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ABSTRACT 

Do Juvenile Offenders Hold to the Child Saving Mentality? The Results from a Survey of 

Juvenile Offenders Placed on Court Mandated Juvenile Probation 

by 

Katelynn R. Adams 

The juvenile justice system was established as a result of an unprecedented movement 

pioneered by the child savers. Child savers strived to protect America's children from 

physical and moral harm. Since the juvenile justice system's inception, research has 

focused extensively on the effectiveness of the juvenile system. Numerous studies have 

observed the perceptions of the general public, juvenile probation officers, and juvenile 

correctional staff regarding the juvenile justice system. The current study examined 

actual participants in the juvenile justice system to assess their opinions of the system that 

was designed to serve, protect, and rehabilitate them into active members of society. A 

survey was conducted with juvenile offenders who had been placed on court mandated 

juvenile probation, and their responses were analyzed and compared with previous 

research regarding the effectiveness of the juvenile justice system. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

Punishment for juvenile delinquency dates back to the Middle Ages when the church was 

solely responsible for severely responding to crime (Whitehead & Lab, 2015). In the early 

United States, the legal system was profoundly influenced by England’s common law. Under 

common law, there was no separate system for juvenile and adult criminals; instead, they were 

punished within the same system. William Blackstone (1769), a prominent English lawyer, wrote 

that in order to hold someone accountable for a crime two factors must be present. First, the 

individual had to have a vicious will, or intent. Second, the individual had to commit an unlawful 

act. If either of the two factors were not present, then the individual could not be convicted of 

committing a crime (American Bar Association, p.4). 

Blackstone (1769) wrote that under common law anyone under the age of seven could not 

be found guilty of a felony, because they were considered to be unable to logically comprehend 

the repercussions of their actions. Conversely, any child over the age of fourteen who committed 

a crime could be punished as an adult, if convicted of a crime. Between the ages of seven and 

fourteen was a gray area, and it was dependent on the child’s cognitive ability whether or not he 

or she would be held responsible for the crime. If it was determined that the child was competent 

of knowing right from wrong, then the child could be convicted and face full consequences, 

including the death penalty if applicable.  

Child Savers and the Juvenile Justice System 

It was not until the nineteenth century, that the treatment juveniles received began to 

change. Beginning in the 1800’s, social reformers, later known as child savers for their diligence 

in protecting and enhancing the welfare of America’s children, began to open designated 
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facilities for troubled youth, because incarceration amongst adult offenders did not appear to be a 

deterrent for juvenile delinquents (Platt, 1977). In 1825, The Society for the Prevention of 

Juvenile Delinquency in New York City created the House of Refuge to house juvenile 

delinquents; likewise, in 1855, Chicago opened a reform school for unruly juveniles. Their 

primary intent was to save these children from themselves and their surroundings by providing 

unruly youth both education and discipline in a structured environment (Sutton, 1983).  

The child saving movement was predominately emphasized by middle and upper class 

women (Platt, 1969). Throughout the nineteenth century, women were very rarely permitted to 

work outside of the home, as they were responsible for domestic duties, such as child rearing and 

housework. Middle and upper class women were considered to have had much more leisure time 

than lower class women, and the inability to work outside of the home left affluent women with a 

void as they searched for a purpose to fulfill their lives. The child savers movement and newly 

established family courts enabled these women the opportunity to safeguard the normative 

confines of the social order (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2003).  

