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The Florida State Legislature will reach a historic crossroads
during its next legislative session beginning in March 2001 They
will either respond to the burgeoning numbers of girls in and
at risk of entering the Florida juvenile justice system by spending
millions more on the construction of maximum security lock-
up facilities while eliminating the very prevention and
intervention programs girls need to avoid arrest, or they will
rely on current research, such as the study summarized here
conducted by the National Council on Crime and Delinquency
(NCCD) with assistance from the PACE Center for Girls (PACE)
to reverse course.

The choice is immediate and, quite literally, concrete. In
West Palm Beach County, Florida has activated (at an initial
construction cost of $4 million and an estimated per annum
operating cost of $2.5 million) one of the first maximum security
youth prisons exclusively for girls in the nation. These costs
represent just phase one of construction.At least one other is
underway that will double the institution's housing capacity
from 50 to |00 girls and increase building costs to an estimated
7.5 million. If less restrictive alternatives for girls are not
immediately developed,a third phase may also be implemented,
Credible studies profiling young women offenders over the last
25 years are in nearly universal agreement that this type of
environment, designed to control the more dangerous behaviors
of male adult offenders, is at best developmentally inappropriate.

Atworst, it will further hinder adolescent girl inmates from re-

entering Florida communities as emotionally and economically




stable adult women and parents (many are already mothers)

On the hopeful side of the spectrum, the site is acquired and
the architectural plans are complete for the construction of the
PACE Preteen Center, a new middle school for at-risk girls in
Broward County,Florida. This program is designed to ensure that
girls have the academic and social competencies to avoid arrest
and thrive in one of the most prosperous but competitive
economic eras the nation has ever known. It also targets girls at
what both the current Florida girls' study and a previous NCCD
study conducted in California show is a critical developmental
turning point in their lives, 8 to | | years old,

The subject of this report is a study funded by the Jessie Ball
duPont Fund and conducted by NCCD with research support
from the PACE Center for Girls between 1998 and 2000 on
girls in the Florida and Duval County juvenile justice systems,
The objectives of the study were to create a comprehensive
profile of girl offenders, describe how girls are processed through
the juvenile justice system, and identify the specific risk factors
leading to girls' offending. The ultimate goal of the project was
to develop a research-based legislative and service blueprint that
willinterrupt the escalating trend of girls' offending by eliminating
the critical underlying risk factors.

In summary, the study strongly suggests that the most
statistically significant risk factor underlying girls' offending
(including serious offending) is educational failure, especially
during their middle school years (6th to 8th grade). Structured

analysis of nearly 1,000 case files selected from multiple points

in the Duval County juvenile justice system revealed that those
young women whose official records indicated academic
problems throughout their school careers were roughly four
times more likely to be repeat offenders and nearly three times
more likely to be more serious and person offenders than girls
whose records did not, Statistical analysis of data from 86
interviews with girl offenders in that same system suggested that
academic problems (uneven grades) during middle school
constituted by farthe most significant risk factor underlying both
repeat offending and offending labeled "serious." Other key risk
factors that emerged from the study were pregnancy and early
sexual activity, violent victimization, and an intergenerational
pattern of incarceration, especially of fathers. Clearly the time to
intervene in girls' lives is early, between 8 and |2 year old, and
intensively, with comprehensive gender-responsive middle school
environments anchoring the service continuum for girls.

At the same time, NCCD's analysis of Florida Department
of Juvenile |ustice data revealed that between 1993 and 1998 girls'
delinquencies have increased by 30% statewide (compared to a
5% increase among young males) and that girls in Duval County
are increasingly likely to be detained (locked up) for minor
nonviolent offenses. Beyond the deepest end of the Florida
juvenile justice system, the number of girls judicially waived into
the adult criminal system has increased | 1% since 1993.1tis no
longer uncommen to find adolescent girls as youngas |4 and |15
year old in Florida's adult jails and prisons. Again, virtually every

evaluation of effective services for girls over the last quarter



century has indicated that these low-level offenses should trigger
treatment, not lock-up. It is also critical to note that although
Florida is one of the nation's gateways to Central and South
America and to the Caribbean, the Department of Juvenile Justice
system has no category for collecting information on Hispanic
and some other racial and ethnic groups.While Florida is not alone
in this regard, this deficiency must be addressed in order ta plan
fairly for culturally-responsive programming for girls and all youth.

