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Senator Doyle, Senator Kissel, Representative Tong, Representative Rebimbas, and esteemed 
members of the committee on judiciary: 
 
My name is Lauren Ruth, and I am testifying today on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children, a 
research-based child advocacy organization working to ensure that all Connecticut children have an 
equitable opportunity to achieve their full potential. Thank you for this opportunity to speak in 
support of H.B. 7286: An Act Concerning the Recommendations of the Juvenile Justice Policy and 
Oversight Committee and to offer some thoughts and concerns regarding S.B. 1025 and H.B. 7045. 
 
I. Support for H.B. 7286: An Act Concerning the Recommendations of the Juvenile 

Justice Policy and Oversight Committee. 
 
We offer strong support for H.B. 7286, particularly those provisions pertaining to diversion 
from the juvenile justice system. Section 7 creates and implements a community-based diversion 
system utilizing resources that already exist in many communities. Specifically, this bill leverages 
Youth Service Bureaus (YSBs) as a coordinating hub to evaluate the needs of youth and families, 
refer youth and families to appropriate services, coordinate and implement these services, and 
evaluate the effectiveness of services.  
 
We see a number of strengths in the model proposed. First, it utilizes existing resources and creates 
a more standardized mechanism by bringing together and coordinating the fragmented pieces of the 
YSBs, various community services, and the Children’s Behavioral Health Plan. It helps to identify 
where services are insufficiently distributed, insufficiently funded, or insufficiently utilized so that 
the state can redistribute services and funding in the most efficient manner. This will help the state 
save money and time when implementing this plan. 
 
Next, the model addresses the contexts in which youth develop antisocial or delinquent behaviors. 
Youth behaviors develop within the contexts of family dynamics, school dynamics, peer dynamics, 
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and community dynamics.1 The community diversion model created in H.B. 7286 offers support 
and services not only to the youth exhibiting worrisome behaviors, but also to their families, schools, 
peers, and communities to help change the dynamics within which behaviors manifest. For example, 
a youth may exhibit chronic absenteeism from school for a myriad of reasons ranging from 
homelessness to bullying to anxiety to asthma.2 If a school refers a youth to the YSBs for chronic 
absenteeism, workers at the YSB would evaluate the dynamic creating this behavior, match the 
youth and families with appropriate services, and follow-up with the youth to ensure the efficacy of 
the services. If a youth is chronically absent because of homelessness, this diversion plan will help by 
matching the youth and family with appropriate employment and housing services. If the youth is 
absent because of chronic asthma, the YSBs can help families find appropriate healthcare and may 
also be able to identify health risks within physical school structures. 
 
Finally, this model limits court involvement to only the most serious cases. As mentioned, when 
youth exhibit behaviors due to a certain context, the community-based diversion model helps to 
identify the dynamic and change the context to promote more appropriate behaviors. Alternatively, 
if a youth engages in an inappropriate behavior as the result of impulsivity, this model helps the 
youth learn consequences without the lasting stigma of having a criminal record. Limiting formal 
juvenile justice system involvement to the most serious cases helps reduce state costs associated with 
crime and incarceration as well as personal costs to the youth and their families. 
 
We urge the committee to adopt fully the JJPOC recommendations regarding the 
Community-Based Diversion System. These recommendations include adopting the system 
starting in July of 2017 to help support schools and families during the time when truancy cases will 
be removed from the courts. We also urge the committee members to support fully funding the 
Community-Based Diversion System by reinvesting dollars saved from reduced incarceration. 
Because many YSBs are already underfunded, they cannot expand their coordinating capacity 
without additional resources. Currently, these funds are included in H.B. 6516 i, which we urge 
committee members to support once it comes to the House and Senate floors. Although funding is 
tight this legislative session, we expect that investing in Community-Based Diversion Systems will 
provide a fast return on investment by further reducing costly incarceration. 
 
II. Recommendations regarding S.B. 1025: An Act Concerning Closure of the 

Connecticut Juvenile Training School and the Transfer of the Juvenile Justice 
Programs and Services from the Department of Children and Families to the Judicial 
Branch. 

 
We applaud the state’s commitment to closing these facilities as part of the broader juvenile justice 
reform effort underway in Connecticut. The state’s primary goal should remain the development of 
a robust continuum of care, including community-based preventative, diversionary, therapeutic, and 
rehabilitative services, to meet the needs of all juvenile justice-involved youth. Before closing CJTS, 
policymakers must ensure that there exist alternate placements and services to meet the diverse 
needs of the youth who currently reside there. As of October of 2016, it was still unclear whether 
DCF planned to close CJTS entirely or modify CJTS to better align it with best practice principles.3 
We therefore express concern as to whether this process can be completed by July 1, 2017 
without putting the juvenile justice-involved youth in this institution at increased risk.  
 
