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Executive Summary 

This paper explores the needs and experiences of girls in the juvenile justice (JJ) system 

and gender-responsive solutions. Gender is an important consideration for juvenile justice 

outcomes, as girls and boys face different risks and challenges thus respond better to different 

interventions. This paper also notes how girls of color are overly represented in the system and 

face harsher punishment than white girls because of individual and institutional bias and 

structural racism. The school-to-prison pipeline is closely related to girls’ involvement in the JJ 

system and disproportionately impacts girls of color. School discipline at an early age is 

correlated to criminal behavior and system involvement as both a juvenile and adult.  

Girls in the juvenile justice system have higher rates of trauma, substance abuse, and 

mental health issues than boys. Many of their offenses and delinquency stems from a history of 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) such as physical and sexual abuse, neglect, and unstable 

home lives. The juvenile justice system, however, remains largely ill-equipped to address their 

needs. Current punitive measures, particularly detention, not only fail to help but often worsen 

the mental health challenges these girls face, perpetuating cycles of recidivism and trauma. 

To address these issues, comprehensive reform is needed at both the policy and practice 

levels. Key recommendations include expanding data collection on girls in the system, investing 

in more research on gender-specific issues, and moving away from incarceration toward 

community-based programs that prioritize treatment, recovery, and family engagement. By 

adopting these reforms, we can create a more equitable and effective juvenile justice system that 

supports girls’ rehabilitation and reduces their future involvement in crime. 

 

Background on the Issue 
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Understanding the Focus on Girls 

In the last 40 years, women and girls continue to be the fastest growing carceral 

population. Scholars, advocates, and policymakers are increasingly noticing this trend, yet there 

is a lack of conclusive findings on its causes. This is especially true for adolescent girls in the 

juvenile justice system. When we talk about juvenile justice, the focus is most often on boys. 

This is partially because boys make up the majority of juvenile offenders. According to the 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), females accounted for 29% of 

the estimated 424,300 juvenile arrests in 2020.1 Historically, research on risk factors, outcomes, 

and interventions for juveniles focuses on boys and their experiences. This is problematic 

because girls present significantly different challenges. While boys and girls may face similar 

risk-factors, their emotional and cognitive responses vary widely, as well as their experiences 

with trauma and abuse.2 For girls involved in the system, many of the issues they face are 

gender-specific; therefore, they require gender-responsive solutions and interventions. 

Furthermore, it is imperative to use an intersectional framework to understand juvenile 

justice reform. Any theory or praxis must consider the ways in which race, class, gender, ability, 

and sexual orientation inform the experiences of juveniles and how inequalities exist on 

individual, institutional and structural levels. Girls in the juvenile justice system have unique 

needs from their male counterparts; a significant proportion struggle with abuse, unstable home 

lives, and mental illness, and their delinquency is often a trauma response. As a result, these girls 

need interventions that move away from incarceration and punishment.  

The Growing Trend of Girls 

2 “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System Literature Review: A Product of the Model Programs Guide,” August 2023, 
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/model-programs-guide/literature-reviews/girls-juvenile-justice-system#4-0.  

1 “Demographic Characteristics of Youth Arrests,” 2020, 
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/statistical-briefing-book/crime/faqs/qa05104.  

https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/model-programs-guide/literature-reviews/girls-juvenile-justice-system#4-0
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/statistical-briefing-book/crime/faqs/qa05104
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There is no clear cut answer as to why the population of girls in the juvenile justice 

system is growing. Data consistently shows that girls end up in the system for more low-level 

offenses and status offenses compared to boys. Some examples include larceny, truancy violating 

curfew, and disorderly conduct.3 Consequently, girls are more likely than boys to be detained for 

low-level offenses and technical violations, exhibit greater mental health needs, and experience 

crossover between the child welfare and juvenile justice system. This indicates that local, state, 

and federal jurisdictions overly rely on detention to address girls' social and emotional needs.4 

Often, courts believe detention is a way to protect girls from sexual victimization, remove them 

from unstable homes, and obtain services for counseling and treatment. However, detention is 

not a sufficient solution and it usually creates more harm. As the National Center for Mental 

Health and Juvenile Justice explains in a 2007 research review: “court hearings, detention, and 

incarceration are inherently stressful, and stressful experiences that are not traumatic per se can 

exacerbate trauma symptoms.”5 The state recognizes the vulnerability and risks of girls who 

exhibit delinquency, yet the courts increasingly turn to detention as a solution, which ends up 

being counterproductive.  

