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Preface

his book is intended to serve as a comprehensive introduction to the field of juvenile

justice. It is designed to help readers understand the complexities of present juvenile

justice practice by presenting a thorough examination of the social, historical, and legal
context in which delinquency and juvenile justice practice occurs. We have included a broad
range of information so that those without experience in the field will be able to understand
the multiple decision-making stages that constitute juvenile justice, the interconnections
among agencies involved in juvenile justice, and the factors that influence case processing.
We examine the relevant literature on the effectiveness of various juvenile justice interven-
tions, as well as a variety of practical, political, economic, philosophical, ethical, and legal
issues that invariably arise when juvenile justice agencies become involved in the lives of
youths and their families. We also examine common myths about juvenile offenders and
juvenile justice practice and we include information on how juvenile justice is practiced in
other cultures.

As it has been in previous editions, our mission in this edition is to make youths who
are involved in the juvenile justice process, the institutions that make up juvenile justice, and
juvenile justice decision-makers accessible to readers. We have, of course, relied heavily on
the scholarly literature in developing the contents of this book. However, we have also relied
on our own experiences as juvenile justice practitioners (our combined years as practitioners
total 40), as well as our experiences as teachers and instructors of juvenile justice practitioners
and both graduate and undergraduate university students (our combined years of experience
total more than 50).

Despite the many hours of work that have gone into this project, we recognize that the
final product is not perfect. Indeed, there are several aspects of juvenile justice that create
difficulties for anyone attempting to develop a comprehensive introductory text in this area.
One significant challenge has been to present the diversity of current approaches to juvenile
justice. Juvenile justice is a complex undertaking, and there is considerable variation in juvenile
justice practice across jurisdictions. Nevertheless, we are confident that we have produced a
text that will help the reader understand the basic operation of juvenile justice regardless of
where he or she lives, and will help him or her understand many of the nuances that define
contemporary juvenile justice practice. Moreover, we have worked diligently to present a bal-
anced view of juvenile justice. We want readers to recognize that juvenile justice continues to
face a number of problems, and we encourage readers to critically examine past and present
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juvenile justice operations. We believe that a critical examination of juvenile justice theory
and practice is important for the future development of juvenile justice practice. However,
we have also attempted to acknowledge the many positive things that are done for children
and families in juvenile courts and other juvenile justice agencies each day. We hope that we
have succeeded.
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CHAPTER OBJECTIVES
After studying this chapter, you should be able to
Define basic concepts necessary for understanding the juvenile justice process
Present a legal definition of delinquency
Describe the shortcomings of legal definitions of delinquency
Explain why it is important to understand diversity in the population of juvenile offenders

Explain why age is the primary criterion for defining a juvenile from a legal perspective

Describe the problems associated with using age to define the clients of the juvenile
justice process

Describe those factors that contribute to variation and conflict in juvenile justice practice
Explain why “juvenile justice system” may be a misleading term

Describe the role that public perception plays in responding to the “delinguency problem”
Assess the potential for harm that is associated with institutions of social control
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