Child savers were specifically concerned with familial structure and the proper 

socialization of youth (Platt, 1969). During the nineteenth century, it was generally accepted that 

it was a woman’s business to be involved in regulating the welfare of children, as their role in 

childrearing was considered exceptionally influential. As they advocated on behalf of 

underprivileged youth, middle and upper class women became the face of the child saving 

movement (Moon, Sundt, Cullen, & Wright, 2000). Child savers were credited for some minor 

reforms in jails and reformatories; however, they were predominately concerned with extending 

governmental control throughout a vast array of juvenile behaviors that were previously dealt 

with informally (Platt, 1977). 
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Child savers lobbied for a vast array of diverse policies, including child labor laws, the 

creation of kindergartens and playgrounds, and the creation of departments of child health and 

hygiene. Additionally, child savers supported various reforms; considerably the most notable 

was the construction of the juvenile justice system (Moon et al., 2000). They desired a juvenile 

system completely separate from the adult system, as they contended that the punishment applied 

in the adult system was damaging and unfit for juveniles. Child savers desired a juvenile system 

that primarily emphasized the rehabilitation of juvenile delinquents so that they could be 

successfully reintegrated back into society (Rothman, 1980). 

The Creation of the Juvenile Justice System 

As the nineteenth century ended, the child savers efforts proved effective, as 

policymakers established a juvenile system that comprised of both a judicial system as well as 

correctional facilities to process, label, and manage problematic youth (Rothman, 1980). With 

the successful creation of the juvenile justice system, juveniles no longer faced conviction or 

punishment in the adult justice system. Policymakers displayed further support of the child 

savers efforts, as they implemented rehabilitative programs solely to benefit wayward, 

dependent, and neglected youth by removing them from the adult system and managing them in 

a formal setting appropriate for youth (Chute, 1949). 

The first juvenile court in the United States was established as a special tribunal court in 

Cook County, Illinois in 1899. By 1932, all but two states had approved juvenile court legislation 

(Trepanier, 1999). Similar to the early reform schools, the early juvenile courts sought a 

rehabilitative, welfare-oriented approach as opposed to the punitive ideology held by the adult 

judicial system (Trepanier, 1999).  
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 Early juvenile courts were established based on the British doctrine, parens patriae, 

which granted the authority to the court system to intervene into the lives of disadvantaged youth 

whose natural parents failed to provide adequate supervision or care. Judge Julian Mack (1909), 

one of the first judges to preside over the nation’s original juvenile court, contended that 

juveniles should be cognizant that they are being brought before the power of the state; however, 

more emphatically, understand that the court’s concern is to care and rehabilitate, not oppress 

them as individuals, but instead punish their wrongful behavior by treating the cause and 

enabling future independence and successful. Judge Mack (1909) disseminated that the role of a 

juvenile judiciary is not to put themselves in a position of power and domination over the 

juvenile, but instead serve as an influential proponent focusing on the best interests of the child.  

The juvenile system was premised around the ideology that juveniles under a certain age 

are still developing and warrant differential treatment than adults (Kurlychek & Johnson, 2012). 

Crimes committed by juveniles were treated as civil, noncriminal acts. In an attempt to transform 

juvenile delinquents into responsible, law abiding citizens, the juvenile court system emphasized 

an informal, nonadversarial, and flexible approach to managing juvenile delinquency. 

Paternalism and best interests rather than due process and guilt were the parameters for court 

procedures (Merlo & Benekos, 2003). Ferdinand and McDermott (2002) stated that under parens 

patriae, juveniles have a right to receive treatment for their offenses instead of full punishment. 

Juvenile judiciaries were allowed immense amounts of discretion, which allowed the 

judges to adequately administer treatment to juvenile offenders on a case-by-case basis (Platt, 

1969). Just as the child savers desired, the juvenile judicial system differed immensely from the 

adult judicial system, as it strayed away from formal judicial procedures (Trepanier, 1999). In an 

attempt to prevent the negative label of delinquency status, juvenile court proceedings were 
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closed to the public and the records of juvenile offenders were sealed confidential. Juvenile 

judges offered guidance, assistance, and treatment to benefit the juvenile offender in hopes to 

deter the juvenile from recidivating (Chute, 1949). 

Modifications within the Juvenile Justice System 

Though seemingly beneficial, discretion and social control proved too much for the 

juvenile justice system, and resulted in a manifestation of abuses of informal authority, which led 

to the development of the juvenile court not flourishing the way it was intended to (Siegel, 

2011). During the 1950s, the juvenile justice system as a whole was being scrutinized in regards 

to whether or not the juvenile justice system could successfully rehabilitate youth. Many 

Americans believed that the institutionalization of juveniles was ineffective and that juveniles 

were not provided procedural safeguards during the adjudication process. These failed measures 

on behalf of the juvenile justice system engendered an intervention by the Supreme Court. 