 

                                                 
i An Act Concerning the Juvenile Justice Policy and Oversight Committee, currently reserved for 
subject matter hearing in the Committee on Appropriations 
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When young people are served in appropriate, community-based settings that provide therapy and 
support to the youth, their families, and their peers, youth are less likely to recidivate and more likely 
to go on to lead productive adult lives.4 These services save the state money on costly incarceration, 
and they give young people the opportunity of a bright future. However, simply placing youth in a 
smaller secure facility away from their homes will not accomplish this goal. Youth’s behaviors 
develop within the context of their communities, their families, their peers, and their schools;5 
effective interventions must address the issues within these contexts that shaped youth’s 
antisocial/delinquent behaviors.6 The state must provide intensive community services, wrap-around 
services and substance abuse services for youth and their families to ensure the success of at-risk 
youth. DCF’s plan for closure does not include these services being developed and implemented 
until July 1, 2017.7 These services must be in-place and functional before closing CJTS to ensure the 
safety of the youth, their families, and their communities. 
 
Closing these facilities is an important part of the broader, ongoing effort to improve the 
juvenile system and ensure better outcomes for our youth, but it must be done with a plan in 
place. If we close this facility without providing a more appropriate alternative that provides youth 
and their families with the therapy and supports they need, we will fail these youth. 

 
III. Comments regarding H.B. 7045: An Act Concerning Juvenile and Young Adult 

Services. 
 
This bill gradually includes young adults (18-20 year olds) in the juvenile justice system so that young 
adults charged with lesser crimes can access therapeutic services provided within the juvenile justice 
system. Young people charged with class A and some class B felonies will remain in adult court.  
 
Connecticut Voices for Children supports the sections of this bill that use evidenced-based 
research and developmental science to set policy that is effective, humane, and provides 
young adults with the supports they need to be productive, contributing members of society. 
However, we oppose Section 4, which we believe stands in opposition to the intent of the 
rest of the bill. 
 
First, the juvenile justice system provides more developmentally appropriate therapeutic 
interventions than the adult justice system; these supports help to decrease the risk of youth 
engaging in crime as adults.8 A growing body of research in cognitive and psychosocial development 
shows evidence that most human brains are still developing until age 25, particularly the frontal 
lobes which are associated with advanced decision making, long-term thinking, and regulation of 
emotions and impulses.9 Although young adults have the same cognitive capacities (i.e.: verbal 
fluency, resistance to interference in working memory, memory span, and overall cognitive ability) as 
mature adults, their ability to place that cognition into a social context is slower to mature.10 The fact 
that people within this age group are still developing suggests that efforts to rehabilitate delinquent 
tendencies may be a more effective method of decreasing criminal behavior than retributive 
punishment. 
  
Evidence that a rehabilitative justice approach is more effective than a retributive justice approach 
for reducing recidivism rates11 exists from previous efforts to raise the age of juvenile jurisdiction. 
When Connecticut extended the more rehabilitative juvenile justice system to 16-year-olds and 17-
year-olds in 2012, juvenile arrest rates and incarcerations rates dropped.12 Between 1999 and 2014, 
arrest rates for 16- and 17-year-olds decreased by 65 percent.13 Between 2001 and 2013, 
Connecticut’s rate of juvenile incarceration decreased by 75 percent,14 and between 2009 and 2015, 
incarceration of young adults within the adult system decreased by 51 percent.15 This effect is 
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attributed to the juvenile justice system being better equipped to meet the mental health and 
developmental needs of 16- and 17-year-olds so they can develop into mature adults who will not 
reoffend.16  
 
Second, this system protects young adults who refrain from engaging in crime for four years from 
the lasting stigma of having an adult criminal record. Criminal records make it more difficult for 
young adults to access higher education and meaningful work. When colleges ask people with 
criminal records to disclose conviction, former youthful offenders’ completion of the application 
process significantly drops; those who do disclose their conviction are at a greater risk of being 
rejected.17 Former youthful offenders who are accepted to higher educational programs are then 
often subject to formal restriction on student aid and housing.18 These compounding barriers put 
former offenders at risk of low social and educational achievement, which is a significant predictor 
of risk of recidivism. Removing barriers to educational achievement and gaining meaningful 
employment helps young adults stay on a path of productivity. 
 
However, section 4 of this bill allows for more 15, 16, and 17 year olds to be transferred to the adult 
system. Currently, cases involving youth charged with a number of Class B felonies19 begin in the 
juvenile system and may be transferred to adult court if a judge orders it after a hearing. Section 4 of 
H.B. 7045 reverses this process by originating the cases in adult court and giving prosecutors the 
option of transferring the cases back to the juvenile system after adult arraignment. We have deep 
concerns about this section for two reasons. First, it breaches the confidentiality of youth 
who are not yet convicted. Second, it puts the discretion for how these cases are tried in the 
hands of lawyers whose job it is to represent a party rather than in the hands of a judge. This 
section seems to be in opposition to the intent of the rest of the bill, and it is not based in research 
on risk, bias, or brain development. We urge the committee to amend the bill language so as 
not to change the current law regarding how these cases are handled. 
 
Fewer young people in the adult criminal system will mean that more young adults can go to school, 
gain employment, earn a livable income, and pay taxes. It also means that taxpayers will spend less 
money on court fees and incarceration. Providing therapeutic interventions and supports rather than 
retributive punishments to young people who are still growing, changing, and maturing is wise 
public policy. 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide supportive testimony on H.B. 7286 and comments and 
suggestions on S.B. 1025 and H.B. 7045. I am happy to answer questions and can be reached at 
lruth@ctvoices.org or (203)498-4240 x 112. 
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