
Probation Transformation:

Developing an Intervention that 

Advances Racial Equity

2017 National Council of Juvenile and 

Family Court Judges Juvenile Justice Conference

FEBRUARY 14, 2017



WORKSHOP OBJECTIVES

 Participants will understand JJSG’s goals in supporting probation 

innovation

 Participants will learn about Lucas County’s approach to diverting 

more youth from probation and supervising higher risk youth in 

the community

 Participants will learn about Pierce County’s results-based 

approach, including family partner-led teaming and an incentive-

based response grid
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JJSG is targeting probation because of the opportunity to transform 

an often overlooked yet high-impact part of the system

The Problem

 No theory of change

 Based on broken adult model

 Inconsistent approach from county to county 
and officer to officer

Opportunity

 Most commonly used disposition (see chart)

 300,000 fewer youth than at the 1990s peak

 At scale: juvenile probation in 3,000+ counties
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Why Focus on Probation?
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Supervision is compliance based.

Conditions are not associated with 

risk of reoffending.

Research tells us that probation supervision 

alone is not effective because…
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Missed appointments
Bonta, J., Rugge, T., Scott, T., Bourgon, G., & Yessine, A. (2008). Exploring the black box of community supervision.

Greenwood, 1996. “Responding to Juvenile Crime”, 1996.
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• Risk Assessment Instruments

• Case Plans

• Service Matching

• Program Continuum

• Graduated Responses

“What Works”

Interventions that have been shown to be most effective:

 Incorporate elements of the risk principal

Are matched to a youth’s need and responsivity

 Include structured social learning programs

OUTCOME                 Reduced Recidivism



1)Are these approaches having a positive 
impact on all youth?

2) Is recidivism THE most important 
outcome?

Is “What Works” Enough?
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National Disparities in Confinement 

by Race and Ethnicity

(rate per 100,000 10-17 year-olds)

Probation continues to be a feeder for out-of-home placements with 

youth of color bearing the brunt of our reliance on confinement
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30%

34% 33%

Bernalillo Jefferson Lucas Marion St. Louis

Probation Violations as a Percentage 

of All Out-of-Home Placements
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 Seeking to promote reforms that strive for a 

clearer purpose and theory of change within 

probation, one that:

o sharpens the focus and limits the reach of 

the intervention; 

o defines and seeks behavioral change and 

personal growth in a developmentally 

appropriate manner;

o alleviates racial/ethnic disparities; and

o prioritizes community and family partnership. 

 Selected applicants that proposed strategies 

that challenge and fall outside the general 

framework and assumptions of current practice.

In 2014 Casey’s Juvenile Justice Strategy Group 

launched two Probation Transformation sites
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What’s missing?
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 Racial/Ethnic Equity and Inclusion

o The Essence of Innocence: Consequences of Dehumanizing Black Children

o Implicit bias may help explain high preschool expulsion rates for black 

children

o Racial/Ethnic Disparity Reduction practices scored the lowest (4.8 of 10)*

*AECF Probation Practice Survey (2016)

 Family and Community Partnerships

o Only 72% engage family members in developing the youth’s case plan* 

o Only 50% of probation officers “very often” or “always” support youth in 

connecting with positive adults and community groups*

o 2/3 of work time is spent in the office and courthouse*

 Adolescent Development Research

o Only 33% reported adolescent development training*

http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/releases/psp-a0035663.pdf
http://news.yale.edu/2016/09/27/implicit-bias-may-help-explain-high-preschool-expulsion-rates-black-children


Probation should focus on the right youth and interact 

with them, their families and communities in a much 

more intentional way
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Long lists of conditions/rules

One-size fits-all programs

Sanctions/incarceration for non-
compliance

Relationships building with youth/agent 
of change as the primary function

Individualized case plans

Incentives and rewards to motivate

Probation violations ≠ probation failure 
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Viewed as toxic, lacking resources 
and part of the problem 

Partners in providing opportunities for 
alternatives to probation, placement 
and youth development