 The Court decided several cases in the 1960s that addressed these concerns by expanding 

due process rights for juveniles, but not without significantly impacting the number of transfers 

(Siegel, 2011). These Supreme Court cases integrated procedural due process rights from the 

criminal court system into juvenile proceedings, which resulted in many states creating laws to 

circumvent these new procedural rights to expedite the transfer process from the juvenile to adult 

system (Siegel, 2011). The once rehabilitative ideology of the juvenile justice system was being 

overshadowed by aggressive transfer policies and procedures, which presented a new retributive 

shift in the juvenile justice system.  

 Continuing on throughout the late 1960’s and 1970’s, the Supreme Court applied the 

majority of the procedural guarantees in adult criminal cases to juveniles. The Court recognized 

that juvenile offenders being tried in juvenile court had the right to be represented by counsel and 
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that they should receive notice of their charges (Paganelli, 2007). Juveniles were also afforded 

the right disallowing coerced self-incrimination as well as the right to confrontation and cross-

examination (Siegel, 2011). The Court also recognized that juvenile offenses required proof 

beyond a reasonable doubt, and the exclusion of double jeopardy applied to juvenile proceedings 

(Pagnanelli, 2007). The Court not only handed down rulings that protected and benefitted 

delinquent youth, but it also implemented sanctions that could potentially harm them, including 

juvenile transfers. Juvenile offenders now faced the possibility of being transferred from juvenile 

court to adult criminal court, and the juvenile court now required procedural formality and 

regularity that was previously unknown in juvenile court (Merlo & Benekos, 2003).  

These procedural changes warranted by the Supreme Court did not go unnoticed as they 

were implemented in every juvenile courtroom across America (Paganelli, 2007). These changes 

in conjunction with the historical separation and contrasting treatment of juveniles from the far-

reaching policies of the adult criminal justice system began to converge following a monumental 

ideological shift. The social dishevel, of the social climate of the 1960s that was incited by the 

Civil Rights Movement and Vietnam War, prompted the breakdown of formal and informal 

social controls and signified a reexamination of criminal justice policy (Cohen, 2002).  Social 

unrest coupled with the consequences of Martinson’s What Works (1974) literature, which 

propagated that ‘nothing works’ in regards to prisoner rehabilitation, led to the abandonment of a 

rehabilitative philosophy and a return to classical criminology’s emphasis on deterrence.  The 

transition to punitive policies extended to the juvenile justice system as moral panic diluted 

social sensibility. 

United States policymakers appeared to have some dissension regarding the effectiveness 

of the juvenile justice system. Notably, there were criticisms from both stances of the political 
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spectrum. Conservatives believed that the rehabilitative ideology, which the juvenile justice 

system embodied, had resulted in exceedingly lenient treatment of juvenile delinquents (Cullen, 

Golden, & Cullen, 1983). Moreover, they believed that the juvenile system contributed to higher 

victimization of the public. Conversely, liberals contended that the juvenile system was a 

coercive instrument of social control. Furthermore, the emphasis on individualized treatment 

incited systemic abuse in regards to discretionary exploitation and the administration of 

arbitrarily, disparate treatment of juvenile offenders (Cullen, Golden, & Cullen, 1983). 

As aforementioned, the original goal of the juvenile justice system was rehabilitation; 

however, the proliferation of juvenile crime precipitated a perception of a failed system, and the 

rehabilitative ideology embodied by the child savers had deteriorated (Moon et al., 2000). Critics 

continued to voice concerns that the juvenile system had been unable to deter juvenile 

delinquency, and the juvenile court system was being depicted as the present-day social anomie 

(Van Vleet, 1999). Judges were labeled as being too sympathetic when allocating punishment to 

restore the loss in social order.  