A brief policy analysis reveals a disturbing context for all of
these findings.According to the Florida Juvenile Justice Assaciation,
the governor and legislature are currently considering cutting
$28 million from the current level of juvenile justice program
funding, including roughly $17.5 million in funding for
approximately 64 existing youth prevention, intervention, and
treatment programs, several of which address the very educational
risk factors that lead to girls' offending. In turn, the savings will
reportedly be invested not in earlier intervention, but in the
construction of roughly 1,888 new and expensive to maintain beds
for male and female youth offenders (such as the above-
mentioned girls' facility). Legislators and citizens must now ask if
this is a wise investment strategy in Florida's future public safety
when current research indicates that education, not incarceration,
is the preferred method of reducing juvenile crime, especially
girls' offending. Matching research to concrete solutions,
"Education or Incarcerate" recommends a six point legislative
agenda, which is fully itemized in the section of this report

addressing the NCCD -study findings and recommendations.

Finally,itis important to highlight why legislation is at the heart
of NCCD's recommended juvenile justice reforms. Historically,
legislation has played an essential role in furthering girls and women's
access to all levels of education nationally and to effective juvenile
justice programming in Florida. WithoutTitle I, the landmark civil
rights legislation passed by the United States Congress in 1972,the
remarkable advancement in women's educational status at all
levels from high school to graduate school might never have
occurred. In Florida, without a class action lawsuit (the Bobby M.
case) that uncovered terrible abuses of girls and boys in state
training schools and the subsequent passage of the Juvenile Justice
Reform Act in 1990, community based programs for girls might
neverhave been created. Now even this fledgling network of girls'
programs is experiencing a funding cut backlash. It is time for the
Florida state legislature to reclaim its unfinished agenda and fund

girls' schoals, not prisons,







Contrasting Profiles in juvenile Crime [rends

nNd Risk Factors fo

A superficial glance at headlines reporting recent declines in
juvenile erime and in selected risk factors associated with juvenile
offending creates the impression that conditions are improving for
all youth and that as a result Americans will be safer. However, a
closer examination of juvenile justice trends separated by gender
reveals avery different picture. Despite their relative invisibility to the
public and policy makers,girls are the fastest growing segment of the
juvenile justice system nationally and in Florida.

Similarly, while the intensity of certain economic and social risk
factors,such as child poverty and pregnancy,appears to be decreasing,
acloserinspection uncovers a two-tier reality. These improvements
have left behind significant numbers of poorand minority youth and
those whose life experiencesinclude stressors such as victimization.
In otherwords, the social fabric of the nation continues to tearalbeit
more silently, Further the complex interplay between gender, race,
ethnicity, economic status, and individual experience has obscured
the link between persistent risks and girls'increasing vulnerability to
juvenile justice system involvement. In this section, NCCD draws upon
existing data sources to explore recent trends in girls' offending,
including more serious offending, as well as the disparate portraits
of risk improvements represented by girls from differing racial
backgrounds and economic strata.

As indicated above, nationally and in the state of Florida, girls
and young women are entering the juvenile justice system at a faster
rate of increase than their male counterparts. In 1998, the most
recent yearforwhichthese data are available, arrests of girls reached

27% of total arrests. In other words, just as the overall statistical

ndine

picture of juvenile ciime appears to be improving due to falling rates
of male offending.a closer look reveals something quite different.The
juvenile justice profile of girls is either failing to improve orworsening,
Even in the category of offending labelled as serious or violent, a
surface examination of recent trends reveals that between 1994 and
1998 violent arrest rates for our nation's youth declined sharply
following a pericd of rapid growth (OJ|DP Statistical Briefing Book,
1999).While violent crime arrest rates involving boys exceeded the
rate for girls, trends in growth and declines were far different for
boys and girls (Figure |). Between 1987 and 1994, growth in the
violent crime arrest rate for girls was almost double the growth for
boys (1 14% vs. 64%). Consistent with that trend, the decline in the
violent crime arrest rate among girls between 1994 and 1998 was
less than one-half the decline among boys (15% vs.329%).

Gender differences were also seen among all cases received
by Florida’s juvenile courts, Between 1993 and 1997, case rates
declined for boys while increasing for girls (Florida Department of
Juvenile Justice, 2000). A similar pattern was observed for cases
involving a violent felony. Young women represented 2% of all
violent felony cases in 1997 compared to 17% of cases in 1993.