Another explanation for girls’ higher detention rates is judicial paternalism. Law 

enforcement, judges, and other legal actors exhibit paternalistic practices towards girls, rooted in 

the belief that they must be protected for their own good.6 A study that interviewed juvenile court 

staff found that staff—such as program managers, probation officers, mental health 

providers—often “located the problem of delinquency within individual girls,” particularly traits 

6 “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System Literature Review: A Product of the Model Programs Guide.”  
5 Ibid.  
4 Ibid. 

3 Francine Sherman, Richard Mendel, and Angela Irvine, “Making Detention Reform Work for Girls” (Annie E. 
Casey Foundation, 2013), 
https://lira.bc.edu/work/sc/8514a457-9395-44fd-bc55-a79a08f36d1d/reader/f0cf3119-b6d4-4d94-9352-aeaf5c74cf8
4.  

https://lira.bc.edu/work/sc/8514a457-9395-44fd-bc55-a79a08f36d1d/reader/f0cf3119-b6d4-4d94-9352-aeaf5c74cf84
https://lira.bc.edu/work/sc/8514a457-9395-44fd-bc55-a79a08f36d1d/reader/f0cf3119-b6d4-4d94-9352-aeaf5c74cf84
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such as risky sexual behavior, impulsivity, and emotional volatility.7 A common attitude was that 

these girls needed to be fixed, as they posed more of a risk to themselves than to community 

safety. Additionally, gendered ideologies and biases lead girls to be punished more harshly for 

exhibiting ‘unfeminine’ qualities and behaviors, such as unruliness, aggression, and violence. 

The common phrase “boys will be boys” is an example of how such behavior is excused in boys, 

but girls do not receive the same privilege and grace. Girls of color, particularly Black girls, face 

even more bias and structural barriers. Black girls are viewed as inherently aggressive, more 

adult-like, and sexually promiscuous. As a result, Black girls are judged more harshly than their 

white counterparts and are nearly three times more likely than white girls to be in a juvenile 

justice center.8 

Girls of Color  

As mentioned above, girls of color are overrepresented in the juvenile justice system, 

much like women of color in the adult corrections system. In the last 30 years, Black girls have 

experienced the largest growth in court referrals and detention admissions.9 Native American 

girls are over four times more likely than white girls to be in a juvenile justice center; girls of 

two or more races are twice as likely as white girls to be incarcerated, and Native 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander girls are ten times more likely to be in a juvenile justice center.10 

Structural racism certainly plays a role in the disproportionate jailing and policing of girls of 

color. The majority of girls involved in the system come from low-income, high-crime 

10 Patrick and Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System.”  
9 Sherman, Mendel, and Irvine, “Making Detention Reform Work for Girls.”  

8 Kayla Patrick and Neena Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System” 
(National Women’s Law Center, 2017), 
https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/final_nwlc_Gates_JuvenileJustice-1.pdf.  

7 Valerie Anderson, Shabnam Javdani, and Sukhmani Singh, “Persistent Paternalism: The Instantiation of Gendered 
Attributions in the System Response to Girls,” Criminal Justice and Behavior 50, no. 5 (May 2023): 666–87, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00938548231152184.  

https://nwlc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/final_nwlc_Gates_JuvenileJustice-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/00938548231152184
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neighborhoods. Delinquency and problem behaviors among juveniles are often linked to Adverse 

Childhood Experiences (ACE), such as witnessing violence, abuse, neglect, and living in a 

household with substance abuse.11 More recent research suggests that growing up in poverty, 

experiencing racism, and other forms of discrimination can also be considered ACEs, further 

highlighting the barriers girls of color face in society.12  

​ Additionally, the attitudes of law enforcement, court actors, and even school officials are 

rooted in racial stereotypes and bias. For example, “the adultification of Black girls” describes 

the implicit ways in which African American girls are viewed as older and more culpable than 

white girls.13 The perception of Black girls as less innocent and the erasure of their childhood 

“may contribute to more punitive exercise of discretion by those in positions of authority, greater 

use of force, and harsher penalties.”14 This manifests in the juvenile justice system as well as 

school discipline practices.  