Stephen Bishop

Senior Associate, Juvenile Justice Strategy Group

sbishop@aecf.org

410-4-547-3690

mailto:sbishop@aecf.org


Toledo



MAJOR THEMES IN LUCAS COUNTY

Family

Engagement

Dispositional

Decision 

Making

• Collaborative efforts have 

made great strides, but to 

reduce out-of-home 

placements these efforts must 

expand

Racial & Ethnic

Equity

Probation

Community-

Based 

Services

• Disproportionality increases 

in the deep end

• Drivers of disproportionality 

have yet to be clearly 

identified

• Too many low-risk youth & 

youth with minor offenses on 

probation caseload

• VOPs account for a third of 

out-of-home placements 

• Families are not engaged as a 

stakeholder in reform efforts

• The rate of out-of-home 

placement is increasing

• Over half of youth in out-of-

home placement are medium 

or low risk

• More community based 

solutions are needed to work 

with high-risk youth

Collaboration

In 2012 Lucas County became a Deep End pilot site with 
AECF and in 2014 became a Probation Transformation site .

This analysis revealed six key areas of opportunity to further build a robust continuum of care



MAJOR THEMES IN LUCAS COUNTY

Collaboration

Family

Engagement

Dispositional

Decision 

Making

• Reach out to grassroots 

organizations for partnerships

Racial & Ethnic

Equity

Probation

Community-

Based 

Services

• Collaborate with The W. 

Haywood Burns Institute to 

develop equitable 

interventions

• Conduct in depth case 

analysis to identify potential 

drivers

• Develop an alternate track for 

low level offenses to be 

served through community 

partners

• Frontline practice reform with 

Positive Youth Justice

• Develop peer to peer supports 

for families

• Implement a steering 

committee for families to 

participate in reform efforts

• Develop a Structured Decision 

Making process that assists in 

structuring dispositional 

recommendation

• Seek out new opportunities to 

safely serve youth in their 

community

Collaboration

Since conducting a system assessment Lucas County has 
continued to collaborate with a variety of stakeholders to begin 
to address each area of opportunity.



Dispositional

Decision 

Making

• Develop a Structured Decision Making process that 

assists in structuring dispositional recommendation





Offense Category

Risk Level -OYAS

High Moderate Low

Mandatory Commitments ODYS

Violent Felony Placement Placement or Probation

Person Felony Placement or Probation Services or Probation

Other Felony Services or Probation

Misdemeanor Services in Community (YAP, Restorative Circles, Assessment Center)

Dispositional

Decision 

Making

• Structured Decision Making Tool



• Collaborate with The W. Haywood Burns Institute to 

develop equitable interventions

• Conduct in depth case analysis to identify potential 

drivers

Racial & Ethnic

Equity



Youth Assessment Center – 419-213-6670 – Director Jim Sworden

M-F 8:30am-10pm, Sat 2pm-10pm After hours transport to Juvenile Detention

 Tier 2 “Green Warrants” (Call 419-213-6723 to check warrants)
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• Nearly 2,000 more cases will be screened for diversion; 1,000 more likely diverted
• Reduction in probation caseloads

0 500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000 3500

2015 Assessment Center 
Screenings

2015 Diverted Cases 2015 Cases Screened

Potential

Actual70%

15%

15%

2015 Lucas County Juvenile 
Court Filings 

Misdemeanors Felonies Status/Other



Positive Youth Justice is an outgrowth of 

the Positive Youth Development. 

However Positive Youth Justice is:

1. A reduced set of core 

elements from PYD concepts;

2. A framework that joins the 

realities of operating in a youth 

justice practice with the wide 

range of ideas in PYD; and

3. Rooted in theoretical and 

empirical literature about 

adolescent development but 

customized for the youth 

justice environment.

Positive Youth Development is: 

1. A comprehensive way of 

thinking about the 

development of 

adolescents and factors 

that help them transition to 

adulthood successfully;

2. Strength-based; and

3. A resilience-oriented 

perspective on 

adolescence.

Butts, Jeffrey A., Gordon Bazemore, & Aundra Saa Meroe (2010). Positive Youth Justice– Framing Justice Interventions Using 

the Concepts of Positive Youth Development. Washington, DC: Coalition for Juvenile Justice. 

• Develop an alternate track for low level offenses to be 

served through community partners

• Develop a Misdemeanor Services Track

• Frontline practice reform with Positive Youth Justice

Probation



.  Repetition is 
required!

30 2

2012 2015

n=99

Delinquency offense

Placements

n=54

69

52

Violation of Probation



YAP Basketball Tournament 

Youth vs. Court Staff

Community Clean 

Up Project

Advocates working in schools
Toledo Grows

Community Collaboration and Mentoring

YAP and Lucas County Juvenile Court work side by side changing biographies 

one biography at a time



How have we managed these dramatic changes in philosophy 

and practice over time?