Subsequently, as a response to the proliferation of juvenile crime, several states 

acclimatized their juvenile justice system in an attempt to deter future criminality amongst the 

youth population. Likewise, both the sanctioned procedural changes as well as the vacillating 

ideological shifts within the juvenile system reconstructed the juvenile justice system to simulate 

the punitive characteristics of the adult system. For example, Cook County, the home of the first 

juvenile court, revamped their system “to give equal attention to the rights and needs of the 

juvenile, to the rights and needs of the victim, and to the protection of the community” (Moon et 

al., 2000). 
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The Transformation of the Juvenile Justice System  

Juvenile justice systems across the United States began to undergo drastic alterations 

regarding the focus and the administration of the system (Cohen, 2002). As previously 

mentioned throughout the mid-1960s and 1970s, the Supreme Court emerged with a series of 

court decisions that led to drastic modifications of the juvenile court system (Snyder & 

Sickmund, 1999). After these rulings, the Supreme Court abstained from imposing any 

regulations in the juvenile justice system until the twenty-first century.  

As the twentieth century concluded, the United States witnessed another public outcry as 

illicit drug use, characterized by the crack cocaine epidemic, skyrocketed (Critcher, 2008). 

Coinciding with the public’s heightened awareness to the drug problem, street crimes associated 

with gun use only fueled the moral panic (Critcher, 2008). In response to the public outcry, the 

criminal justice system enacted new policies in an attempt to combat the issue, and suffice the 

demands for change voiced by the American people.  

Moral panic1 associated with the crack epidemic and the increase in gang prevalence was 

accompanied with an increasing juvenile crime rate. Both the robbery and murder arrest rates 

between 1980 and 1994 were considered to be a juvenile phenomenon (Snyder, 2002). In 1980, 

the juvenile arrest rate for murder was 20 per 100,000; however, in 1994, the juvenile arrest rate 

for murder had more than doubled at 45 per 100,000. The juvenile arrest rate for robbery in 1980 

was 350 per 100,000, and in 1994, it had increased to 405 per 100,000 (Snyder, 2002). As the 

upsurge in juvenile crime coincided with the crack cocaine and street crime epidemic, the moral 

panic of society led to the demand for change within both the juvenile and adult justice systems 

(Cohen, 2002). 

                                                             
1 Moral panic is a social response to an issue that the public perceives as threatening to the moral 

condition of society (Garland, 2008).  
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With the centennial of the juvenile justice system approaching in 1999, there were still 

lingering concerns in regards to the viability of the system, and cynical reactions that the system 

had failed to accomplish the original goal of rehabilitation (Van Vleet, 1999). The juvenile 

justice system underwent an attack as a result from the increased juvenile crime rates and the 

public display of discernment regarding the effectiveness of the juvenile system. The attack on 

the juvenile justice system preluded the system undergoing intense modifications. Lawmakers 

across the United States implemented new legislation to make the juvenile system tougher and 

reduce juvenile delinquency. Consequently, the results from the moral panic of the 1980s and 

1990s prompted the modifications in the juvenile system and also increased the stigmatization of 

delinquent youth (Snyder, 2002).  

As juvenile crime continued to upsurge throughout the latter decade of the twentieth 

century, a moral panic ensued regarding a perpetuate fear of a child “super predator” (Dilulio Jr., 

1995). The idea of the super predator was conceived by Dilulio Jr. (1995), as he depicted 

juvenile crime, as a plethora of depraved teenagers who would resort to unimaginable brutality 

without conscience. The scare of the super predator coincided with the ‘lock ‘em up and throw 

away the key’ approach to the increasing crime rate that had been occurring well before the 

1990s. Lawmakers utilized this fear of juvenile crime to push their political agendas towards an 

excessively punitive ideology that disconnected from the rehabilitative approach (Goshe, 2015).  