School Push-Out and the School-to-Prison Pipeline 

In schools across the nation, girls of color are more likely to be suspended and expelled 

than white girls. In Massachusetts, Black girls are 5 times more likely than white girls to face 

school discipline (see Appendix A). In Massachusetts Appleseeds’ 2022 report on girls of color 

and the school-to-prison pipeline, female students of color spoke of continually facing a hostile 

environment in school, experiencing the weight of stereotypes relating to their race/ethnicity and 

14 Ibid.  

13 Rebecca Epstein, Jamilia J. Blake, and Thalia Gonzalez, “Girlhood Interrupted: The Erasure of Black Girls’ 
Childhood” (Center on Poverty and Inequality Georgetown Law, 2017), 
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupte
d.pdf.  

12 Brittany Davis, “Criminalization of Black Girls in the Juvenile Legal System: Overview of Pathways to 
Confinement and Strategies for Supporting Successful Reentry” (Center for Court Innovation, May 2020), 
https://www.innovatingjustice.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/2020-11/Monograph_Criminalization_Black_
Girls_09092020.pdf.  

11 “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System Literature Review: A Product of the Model Programs Guide.” 

https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2017/08/girlhood-interrupted.pdf
https://www.innovatingjustice.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/2020-11/Monograph_Criminalization_Black_Girls_09092020.pdf
https://www.innovatingjustice.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/2020-11/Monograph_Criminalization_Black_Girls_09092020.pdf
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gender, and receiving disrespectful comments. These girls were quickly judged to be loud, rude, 

and violent. They reported bullying from peers, lack of representation in curriculum, and feeling 

misunderstood and judged by staff. One 9th grade Black girl reported being called “ghetto” by 

her teacher.15 The most common reasons for discipline included dress code violations, reactive 

behavior towards mistreatment from teachers, and being “disruptive.” School staff often label 

Black and brown girls as overly aggressive and disruptive when they respond to mistreatment 

and discrimination. Furthermore, the enforcement of dress code violations is racialized, as girls 

with “curvy” body types are punished more often and certain cultural hairstyles like box braids 

are deemed inappropriate.16 Overwhelmingly, the girls interviewed in the report first experienced 

exclusionary discipline in elementary and middle school; almost 65% of them were first pushed 

out of the classroom in 3rd, 4th or 5th grade.17 This is a prime example of the adultification of 

young Black girls. Girls as young as 9-years-old are being harshly punished for their behavioral 

issues and treated like adults instead of receiving age-responsive support.  

School discipline and suspensions have serious long and short-term effects on young 

people. Many students spoke of school staff holding negative opinions towards them after they 

experienced exclusionary discipline. They felt overly-surveilled compared to their white peers. 

One 8th grade student shared, “[In 4th grade] teachers ended up looking at me like I was 

violent.”18 Many girls felt lower confidence and self-esteem, feeling like they had to take up less 

space and hide their outgoing personalities. Some girls suffer academically due to continual 

removal from the classroom. This can cause them to fall behind in their classes, feel 

18 Ibid.  
17 Ibid.  
16 Ibid  

15 “‘I Just Want to Learn’ Girls of Color and the  School-to-Prison Pipeline in Massachusetts” (Massachusetts 
Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, 2022), 
https://massappleseed.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/I-Just-Want-to-Learn-July-2022-FINAL-REPORT-v.2.pdf.  

https://massappleseed.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/I-Just-Want-to-Learn-July-2022-FINAL-REPORT-v.2.pdf
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uncomfortable in school, and even drop out. In order to understand girls in the juvenile justice 

system, it is important to look at the school-to-prison pipeline, since many girls’ first experiences 

with policing are in school. School is supposed to be a safe space for emotional, personal, and 

academic development. It can be a crucial tool to keep young people away from crime. In turn, 

young people who experience school push-out are more likely to end up in the juvenile justice 

system; youth who have been suspended are nearly nine times more likely to experience 

incarceration in their lifetime.19 Any interventions that respond to girls in the juvenile justice 

system must consider the role of school discipline. Punitive school policies can exacerbate girls’ 

exposure to risks and perpetuate harmful narratives about their criminality, innocence, and 

worthiness.  

