
exciting pilot projects designed to reduce 
juvenile justice involvement and improve 
school climate have been developed in 
communities across the state.  By sharing 
and disseminating data and best practices 
from these projects, communities can learn 
from each other about what works and 
what does not.

Addressing academic, mental health, 
and behavioral health needs as early 
as possible is also critical to keeping 
children in school and out of  the 
juvenile justice system. Research shows 
that many disciplinary and behavioral 
problems result from unmet academic 
and health care needs. Schools and 
communities should ensure that children 
and youth have the educational supports 
and health care services they need. The 
comprehensive behavioral and mental 
health plan for children and young adults 
which Connecticut is currently developing 
(due for release in fall 2014) should help 
schools and communities in this endeavor 
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Connecticut has made great 
improvements in recent years in its 
treatment of  young people involved 
in the juvenile justice system.  Going 
forward, Connecticut must continue to 
invest in research-based, developmentally 
appropriate services that keep children and 
communities safe.

Keeping children in school is 
the first step towards reducing 
involvement in the juvenile justice 
system. This can be done by improving 
school climate, reducing exclusionary 
discipline practices, preventing truancy 
and dropout, improving alternative 
education options, and minimizing 
school-based arrests. Safe, caring, well-
structured school environments based 
on positive relationships among students, 
faculty, school resource officers, and 
administrators are essential to keeping 
children and youth in school.  In recent 
years, schools in Connecticut have 
made significant strides in improving 
school climate and reducing unnecessary 
suspensions, expulsions, and school-
based arrests. However, much more 
remains to be done to reduce truancy 
and dropout, eliminate racial inequities in 
school discipline and school based arrests, 
and improve the alternative education 
options available to students at risk of  
academic failure and juvenile justice 
involvement. Fortunately, a number of  
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by identifying a range of  services and supports that can 
help children and youth overcome or manage mental 
and behavioral health challenges.  

Connecticut’s landmark 2007 reforms of  its juvenile 
justice laws are moving Connecticut towards a 
system that is more developmentally appropriate, 
cost-effective, and likely to prevent future 
delinquent behavior.  “Raising the age” of  juvenile 
court jurisdiction to permit most offenses involving 
16 and 17 year-olds to be adjudicated in juvenile court 
rather than adult criminal court represented a watershed 
for children’s rights in Connecticut.  These reforms 
expanded diversion services and court options for 
youth engaged in “status” offenses, such as truancy, 
running away, and out-of-control behavior.  Since 
these reforms began in 2006, rearrests and criminal 
convictions of  youth with status offenses have dropped 
by over 70%.1  Going forward, it is essential that 
Connecticut continues to implement and monitor these 
reforms in a comprehensive, thoughtful, and cost-
effective manner.  

Connecticut must develop a robust and 
developmentally appropriate system of  services for 
youth in its juvenile justice system. Connecticut has 
been lauded nationally for its commitment to increasing 
the availability of  alternatives to incarceration, 
closing or downsizing secure facilities, and expanding 
evidence-based and therapeutic services for its youth. 
However, in March, the Connecticut Department of  
Children and Families (DCF) opened a new locked 
facility (“Pueblo”) for young women in its care. It is 
imperative that state lawmakers and DCF take steps to 
ensure that Pueblo and other secure facilities (such as 
CJTS, a locked facility for young men) are used safely 

and appropriately for only the highest-risk population.  
DCF should evaluate and expand its community-based 
services as alternatives to locked facilities, and should 
better measure and track outcomes for youth in its care 
by increasing its capacity for data collection, program 
evaluation, and quality assurance. 

Connecticut must continue to work hard to 
eliminate racial and income-based inequities in the 
juvenile justice system. In Connecticut and across 
the country, a wealth of  academic and professional 
data analysis has revealed some startling inequities in 
the manner in which race neutral laws and policies are 
enforced. To ensure that all of  Connecticut’s children – 
regardless of  race, income status, or town of  residence 
– have equal opportunities to grow up safe, healthy, and 
successful, it is vital that the state, communities, and 
schools track these disparities and work to eliminate 
them.

In summary, to keep children and communities 
safe, Connecticut should:

• Invest in best practice based programs designed to 
keep children in school;

• Address academic and behavioral health needs as 
early as possible;

• Retain a commitment to the landmark “Raise the 
Age” reforms;

• Develop a robust and appropriate system of  
juvenile justice services; and

• Eliminate racial and income-based inequities in the 
juvenile justice system. 

1  “Juvenile Justice Reform in Connecticut,” Justice Policy Institute, 2013.


