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1. Why girls?
2. What does this population look like?
3. Why and how do girls end up in the system?
4. What are their outcomes?
5. Solutions



Why girls?

My internship at CfJJ 
is centered around 
the juvenile justice 

JJ) system and 
reform. Typically, 

when we talk about 
incarceration, we 

think of men.

Girls are the fastest 
growing population in 

the JJ system. 
Women's 

incarcerated 
populations are 

growing at twice the 
pace of men's.

Most advocacy 
around JJ reform 
focuses on race 
and class, but 

what about 
gender?



What does this population look like?

● 79% of girls in the JJ system have emotional or mental health issues such as 
depression, anger, or some other mental health clinical diagnosis.

● 70% have family conflict or a history of family problems. 

● 64% report prior abuse. 

● 10% of incarcerated girls are pregnant and 30% have children

● Girls who are incarcerated are more likely than other girls to be victims of 
physical, psychological or sexual abuse. A health study of girls in juvenile 
justice centers found that 22% had a history of forced sexual contact



What does this population look like?

● Black, Indigenous, Hispanic, and Pacific Islander girls are more likely than 
their white counterparts to be involved in the system.
○ Black girls are nearly three times more likely than white girls to be in a 

juvenile justice center; they make up 15% of girls enrolled in public schools, 
but 30.8% of girls in juvenile justice centers.

● About 6570% of youth involved with the system have a disability. 

● LGBTQ and GNC youth are overrepresented in the JJ system

● Significant crossover with the Child Welfare System





What types of offenses are girls punished for?

● Status offenses (truancy, underage drinking, curfew violation, running 
away, or defying a parent or caretaker). In 2013, 40% of detained girls, 
compared to 25% of boys, were held for status offenses.
○ Technical violations JJDPA

● Sex Trafficking and Prostitution
○ In over 30 states, minors can be arrested for prostitution even though 

they cannot legally consent to sex (including Arizona, Georgia, 
Massachusetts, New York, and Texas)

● Nonviolent offenses and primarily low-level misdemeanors

● Girls are increasingly arrested for fighting with peers and family members, 
domestic conflicts



Why is this population growing?

● Lower legal threshold for reporting assault
○ Unintended consequence of ‘mandatory arrestʼ policies for domestic 

disturbances. Behaviors once considered ‘ungovernableʼ (a status 
offense) may result in an arrest for simple assault. 

● Judicial paternalism: girls are arrested for more minor offenses at a 
younger age than boys, in an attempt to “protectˮ them
○ Girls are punished more harshly for exhibiting “unfeminineˮ behaviors, 

like violence, fighting, and sexual promiscuity

● School-to-prison pipeline
○ Pushing girls (particularly Black and Brown girls) out of school
○ Disciplined for dress-codes, getting into fights with teachers and peers, 

“disruptiveˮ behavior



What are the outcomes for these girls?

Cycle of violence and abuse - for many 
girls in the JJ system, incarceration and 

detention exacerbates trauma and 
mental health due to lack of adequate 

care, counseling, and schooling.

Educational exclusion - the 
majority of incarcerated youth 
are older than their grade-level 
peers, under-credited, several 
grade levels behind, and more 

likely to have a disability. 
Children incarcerated as a 

juvenile are 39% less likely to 
graduate from high school. 66% 

do not return to school.

Further involvement in Child Welfare System 
and criminal justice system - incarcerated 
girls face increased risk for future violent 

relationships, dysfunctional parenting, and 
losing custody of their children. 



In conclusion, girls in the juvenile justice system is a 
growing population with unique challenges, which require 
gender-responsive interventions and solutions. Girls of 

color, disabled, and LGBTQ+ girls are overly represented in 
the system. Girls are arrested for status offenses at a much 

higher rate than boys, and this makes up the majority of 
cases. Many girls have experienced trauma, abuse, and 

mental illness, and oftentimes their delinquency is a trauma 
response. Rather than addressing their needs, detention 

and incarceration further isolates these girls, creates 
barriers to education, and leads to family and social 

instability.



Policy Solutions

● Strengthen the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act JJDPA to 
so judges cannot detain juveniles for status offenses if they violate a valid 
court order. 

● Require at least one State Advisory Group member—appointed by 
governors and required under JJDPA—to have expertise in gender-specific 
issues as well as knowledge about appropriate interventions. 

● Conduct comprehensive screening and assessments to evaluate youth 
entering the JJ system for trauma and develop appropriate treatment plans.

● Stop prosecution of children under the age of 18 for sex crimes/prostitution

● More coordination with CWS to limit crossover and ensure young people 
donʼt fall through the cracks 
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