Risks for Girls in the Juvenile Justice System 

Adverse Childhood Effects 

​ To understand how girls end up in the juvenile justice system, it is necessary to look at 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE). ACEs are formative experiences during childhood that 

make youth more at-risk to commit delinquency and partake in criminal behavior. While boys 

and girls experience similar ACEs, their responses are very different. Certain factors impact girls 

more than boys and vice versa. For example, in a 2014 study by the Office of Juvenile Justice 

and Delinquency and Prevention in Florida (OJJDP), female youth reported a higher prevalence 

of ACEs compared to males. The largest disparity was for sexual abuse, in which 31% of girls 

and 7% of boys reported experiencing it (see Appendix B).20 On the other hand, studies have 

found that boys are at higher-risk for factors like exposure to community violence and gun 

20 Patrick and Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System.”  

19 Paul Hemez, John J. Brent, and Thomas J. Mowen, “Exploring the School-to-Prison Pipeline: How School 
Suspensions Influence Incarceration During Young Adulthood,” Youth Violence Juvenile Justice 18, no. 3 (July 
2020): 235–55, https://doi.org/10.1177/1541204019880945.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1541204019880945
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violence.21 The most prevalent ACEs across gender were parental separation/divorce, family 

violence, and household member incarceration. In the same study, 27.4% of males reported five 

or more ACEs compared to 45.1% of females, indicating that girls in the system have more 

concurrent adverse experiences.22 These findings suggest that gender impacts one’s responses to 

ACEs as well as the likelihood of certain factors leading to system-involvement.  

Crossover Youth 

Youth who are involved in both the child welfare and juvenile justice systems are called 

dual-system youth or “crossover” youth. Their delinquency is often rooted in unaddressed 

trauma, stemming from the situations that triggered their entry into the child welfare system 

(CWS).23 Such situations include abuse, neglect, incarceration of family members, and 

caregivers with substance abuse issues. Other ACEs for crossover youth include separation from 

their families and lack of stability in placements and schools. It is common for youth to go back 

and forth between the child welfare and juvenile justice systems. According to a 2013 report 

from the Coalition of Juvenile Justice, girls represent 47% of youth involved in the child welfare 

system who were referred for a status offense.24 Both boys and girls are impacted by dual-system 

involvement, but girls are more likely to be crossover youth, as opposed to juveniles without 

CWS involvement.25 Their higher involvement in the dual-systems indicate that girls tend to 

have greater social service needs. Additionally, girls who are crossover youth are more likely to 

perpetuate a generational cycle of dual-system involvement. For instance, a 2013 study found 

that around 25% of the JJ-involved girls in the sample were involved in the child welfare system 

25  “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System Literature Review: A Product of the Model Programs Guide.” 
24 Ibid.  
23 Patrick and Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System.” 

22 Michael Baglivio and Nathan Epps, “The Prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) in the Lives of 
Juvenile Offenders,” Journal of Juvenile Justice 3, no. 2 (2014), 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/Prevalence_of_ACE.pdf.  

21 “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System Literature Review: A Product of the Model Programs Guide.” 

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/scans/Prevalence_of_ACE.pdf
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as young parents for neglect or maltreatment of their own children.26 Girls in the JJ system are 

more likely to become parents at a young age, which is particularly challenging when many of 

them lack social, emotional, and financial support networks.   

Trauma and Sexual Abuse 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of girls in the juvenile justice system, 

one must consider their experiences with sexual trauma and abuse. The rampant sexual abuse is 

one of the key differences between girls and boys in the juvenile justice system, as it is far more 

common among girls than boys. Rates of childhood sexual and physical abuse are 3.5–10 times 

higher for JJ-involved girls than boys.27 Across the board, studies have found that past trauma is 

nearly universal among girls deeply entrenched in the court system.28 In a 1998 study of almost a 

thousand delinquent girls in California, 81% percent reported being physically abused and 56% 

had suffered sexual abuse.29 In a 2006 study of girls in Oregon’s juvenile justice system, 93% 

had experienced sexual or physical abuse; 76% had experienced at least one incident of sexual 

abuse by the age of 13; and 63% had experienced both physical and sexual abuse.30 There is a 

strong need for further research, as practically no national data exists on incarcerated girls’ 

histories of sexual violence. Nonetheless, regional studies reveal that this is a serious, prevalent 

issue for girls in the juvenile justice system.  