While there s significant controversy among scholars and policy
makers overthe interpretation of these data - forexample, are girls
actually becoming more violent and assaultive or are families, law
enforcement,and the courts more willing to criminalize adolescent
rebellious behaviors (a recent study of girls in the California juvenile
justice system [Acoca and Dedel, | 998] strongly suggests the latter)

- the rising trend is undeniable.
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As states have struggled to find effective approaches for dealing
with juvenile crime, policy changes pushed our nation's youth more
and more deeply into the system. Generally, these changes had a
greater relative impact on girls than boys. For example, between
1988 and 1997 the numbers of girls receiving a disposition of out-
of-home placement more than doubled while increasing by only
one-half for boys (Snyder, et al, 999). Additionally, between 1988
and 1994, cases judicially waived from juvenile to adult criminal court
increased more for girls than boys (88% and 73%, respectively).This
was followed by a smaller decline in judicial waivers for girls than boys

between 1994 and 1997 (| 6% vs.28%).
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Selected Risk Factors for Juvenile
Offending:

Poverty, Victimization, and
School Performance and Dropping Out

Despite the overall decline in crime among adults and
juveniles alike, many Americans feel more vulnerable to
crime.We are not only fearful of becoming the victim of
random violence, but we have also begun to fear that
perpetrators of violence may be living among us - our

children’s friends and our own sons and daughters. As a
consequence, perhaps we have begun to demand greater
accountability (in the form ofincreasingly punitive sentences)
from youth offenders while neglecting our responsibility to
improve the conditions of childhood that lead them to
delinquency. ‘While truly random events may not be
predictable or preventable, a review of the factors associated
with a young person’s risk of offending is critical to helping us
-to predict the predictable and ameliorate the risks that leave
youth,and especially girls,vulnerable to juvenile justice system
involvement.This study addresses just a few of the factors
cited in the literature that relate to the environmental
conditions, stressful or critical life events, or individual
predispositions associated with an increased risk for later
offending. However, it should be noted that these factors
seldom occur in isolation. More typically, risk factors are
interconnected, with each risk potentially both the cause

and the consequence of the others.



Poverty
An Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
(O)JDP) longitudinal study of 1,000 at-risk youth found that social
class had important effects on delinquency: Children living in persistent,
high-level poverty were more involved in delinquency, especially
serious delinquency (Browning, et al.). In addition, an O||DP study
group on serious and violent juvenile offenders also identified poverty
as being associated with an increased risk for later violence (Loeber
& Farrington, 1997).

In recent years the nation has experienced a decline in the
poverty rate, even among our children and the elderly While the
percentage of children living in poverty declined - from 22%to 1 7%
between 1992 and 1999 - a more detailed inspection reveals a
somewhat troubling pattern among racial and ethnic subgroups
(Figure 2).In 1999 the poverty rates of African American and Hispanic
children were still more than three times the rate of white children
(33%, 3096, 9% respectively). In addition, between 1992 and 1999
the poverty rates declined less for Hispanic children than for either
white orAfrican American children (24%, 29%,and 29%, respectively),

Victimization

Mationally, 903,000 or | 29 children per 000 were identified

by child protective services as victims of maltreatment. (LS.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2000).At 23.2 victims
per |,000 the Florida victimization rate was about twice the national
rate. Smith and Thornberry (1995) found that "having a history of
childhood maltreatment serious enough to warrant official

intervention by child protective services is a significant risk factor for
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later involvement in serious delinquency!’ Children experiencing
multiple forms of family violence in the home were twice as likely
as others to commit violence themselves (Thomberry, | 994), Studies
using official records indicate that abuse and neglect during childhood
significantly increase the likelihood of committing a violent crime
(Widom, 1992).

Overall,about one-half (52%) of victims of maltreatment were
identified as fernale. Generally rates of maltreatment were comparable
for male and female children. However the rate of sexual abuse was
about four times greater among girls than boys (U.S, Department
of Health and Human Services, 2000). A study of 200 girls in four
California detention centers identified childhood victimization among
92% of the female detainees (Acoca & Dedel, 1998). Among this
population, 88% had experienced emaotional abuse, 8 1% had been
physically abused, and 56% had been sexually assaulted.

