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Preface
Background

In 1996, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation funded the Youth Law
Center, the Juvenile Law Center, and the American Bar Association Juvenile Justice Center to
develop and provide training for juvenile justice professionals around the country. The goal
of the project was to develop a training curriculum that applied the findings of adolescent
development and related research to practice issues confronted by juvenile court
practitioners at the various decision-making stages of the juvenile justice process.’ The long
range objective was to improve the quality of decisions made by juvenile court practitioners.

Two jurisdictions B West Palm Beach, Florida and Oakland, California B agreed to serve
as pilot training sites. Project staff worked with juvenile court professionals at both sites
and a national advisory committee of practitioners and trainers to identify the training topics.
The topics chosen were relevant to adolescent development and related research, unique to
juvenile court practice, and typically excluded from professional training curricula.

Over the course of two years, the project sponsored a series of trainings in the pilot
sites. The trainings were developed and delivered by experts from all parts of the country.
Project staff recruited trainers with specialized knowledge in the relevant subject matter
whose expertise was broadly relevant to juvenile court practice. The trainings were cross-
disciplinary -- delivering the information to judges, prosecutors, defenders and probation
staff at the same time. In both sites, the presiding juvenile court judge set aside specific
dates for the trainings, and either closed the courts or lengthened the lunch recess. Most of
the trainings were three hours long.

Project staff then created training modules that corresponded to the training topics.
The resulting modules incorporate the materials developed by the trainers; supplemental
research, literature and training materials; and feedback from the pilot sites. The completed
modules were reviewed by a group of professionals with broad expertise in each subject
matter.

The Training Modules

The training curriculum consists of six separate modules:

The Foundation also launched the MacArthur Foundation Research Network on
Adolescent Development and Juvenile Justice in 1997. The mission of the Network is to
develop new knowledge regarding the assumptions on which the juvenile justice system
functions, and to improve legal practice and policy-making with accurate information about
adolescent development. For more information about the Network, please consult its
website: http://www.mac-adoldev-juvjustice.org.



Module One: Kids Are Different: How Knowledge of Adolescent Development Theory
Can Aid Decision-Making in Court

Module Two: Talking to Teens in the Justice System: Strategies for Interviewing
Adolescent Defendants, Witnesses, and Victims

Module Three: Mental Health Assessments in the Justice System: How To Get High
Quality Evaluations and What To Do With Them in Court

Module Four: The Pathways to Juvenile Violence: How Child Maltreatment and Other
Risk Factors Lead Children to Chronically Aggressive Behavior

Module Five: Special Ed Kids in the Justice System: How to Recognize and Treat
Young People with Disabilities That Compromise Their Ability to
Comprehend, Learn, and Behave

Module Six: Evaluating Youth Competence in the Justice System

The modules were designed for maximum flexibility and broad application. The modules
stand alone, so that jurisdictions can use any individual module or any combination of
modules. Each module contains extensive information on the topic, which can form the core
of the training, as well as a Atool kit@ containing interactive exercises, hypothetical cases,
video clips and other training tools. The information in the modules is sufficiently general to
apply in any jurisdiction. However, the tools can be adapted to make the subject matter
relevant to the daily practice of participants in any particular training site. The curriculum
also contains an extensive literature review listing materials relevant to the training topics
and related subjects. Selected articles can be assigned for reading prior to the trainings, or
the literature review can be made available as a general resource.

Project staff also incorporated the advice of adult learning specialists and professional
trainers who served as consultants to the project. These consultants recommended that
trainers emphasize a limited number of basic concepts in each subject area and actively
engage participants in the learning process. Thus, each module contains a list of the major
themes to be discussed, and the subsequent information refers back to those main themes.
Similarly, the modules contain several interactive exercises to involve the audience in the
training process and to draw upon their experiences to illustrate significant points.

How to Use the Curriculum in Your Jurisdiction

Effective use of this curriculum in a local jurisdiction requires an individual or group of
people to organize trainings that are tailored to the specific needs of practitioners. It is
important to engage practitioners in the planning process from the beginning. Organizers can
work with representatives from the relevant professional groups to determine what areas
they are interested in covering. This feedback will help organizers decide whether to present
the entire curriculum or select individual modules.

Organizers can also ask the participants to recommend potential trainers. Trainers
should have expertise and experience in the relevant subject matter. Familiarity with local
juvenile court practice is also helpful. However, it is even more important that the trainer be
skilled in engaging the audience in the learning process, drawing from their experience and
utilizing tools to make the subject matter relevant to daily juvenile court practice. Straight
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lecture format B even by a learned and interesting trainer -- is not usually an effective
method for presenting the material. Potential sources for trainers are local colleges and
universities; law schools; local chapters of national organizations, such as the American
Psychological Association; and local or state professional organizations and societies.
Organizers may also contact the American Bar Association Juvenile Justice Center for
suggestions for experts to conduct the trainings.

Organizers can work with trainers to adapt the curriculum to make it relevant to local
practice and current issues. Again, consultation with the relevant professional groups is
important. For example, a fact pattern in the curriculum may require some changes to
accurately reflect state law, local practice and current trends. Similarly, a video clip in the
tool kit may present a scenario that is not representative of the issues important to the
audience.

Organizers can also decide whether to conduct cross-disciplinary trainings, or to train
professional groups separately. There are advantages and disadvantages to each approach.
Cross-disciplinary trainings ensure that all of the juvenile court practitioners benefit from the
same information. Issues raised and insights gained from the trainings may lead to changes in
practice, which will be more successful if there is shared understanding and consensus
among juvenile court professionals. Training the professions together also presents the
opportunity for lively discussions among practitioners who have different roles and
perceptions of the juvenile court process. On the other hand, candid discussion may be less
likely with traditional adversaries in the same room. Attorneys or probation officers might also
be reluctant to openly discuss local problems in the presence of juvenile court judges. There
is also some advantage to tailoring the presentation of information to the specific
professional groups because they are likely to use the information differently. Organizers
should consult with the professional groups and determine what means of delivering the
training best meets their needs and concerns.
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