30 Malika Saada Saar et al., “THE SEXUAL ABUSE TO PRISON PIPELINE: THE GIRLS’ STORY” (Human 
Rights Project for Girls, n.d.), 
https://rights4girls.org/wp-content/uploads/r4g/2015/02/2015_COP_sexual-abuse_layout_web-1.pdf.  

29 Ibid. 
28 Sherman, Mendel, and Irvine, “Making Detention Reform Work for Girls.”  

27 Leve, Chamberlain, and Kim, “Risks, Outcomes, and Evidence-Based Interventions for Girls in the US Juvenile 
Justice System.”  

26 Leslie D. Leve, Patricia Chamberlain, and Hyoun K. Kim, “Risks, Outcomes, and Evidence-Based Interventions 
for Girls in the US Juvenile Justice System,” Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review 18 (June 29, 2015): 
252–79. 

https://rights4girls.org/wp-content/uploads/r4g/2015/02/2015_COP_sexual-abuse_layout_web-1.pdf
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In contrast to boys, the majority of girls’ delinquency is a trauma response and often 

related to an abusive and unstable home life. The most common offenses for which girls are 

arrested — including running away, substance abuse, and truancy — are also very common 

symptoms of abuse. This highlights the urgent need to implement interventions and programs in 

the juvenile justice system that address trauma and are catered to girls’ experiences. Within the 

current system, the process of detention and incarceration has shown to exacerbate girls’ mental 

health and create more psychological and physical harm.31 In order to actually reduce recidivism 

and prevent girls from committing future crimes, counseling and rehabilitation is imperative.  

Mental Health 

Given the high rates of trauma, it is unsurprising that the majority of girls involved in the 

juvenile justice system struggle with mental illness and psychiatric disorders, more so than boys. 

A 2003 study of juvenile offenders in California compared the psychiatric profiles of males and 

females and found that females had more severe externalizing and internalizing profiles than 

males.32 A 2004 study of female admissions to a juvenile detention facility found that 78% of the 

participants met diagnostic criteria for at least one mental health disorder, and the sample 

average was three different disorders.33 Additionally, in a study that used the Massachusetts 

Youth Screening Instrument—a mental health screening tool designed for juvenile detention 

centers—with adolescent female offenders, 63% of girls were depressed, 56% were anxious, and 

72% reported clinical levels of substance use problems.34 For girls in the juvenile justice system, 

rates of co-occurring mental illness, drug use, physical health problems, and risky sexual 

behavior are much higher than the general population. While clinicians and providers are 

34 Ibid.  
33 Ibid. 

32 Leve, Chamberlain, and Kim, “Risks, Outcomes, and Evidence-Based Interventions for Girls in the US Juvenile 
Justice System.” 

31 Ibid. 
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increasingly acknowledging the problem of co-occurrence, interventions targeting female 

offenders often fail to consider the full spectrum of problems or the effects of treatment for one 

problem behavior on other issues. Though more research is needed, it is clear that girls involved 

in the system require comprehensive treatment that addresses the intersections of girls’ various 

risks and poor outcomes.  

Solutions 

Girls in the juvenile justice system are vulnerable, high-risk, and likely to recidivate. As 

this population continues to grow, it might seem like a never-ending problem. However, there are 

many ways to address the needs of the current population, while also mitigating the risks that 

lead to future criminal behavior. Success requires reform, implementation of new programs, and 

the combined efforts of policymakers, community advocates, school staff, and court actors.  