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, the Supreme Court again handed down 

key decisions that directly affected the juvenile justice system, as they set limitations on juvenile 

sentencing— Roper v Simmons (2005) and Graham v Florida (2010). Roper v Simmons (2005) 

nullified the use of the death penalty in juvenile cases, holding that both the Eighth and 

Fourteenth Amendments barred the execution of juveniles. The Supreme Court stated that the 
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death penalty is utilized for society’s worst offenders, and that juvenile offenders cannot be 

classified as such. As a result, the Supreme Court identified three distinct features common to all 

juvenile delinquents that interfered with the criminal justice system’s attempt to classify 

juveniles as the most culpable offenders. The Court acknowledged these characteristics as: 

immaturity that transpires into reckless behavior, susceptibility to negative influences such as 

peer pressure, and more transitory personality traits than those of adults (Roper v Simmons, 

2005).  

Furthermore, in both Roper v Simmons (2005) and Graham v Florida (2010), the 

Supreme Court established that juveniles have distinct psychological, psychosocial, and 

cognitive characteristics that render them less culpable for their actions. This recognition of 

developmental culpability among the youth population would indicate that the Supreme Court 

has acknowledged that there is a need to have two separate justice systems- a juvenile and an 

adult system; however, the Supreme Court has never specifically indicated such, they have 

primarily left that decision to each state (Siegel, 2011). Both the decision to transfer a juvenile to 

adult criminal court and juvenile sentencing guidelines have been left to the discretion of each 

individual state; however, there is one unwavering fact that in more recent decades, the juvenile 

justice system has been viewed as being more punitive than ever before (Merlo & Benekos, 

2010). While juveniles are not sentenced to incarceration as often as adults, when they are 

actually sentenced to incarceration, they receive longer sentences of confinement time than their 

adult counterparts (Jordan & McNeal, 2016).  

The Supreme Court notated that an increasing amount of states were moving away from 

juvenile court systems, and instead transferring or charging them directly in adult court. The 

Court also observed that Graham’s case illustrated the characteristic youth decision-making 
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patterns that are relevant when considering culpability among juvenile offenders. After 

reviewing the case, the Supreme Court held that a sentence of life without parole for a juvenile 

was disproportionate for a non-homicide offense, and it was deemed a cruel and unusual 

punishment, which directly violated the Eighth Amendment (Graham v Florida, 2010). 

Based on these rulings, it is evident that the Supreme Court recognized the need to 

intervene in the juvenile court system, and establish boundaries within the juvenile system, as the 

principles that the juvenile justice system was founded upon have drastically shifted in recent 

decades. Opposite from the original goal of a rehabilitative juvenile justice system, the current 

system has taken a harsh, punitive approach when deciding the fate of juvenile offenders. The 

decisions of policymakers to implement legislation to restructure the goals and procedures of the 

juvenile justice system has had a detrimental effect on the purpose of the system, as the ideology 

that juveniles can be rehabilitated and reintegrated back into society as functioning members was 

no longer at the forefront of the system’s goals at the end of the twentieth century (Moon et al., 

2000). 

Not only did the creators of the juvenile justice system indicate that there should be a 

system separate from the adult system to process juvenile offenders, but the Supreme Court also 

indirectly supported this idea. In Roper (2005), the Court denounced the shift towards a 

retributive stance on violent juvenile offenders and advocated a reemphasis on rehabilitation. 

The Court acknowledged that retributive policies are not proportional nor should they be 

applicable to juveniles, because of the diminished culpability possessed by youth. This 

denounces the Court’s support for transfer laws, as they are a direct result of the desire to inflict 

punishment on juvenile offenders and advance the retributive focus on violent juvenile crime 

(Pagnanelli, 2007).  
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Conclusion 

The juvenile justice system was created in response to the societal reaction to a moral 

panic (Platt, 1977). Upon its establishment, the emphasis of the juvenile justice system was to 

protect America’s youth from both physical and moral harm; however, the goals of the juvenile 

system have changed since its inception. As episodes of moral panic occurred in the 1960s and 

1980s and early-1990s, policymakers enacted legislation that prompted reform of the juvenile 

justice system. As the juvenile justice system strayed away from its original goal of 

rehabilitation, adopting a goal of deterrence and later incapacitation, it has intrinsically devalued 

the many positive characteristics that help rehabilitate juvenile offenders and reduce recidivism 

rates. During the pendulum swings experienced by the juvenile justice system, the American 

public was often surveyed regarding their opinions on the effectiveness of the juvenile justice 

system.  

