
UNLOCKING POTENTIAL 

Addressing the overuse of juvenile 

detention in Massachusetts 



What is juvenile detention? 

 Court decides to detain child, child is placed in the 

custody of the Department of Youth Services (DYS) 

 Generally in a locked, jail-like facility 

 Average length: 3 weeks per stay 

 Two types of youth: 

 pre-trial 

 violation of probation 

 



Pre-trial Detention 

 Child has not been found guilty, is presumed 

innocent 

 How do kids end up in pre-trial detention? 

 At arraignment: 

Bail set, not paid 

Dangerousness hearing 

 After arraignment: 

Child commits other offense while case is pending 

Child violates conditions of release 



Detention for Violation of Probation 

 Child placed on probation after 

trial or plea agreement 

 Child alleged to violate terms of 

probation 

 Child detained pending hearing 

on the probation violation 

 



Why is detention harmful? 

 Separates kids from families 

 Traumatic 

 Disrupts education 

 Cuts off connections with service providers 

 Interferes with activities that promote healthy youth 
development (sports, clubs, etc.) 

 Facilitates opportunities for kids to negatively 
influence each other 

 Stigmatizes kids 

 

 



Consequences of Detention 

 Pushes kids further into 

the system 

 Increased school drop 

out rates 

 Higher recidivism rates 

 Lower rates of 

employment as adults 

 



Juvenile Detention Alternatives 

Initiative (JDAI) 

 Launched by Annie E. Casey Foundation in 1992 

 Massachusetts has been a part of JDAI since 2006 

 Promotes changes to policies, practices, and 

programs to: 

 Reduce reliance on secure confinement 

 Improve public safety 

 Reduce racial disparities and bias 

 Save taxpayers’ dollars 

 Stimulate overall juvenile justice reforms 



Decreases in Arraignments and 

Detentions  
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Who is being detained? 

 Low risk kids with low level offenses 
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Who is being detained? 

 Youth of color 
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Who is being detained 

 Youth of color 
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Who is being detained? 

 Kids with open child welfare cases 
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Who is being detained? 

 Youth with Identified Educational Disabilities 
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Who is being detained? 

 National research about kids involved with the 

juvenile justice system suggests that: 

 90% have experienced multiple types of trauma 

 70% have at least one mental health disorder 

 

 LGBTQ youth are also likely overrepresented in 

detention 

 



Progress 

 Pre-arraignment diversion 

 Informal (school, police) 

 Formal school or police run diversion 

 Traditional DA-run diversion 

 Restorative justice 

 Other community-based programs 



Progress 

 Pre-arraignment diversion 

 Post-arraignment alternatives to DYS detention 



Progress 

 Pre-arraignment diversion 

 Post-arraignment alternatives to DYS detention 

 DYS-operated alternatives to secure detention 
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Progress 

 DYS is reducing secure detention 
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Progress 

 Pre-arraignment diversion 

 Post-arraignment alternatives to DYS detention 

 DYS-operated alternatives to secure detention 

 Focusing on vulnerable populations 



Limitations 

 Lack of data 

 Limited pre-arraignment diversion 

 Limited detention alternatives 

 Little focus on probation violators 

 Importance of avoiding net-widening 



Recommendations 

1. Expand pre-arraignment diversion 

2. Make detention a last resort 

3. Continue to expand community-based detention 

alternatives 

4. Targeted reforms to address over-representation 

of certain groups 

5. Expand and improve the collection and use of 

data  