Policy 

First and foremost, there is a significant absence of up-to-date, nationwide data and 

attention on girls in the juvenile justice system. Jurisdictions across the country need to invest 

more resources and efforts to analyze current data on this population and expand their research 

qualitatively, which can then inform a strategic plan to implement gender-responsive reforms in 

the system.35 Data is crucial. Additionally, the US government needs to strengthen the Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA) in a number of ways. For one, it should 

implement mechanisms that prohibit judges from detaining youth for status offenses if they 

violate a court order.36 Violation of a court order is one of the primary reasons girls are detained 

and it is unnecessary and unhelpful in addressing girls’ delinquency. Under the JJDPA, every 

state has an advisory group made up of experts on juvenile justice. These groups ensure 

36 Patrick and Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System.” 
35 Sherman, Mendel, and Irvine, “Making Detention Reform Work for Girls.” 
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compliance with all requirements and determine use of funds. The JJDPA should require at least 

one member of every state advisory group to have expertise in gender-specific issues and 

interventions. It should also mandate states to conduct comprehensive screening and assessments 

to evaluate all children entering the juvenile justice system for trauma and develop appropriate 

treatment plans.37 

While there is already some progress towards this shift, states need to invest more in 

diversion programs that involve families and residential community-based programs as an 

alternative to correctional facilities. Furthermore, there needs to be stricter accountability for the 

educational programs within juvenile justice centers. The majority of incarcerated youth are 

several grade levels behind and are more likely to have a learning disability. Incarcerated youth 

are 39% less likely to graduate from high school.38 Every state has different laws, practices, and 

data collection around the education of incarcerated youth, making it very difficult to regulate 

and ensure quality education.  

The growing trend of girls in the juvenile justice system is not due to more girls 

exhibiting violence and delinquency, but rather the introduction of punitive policies and 

practices.39 For example, in the 1990s many states enacted mandatory arrest policies for 

instances of domestic violence. An unintended consequence is that more girls are being arrested 

for simple assault for getting into altercations with their caregivers, foster parents, and most 

often, their mothers.40 As a result, domestic assault and/or battery are among the most common 

charges for detained girls. In 2012, girls comprised 29% of all arrests nationally, but comprised 

40 Francine T. Sherman, “UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES: Addressing the Impact of Domestic Violence 
Mandatory and Pro-Arrest Policies and Practices on Girls and Young Women” (OJJDP’s National Girls Initiative, 
2016), https://justiceandjoynatl.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/5.31FINAL.Unintended-Consequences-SL.pdf.  

39 Sherman, Mendel, and Irvine, “Making Detention Reform Work for Girls.” 
38 Patrick and Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System.” 
37 Ibid.  

https://justiceandjoynatl.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/5.31FINAL.Unintended-Consequences-SL.pdf
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38% of youth arrested for domestic offenses and 37% of youth arrested for simple assault.41 Few 

domestic violence cases are actually adjudicated because often it is minor with no injury. 

However, these girls still endure the stress of arrest and detention. One way to address this issue 

is for jurisdictions to implement tools to differentiate types of adolescent domestic violence and 

provide alternatives to arrest. Ultimately, in situations that involve unstable home environments, 

domestic disputes, and running away, states need to require coordinated responses between child 

welfare agencies, juvenile justice centers, and community advocates. Additionally, dual-system 

coordination is crucial to limit crossover: ensuring that children are not lost in the system, are 

receiving proper care, and have an advocate in court proceedings.42 

Treatment and Interventions 

As mentioned previously, nearly all girls in the juvenile justice system have trauma. 

Therefore, any sort of gender-responsive intervention should incorporate mental health treatment 

and therapy. It is important to move away from punitive, corrective frameworks and towards 

rehabilitation and healing. This not only benefits the girl receiving treatment, but can have 

widespread effects on her family, community safety, and public health. Ultimately, these 

approaches can break generational cycles of poverty, abuse, and crime, reduce recidivism, and 

lighten the strain on the child welfare and criminal justice system.  

Functional Family Therapy (FFT) is a family-based treatment catered to young people 

with behavioral problems. FFT strongly emphasizes family engagement and responds to familial 

contexts. It includes extensive efforts at individual-and family-level behavior change, analyzing 

behavioral and relational patterns, and interventions to sustain change.43 Functional Family 

43 Leve, Chamberlain, and Kim, “Risks, Outcomes, and Evidence-Based Interventions for Girls in the US Juvenile 
Justice System.”  