The current study seeks to illuminate the opinions of juvenile offenders who were 

sentenced to court-mandated supervised probation. As aforementioned, there is an abundance of 

research that gauges the public’s opinion of the juvenile justice system and very limited research 

available observing juvenile offenders’ perceptions of the system designed to serve them. The 

purpose of this study is to further extend the research available that observes the opinions of 

juvenile offenders regarding the juvenile justice system. Specifically, this study will focus on the 

perceived factors of juvenile delinquency as well as what the goals of the juvenile justice system 

should be. 

The introductory chapter has provided a detailed history of the United States’ juvenile 

justice system. Chapter two will uncover the plethora of research available that examines the 

opinions of the public, professionals working within the field of the juvenile justice system, and 
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lastly the juvenile offender’s perceptions in regards to the effectiveness of the juvenile justice 

system. The third chapter will discuss the methodology used to examine juvenile offenders’ 

perceptions of the juvenile justice system for the current study. The fourth chapter will provide 

detailed results of the opinions of the juveniles on probation observing what they feel influences 

juvenile crime and what the goals of the juvenile system should be. The fifth, and final, chapter 

will provide a discussion of the results, the limitations of this study, and what this research 

implicates for the future of juvenile justice.   
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 The previous chapter sought to provide a detailed account of the history of the juvenile 

justice system. This chapter will review the literature for the current study, as it focuses on the 

existing public opinion research as well as the perceptions of criminal justice personnel and 

juvenile offenders in relation to the juvenile justice system. Topics such as the effectiveness of 

the juvenile system and preferred goal orientations are popular survey items for opinion surveys.  

The juvenile justice system has experienced pendulum swings from rehabilitation to the 

punishment of youth since its inception. Researchers have capitalized off of these ideological 

shifts, and have sought to determine whether or not the juvenile system still adequately serves its 

purpose. There is an abundance of prevalent research observing the public’s opinion in regards to 

the viability of the juvenile system (Bishop, 2006; Doble Research Associates, 1995; Moon et 

al., 2000; Opinion Research Center, 1982). Scholars have also sought employees’ of the juvenile 

justice system sentiment in regards to the effectiveness of the system, and what the goal should 

be (Blevins, Cullen, & Sundt, 2007; Cullen, Lutze, Link, & Wolfe, 1989; Lipsey & Wilson, 

1998; Shearer, 2002; Ward & Kupchik, 2010). Although it is very rare, juvenile offenders, whom 

the system was designed to serve, are occasionally asked what their perceptions are in regards to 

the juvenile justice system (Bright, Ward, & Negi; 2011; Butler, 2011; Hartwell, McMackin, 

Tansi, & Bartlett, 2010; Huerter & Saltzman, 1992). 

This chapter will illuminate the results of numerous public opinion surveys gauging their 

views on the juvenile justice system as well as the assessing the views of criminal justice 

personnel as it pertains to research regarding the juvenile system. Furthermore, occasionally 

juvenile offenders are asked to provide their opinions on various topics as they relate to the 
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juvenile justice. While it is limited, the conclusion of this literature review will expound upon the 

available research on the perceptions of juvenile offenders as it relates to the juvenile justice 

system.  

Public Opinion 

The changes the juvenile justice system experienced throughout the twentieth have been 

precipitated by two main influences: the proliferation of juvenile crime and a shift in the public’s 

perception towards juvenile delinquents (Moon et al., 2000). The shift in public attitudes 

culminated in scholarly discourse that further explored the causation behind these shifts, and 

assessed the public’s sentiment regarding the legitimacy of the juvenile justice system. There is a 

heightened challenge within the juvenile justice system, as two incompatible goals have become 

the present-day emphasis of the system— the punishment of juvenile delinquents, and the 

obligation to provide rehabilitative services that are in the best interests of young offenders. 

