouth, teen courtsattempt
tohdpyouthwhoareengagingin problembehaviorspursue
apaththat will lead totheir becoming moreresponsibleand
productivecitizens. Teencourtsdomorethansimply punish
by holding youth accountablefor their actions; teen courts
also helpyouth devel op necessary skills. Most teen courts
aredesignedto:?

. hel pyouth understandthat their problem behavior
hasconsequencesandthat they will beheld
accountable;

. enhancethedevelopment of youth’' sskills(e.g.,

ability tocommunicateeffectively, solveproblems,
listen, andresolveconflicts);

. teach youththat their actionshaveanimpact on
themselvesand others(e.g, victimsandthe
community); and

. providean opportunity for youthto practiceand
enhancenewly developed Kills.

Many teen courts are beginning to stress principles of
restorativejustice, aconcept that emphasizesrepairingthe
harmthat hasoccurred asaresult of thedel inquent act and
rebuilding relationships(e.g., betweentheyouth and hisor
her family, victims, friends, and thecommunity) througha
process that involves stakeholders in an active and
respectful way, while stressing the community’ srolein
problem-solving.2

Teencourtsthat usearestorativejusticeapproacharemore
likely tobeeffectiveinbuilding connectionsbetweenyouth
and adults while providing youth with opportunities to
increasetheir killsandto participateinameaningful way in
their community.

Types of teen court programs:

Teencourtsvary intheir structureand intheagency that
administerstheprogram. Four typesof teen courtsarein
use®

. Adultjudgemodel —Anadult servesasjudgeand
isresponsiblefor decisonsrelatedtolegal
terminol ogy and courtroom procedure. Y outh
serveasattorneys, jurors, clerks, bailiffs, etc. This
model isthemaost commonly used.

. Y outhjudgemode —Thismodel isthesameasthe
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adultjudgemodel except that ayouth servesasthe
judge.

. Tribuna model —Inthismodé, youth attorneys
present thecasetoapand of threeyouthjudges. The
panel decidestheappropriatedispositionfor the
offendingyouth.

. Peer jury model —Thismodel doesnot useyouth
attorneys. Rather, thecaseispresentedtoayouth
jury by ayouth or adult. Membersof theyouthjury
questiontheoffendingyouthdirectly.

M ost teen courtsare administered by juvenile courtsand
privatenonprofit organizations. Othersareadministered by
variousagenciesasindicated by thefollowing:

. juvenilecourts(29%)

. private nonprofit organization (29%)

. juvenileprobation (17%)

. law enforcement agency (17%)

. school (10%)

. other (e.g., city government, administrativeofficeof
thecourts) (22%).

The agency administering the program also is usually
responsiblefor budgeting, planning, and personnel. They
maly al so supervisethecourtroom activitiesand coordinate
community serviceplacements.

Whatisacommon profileof ajuvenileoffender in teen
court?
Teen courtsaremost frequently usedfor:

. Y ounger juveniles(ages10-15);

. Juvenileswithnoprior arrests;
. Y outhwithnoprior referralstojuvenilecourt; and
. Y outhwithlessseriouslaw violations(e.g., theft

[suchasshoplifting], vandalism, minor assaullt,
school disciplinary problems, a cohol and marijuana
possession and use, and disorderly conduct).

What types of dispositions are used?

Community serviceisthemost frequently used disposition.
About 99% of all teen court programsreport that community
serviceisused*“ often” or “very often.”* Other dispositions
usedinclude:

. victimapology | etters(86%)
. apol ogy essays(79%)

. teen court jury duty (75%)
. drug/alcohol classes(59%)
. monetary restitution (34%).

How is the community involved in teen courts?
Community membersareofteninvolvedinteen courtsin
several ways. First, community membersmay volunteer to
mentor boththeyouth offendersandthevolunteer youthwho
are participating in theteen court. Second, community
memberscanhel pdevel opcommunity serviceoptionsfor the
youth offendersthat aremeaningful and that help strengthen
ayouth’ sconnectionsto other adults. Third, thecommunity
can help develop recognition events for the teen court
volunteersand for youth offenderswho have successfully
completedtheir sentences. Findly, community memberscan
hel pgather satementsdescribing theimpact of thede inquent
act onbusinessowners, victims, family, andfriends.

Theinvolvement of thelegal community, especially the
judiciary, appears to be important to the successful
functioning of ateen court. Surveysof existing teen court
programshavedemongtrated that theinvol vement of thelegal
community isparticularly important tosecuringand sustaining
fundingfor theprogram.

Do teen courts work?
Themgority of teen court programsarelessthan 5yearsold,
thereforeevaluation studiesarel acking ontheseprograms.

Theimpact of teen courtson recidivismismixed at best.
However, thelack of well-designed eval uation studiesmakes
itdifficulttodraw conclusions.

Inadditiontorecidivismasanoutcome, several studieshave
suggested that teen courtsmay haveeffectsonyouth other
than reduced recidivism.> For example, studies have
suggested that teen courtsaffect client satisfactionwith the
teen court experience. Y outh participating in teen courts
reported that theexperienceincreased their understanding of
thelegd system, hel pedthemimprovetheir behavior, hel ped
them becomemorerespons bleand hel ped them makemore
thoughtful decisions.® Someteensal soreportedimproved
communicationwiththeir parentsand improved gradesin
schooal.
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A national evaluation of four teen courts is currently
underway. Resultsare expected to bereleased sometime
duringtheyear (2001).

How do you begin to implement a teen court?
Designing andimplementing ateen court requiressecuring
support from the key legal practitioners, developing an
operational design, recruiting and training youth to
participate, hiring staff (usualy acoordinator), and obtaining
funding. Somekey stepscan betakento begintheprocess:
(@) Formaplanning/advisory committee—recruitkey
stakehol derswho haveknowl edgeand skillsneeded
duringtheplanning/implementation process.

)] Compileinformation about theteen court concept,
includinginformationonvariousprograms(it’'s
particularly helpful toresearchexisting programsin
your state).

3 Securesupport fromthefamily/juvenilecourtjudge
inyour community.

4) Determinehow low-leve offendersarecurrently
handledby thelegd systeminyour jurisdiction(e.g.,
Isthereaneed for ateen court? What happensto
youthwhenthey arearrestedfor low level offenses?
What typesof dispositionsdoyouth receive? What
istherecidivismratefor low-level offenders?)

5) | dentify tasksto beaddressed during theplanning
process,

(6) Createsubcommitteesand/or task forcesto begin
completingtasks.

As with any program, the process of designing and
implementing the program requires careful attention to
articulatinggod sand objectivesand devel opingadesignwith

broad-based community support. For moreinformationon
planning ateen court, contact:

National Center on Rura Justiceand CrimePrevention, 864-
656-6285, www.clemson.edu/ncrj

National Y outh Court Center at the American Paroleand
Probation Association, 859-244-8215; www.youthcourt.net.

The National Center on Rural Justice and Crime
Prevention seeks to stimulate the development of
partnerships between local justice systems (e.g., law
enforcement, courts, prosecutors) and residents,
organizations, andinstitutionsinrural communitiesand
small towns to prevent and reduce crime and violence.
The Center focuses on research, education, technical
assistance, and infor mation dissemination.
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