42 Patrick and Chaudhry, “Stopping School Pushout for Girls Involved in the Juvenile Justice System.” 
41 Ibid.  
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Probation and Parole (FFP) trains probation counselors, parole officers, and other juvenile justice 

community staff on how to enhance motivation with juvenile justice-involved youth and 

families, link them to individualized programs, and encourage sustainable change that continues 

beyond case closure (see Appendix C).44 According to multiple studies, FFT led to documented 

reductions in criminal offending for both sexes. Given how a significant portion of offending 

girls’ ACEs and delinquency are related to dysfunctional home and family situations, FFT could 

be especially beneficial for girls. This is merely one example of therapy that is 

trauma-responsive and family/community-based. There are many interventions that the juvenile 

justice system and jurisdictions nationwide can and should implement that mirror this approach. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the unique needs of girls in the juvenile justice system, shaped by their 

experiences with abuse, mental illness, and family instability, necessitate a shift in how the 

system approaches delinquency. Girls are disproportionately affected by trauma, which are 

frequently the root causes of their delinquent behaviors. Traditional punitive measures, such as 

detention and incarceration exacerbate these social and emotional issues and their psychological 

conditions. A more gender-responsive, trauma-informed approach is essential, one that moves 

away from incarceration and toward rehabilitation through community-based programs and 

family engagement. Furthermore, addressing systemic biases—particularly those related to race 

and gender—is critical for the growing trend of girls in the system and the overly harsh 

punishments for girls of color. There are many options for reform, such as expanding 

gender-specific interventions, improving coordination between juvenile justice and child welfare 

systems, and implementing therapy programs. By focusing on healing and prevention rather than 

44 “Functional Family Probation and Parole,” Functional Family Therapy LLC, n.d., https://www.fftllc.com/ffp.   

https://www.fftllc.com/ffp
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punishment, we can better support these girls in overcoming their challenges, breaking the cycle 

of trauma, and promoting healthier futures for both them and their communities. 
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Appendix D 
 

I had scheduled two interviews for my project. Both of my interviewees cancelled on me and we 
were unable to reschedule before the project was due. One interview was supposed to be with 
Ivanna Solano, the founder of “Love Your Magic,” a non-profit that aims to empower Black girls 
through education. She was on the community advisory board of Massachusetts Appleseed’s 
report on girls of color in the school-to-prison pipeline. Here are the questions I would have 
asked her:  
 
Ivanna Solano 

1)​ Why did you create “Love your Magic”? 
2)​ In your other jobs, as a teacher, the Director of Boston Program for Girls, etc. how did 

you interact with school discipline, pushout and its effects? Particularly as it relates to 
girls of color? 

3)​ How did you end up on the community advisory board for Mass Appleseed's report? 
4)​ How do you see the school-to-prison pipeline impacting the work you do with black 

girls? 
a)​ Does it come up in your programming, particularly the units about liberation? 

5)​ Do you work with girls who have experienced disciplinary measures/suspensions? 
a)​ How does it affect them and their future outcomes? 

6)​ In your opinion, what is the biggest challenge black and brown girls face when it comes 
to school discipline and pushout? 

7)​ Do you work with girls impacted by the juvenile justice or criminal justice system? 
 
My other interview was supposed to be with Kassie Infante. She works to implement DEI 
solutions in education and housing. She served as one of the research advisors for Massachusetts 
Appleseed’s same report. She has a Masters in Education and is also an elected school committee 
member for the Lawrence Public Schools. Here are the questions I prepared to ask her:  
 

1)​ How did you end up as a research advisor for Mass Appleseed’s report on Girls in the 
School to Prison Pipeline? 

2)​ Do you have any knowledge or personal expertise on this topic?  
3)​ Can you go more in-depth on your work with DEI in education and schools? 
4)​ Based on that, do you feel like you interact with the school-to-prison pipeline and/or see 

its effects?  
a)​ How is the issue of school-pushout for black/brown girls relevant to your work? 

5)​ In your opinion, what is the most important/pressing issue for girls impacted by school 
pushout and discipline? And how can we address it? 

 