Managing Change is important!!

Strong Judicial and Administrative Leadership

Why are we doing this? How are we doing this?     

What am I supposed to do now?

Staff training based on emerging 

research

Staff input and participation

Role of middle managers is critical

Have Fun and

Celebrate

Success!

Learning While Doing in the Human Services Sector. Annie E. Casey Foundation and Casey Family Services



DemeciaWilson
Lucas County Juvenile Court Probation Administrator
dwilso@co.lucas.oh.us
(419) 213-6660



JUVENILE COURT
2016



Washington State

PIERCE



2nd Most populous county in Washington State with 
a population approaching 819,743 (King County is 
the largest)

Almost 86,841 youth from 10 – 17 years old

Pierce County

2013 Estimated Population from the US Census Bureau.

Estimates of 10-17 year olds from 2012 OJJDP Population Comparison



All youth will be 
supported in an equitable 

and fair system

 Develop Leadership

 Focus Efforts on Results

 Create Community Partnerships

 Educate Staff and Community

We want our community to be one that is safe and supportive, where all 

children are healthy and succeed in school and where all children grow 

up to be productive and contributing adults.

Creating the Vision in Pierce County
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66% Reduction in 

felony petitions filed 
from 2000 – 2015
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state commitments 
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Average Daily Population

RED Reduction Plan

Introduction of JDAI



2015 Decision Point Risk Ratios
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Dig Deeper with Out-
of-Home Placements

Define & Reduce 
System Barriers to 

Success

Expand Continuum of 
Interventions

Increase Positive 
Youth Development

Cultivate Community 
Partnerships

Why Probation Transformation & Deep End?



Probation Transformation/Deep End

 Phase 1 – lobby support by A Common Voice

 Youth, parent & caregiver surveys completed

 Family Council established

 Purpose of Probation meeting held

 Coordination of Services implemented

 Deep End - Dispositional dataset completed

 Opportunity Based Probation workgroups

 Pathways to Success launched

 Phase 2 – lobby support increased & refocused

 Established 8 new community partnerships



2015 Family Council

Mission:  The Family Council empowers family 

and young adult voice to impact system change 

in partnership with the Juvenile Court.



Utilizing research on teen brain 

development to motivate youth with 

goal-oriented rewards and strength-

centered community activities.

Opportunity Based Probation

“Teens learn less from the negative consequences of their behaviors and 

more from the positive consequences.” – Dr. Kevin King

Opportunity Based Probation in partnership with Dr. Sarah Walker, University of Washington



BEHAVIORS
POSSIBL

E

POINTS 

Complete community service hours X 10

Pass random urinalysis 10

Complete restitution X 10

Complete letter of apology X 5

Complete weekly crime free goal X 2

Complete weekly responsibility goal X 2

Complete weekly personal goal X 2

POINTS PRIZES COURT RECOGNITION
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Bus pass Keep up the good work!

Bag of chips

Nail polish

Keychain

Candy

18

Star Center ticket Congratulations letter from 

probation
$15 ORCA card

$15 Tacoma mall gift card

$15 Regal movie passes

36

2 Rainiers vouchers Community Opportunity!

Congratulations letter from

judge

2 Mike N Terrys passes

2 Museum of Glass passes

2 Ice skating rink passes

Completion of court conditions and 

probation plan

Graduation ceremony 

(reduced probation time)

Opportunity Prizes and Recognition



Pathways to Success

 Youth & Family Team Approach

 One way to address disproportionality in the 

Deep End of the system

 Provides extra support for African American youth 

under age 15, to prevent entrenchment

 Began taking referrals on July 1st

 Mentor partnership



The Right Questions For Probation

Traditional Model

 What is the right punishment to get 
the kids attention?

 What is the right treatment for his or 
her problems?

Positive Youth Justice Model

 How can we ensure that each young 

person has experiences that lead to 

productive and law abiding 

adulthood? 

 How can we do it in partnership with 

families, schools and community 

based groups?  



CONTACT INFORMATION:
Kevin Williams
Pierce County Juvenile Court Probation Manager

kwillia@co.pierce.wa.us

(253) 798-7961