An analysis of data from the National Survey on Adolescent
Health (AddHealth) identified crime victimization as one of the
strongest risk factors for predicting violent offending (NCCD 2000)
among girls. Accordingly, Acoca's 1998 study of girls in California
detention facilities found that nearly one-half of girls had been burned
orbeat and one in four had been shot or stabbed.

Poor School Performance and Dropping Out

Poor school performance and weak school commitment were
associated with increased involvement in delinquency and drug use
according to an OJJDP study on serious and violent, juvenile offending
(Browninget al, 1999, Hawkins, | 987).Indeed some studies identified

pooracademic performance as the most significant risk factor relating



10
to early onset of delinquency (Dryfoos, | 990oshikawa, 1994; 16
Greenwood, et al, |996). Low commitment to school was i
found among 21.3% of nonviclent respondents, 33.8% of e
nanchronic violent offenders,and 40.6% of violent offenders | :
(Thornberry, et al.). School factors such as academic failure 6
low bonding to school, truancy, dropping out of school,and 4
frequent school transitions were all identified as predictorsof =~ 2
youth violence (Hawkins, et al.). 0

Percent of 15-24 year olds who dropped out of grades 10-12
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Truancy,characterized in an OJ|DP report asa“'stepping
stone to delinquency and criminal behavior” (Garry, 1996), was
identified as the most powerful predictor of delinquent behavior:
Truant students often drop out of school because of falling behind
in classwork and are at higher risk of being drawn into behavior
involving drugs,alcohol, orviolence A University of Maryland report
found 51% of female juvenile detainees not in school at the time of
their arrest tested positive for drug use (Wish, et al.).

Analysis of data from the National Longitudinal Study on

Adolescent Health (Add Health) indicates that school expulsion

Percent of children under age 18 in poverty

was the greatest predictor of future violence among a nationally
representative sample of girls in grades seven through twelve (NCCD,
2000). Furtherthe relationship between pooracademic achievernent
and later violence has been found to be stronger for females than
for males (Hawkins,et al.).In fact,a disproportionate number (26%)
of female offenders have learning disabilities (Acoca & Dedel, |998).
By the time females enter the juvenile justice system, they may be
at least a grade level behind their peers, Girls who are juvenile
offenders may have reacted to academic challenges in the past by

skipping school or dropping out altogether (Bergsmann,
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special classroom.The median age for the first of these experiences

was age |3,

Risk Factors for Dropping Out of School:

Divergent Profiles of Poverty,
Race-Ethnicity, and Teen Birth Rates

In 1998,4.9% of female students in grades ten through twelve
dropped out of school (Kaufman, et al, |999).The overall dropout
rate of 4.8% in 1998 represents a general downward trend in the
rate of young people dropping out of schoal since the mid-1970's,
In Florida, dropout rates also generally declined (Florida Departrment
of Education, 2000). During the 1993-94 school year 5.6% of students
age |6 and older dropped out of school compared to 4.8% of
students during the 1997-98 school year. The
1998-1999 school year represented the first year
dropout rates were available by genderin Florida.
During this year, 4.8% of girls dropped out of
grades nine through twelve compared to 6.0%
of boys. In Duval County, the dropout rate for
both girls and boys exceeded the state rate -
7.4% and 9.8%, respectively. While the general
decline in the percentage of youth dropping out of
school is encouraging, dropout rates still remain
woefully high among certain subgroups of
students (Figure 3).

Poverty

For example, in 1998, the dropout rate

among students from families with low incomes

was almost five times that of students from families with high incomes
and over three times the rate of those from families from middle
incomes (12.7% compared with 2.7% and 3.8%, respectively)
(Kaufman et al, 1999). (Low income is defined as in the lowest 20%
of the income distribution, high income is defined as in the top 20%,
and middle income is defined as in the middle 60% of the distribution.)

A 1996 study from the US.Department of Education reported
that school poverty concentration is consistently related to lower
performance on every education outcome measured. Forinstance,
eighth and tenth grade students in schools with the highest poverty
concentrations scored at a much lower percentile on standardized
math and reading achieverent tests than students in schools with
the lowest concentration of
poverty (Lippman,etal, | 996).
In addition, a 1997 study
concluded that students at high
poverty schools in Florida were
less likely than those at low
poverty schoolsto performwell
academically (Office of Program
Policy Analysis and Government
Accountability, | 997).The report
identified lower test scores
among  children from
elementary, middle, and high
schoolsserving high percentages

of children from low-income