 Public opinion has the power to shape policies; therefore, evaluating and understanding 

public opinion is a crucial objective of any social scientist (Gottfredson, 1982; Wlezien, & 

Soroaka, 2007). Understandably, recent public opinion surveys have not always yielded 

optimism in regards to the effectiveness of the juvenile system (Bishop, 2006; Doble Research 

Associates, 1995; Moon et al., 2000). Likewise, the public has also responded more punitively 

when asked their opinions of punishment for juvenile delinquents (Doble Research Associates, 

1995; Moon et al., 2000). At the inception of the juvenile justice system, the vast majority of 

individuals felt strongly that unruly youth should not be as much punished for their crime, but 

instead rehabilitated and reintegrated back into society (Rothman, 1980). More recent research 

indicates the public is in favor of more diverse ideologies within the juvenile justice system.  
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While it is evident that the public has shown an increase in support for a more punitive 

approach to combatting juvenile crime, there are still polls and research findings that indicate 

otherwise and challenge the idea that society has abandoned their faith in child saving. For 

example, a national poll conducted in 1981, when juvenile crime rates were relatively low, 

indicated that 75 percent of the public endorsed rehabilitation over punishment (Opinion 

Research Center, 1982). 

The proliferation of juvenile crime and the concern of the new generation of young 

“super predators” evoked a continued fear amongst the general public. For example, research 

conducted during the time period in which juvenile crime was increasing and the evolution of the 

child “super predators” indicated that the public supports a more punitive agenda in regards to 

juvenile offenders (Bishop, 2006; Doble Research Associates, 1995; Moon et al., 2000).  Since 

1986, public support for rehabilitation as the primary goal of corrections decreased by 

approximately 20 percent, whereas support for punishment has increased by the same amount 

(Sundt, Cullen, Applegate & Turner, 1998). The juvenile crime rate was growing at an alarming 

rate from the late-1980s to the mid-1990s, as serious offenses seen in state courts had more than 

doubled from 1987 to 1996, drug cases increased by more than 100,000 (from 72,100 in 1987 

and 176,300 in 1996), and the number of public order offenses increased 58 percent during that 

same time span (Kouder, Ostrom, & Cheesman, 2000). Nevertheless in 1991, more than 75 

percent of the respondents from a national survey reported that treatment and rehabilitation 

should be the primary emphasis of the juvenile justice system over punishment (Schwartz, 

Kerbs, Hogston, & Guillean, 1992). 

A 1994 poll indicated that 52 percent of the public felt that juvenile offenders should 

receive the same punishment as adults. Additionally, 70 percent of respondents reported that the 
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justice system should enforce more punitive penalties for juvenile delinquents, as that would 

drastically reduce violent crime because youth would understand that there are severe 

consequences for their unlawful actions (Doble Research Associates, 1995). Furthermore, a 1996 

poll found that more than 80 percent of the public believed that “teenage violence is a big 

problem” throughout most of the country; however, only 33 percent thought that teenage 

violence was a “big problem” within their own communities (The Public Perspective, 1997).  

Even after juvenile crime rates began their precipitous decline, support for rehabilitation 

continued across the country (Applegate, Cullen, & Fisher, 1997; 1998; Soler, 2001; Sundt et al., 

1998; Survey and Evaluation Laboratory, 1995). More recently, a statewide survey administered 

in Florida, reported that more than 80 percent of residents supported rehabilitation for a wide-

range of juvenile offenders— first-time and repeat offenders, young and old, and nonviolent and 

violent youths (Applegate & Davis, 2005). In summation, even as the media portrayed a crack 

cocaine epidemic and created idea of the child super predator, the public remained unwavering in 

their support for juvenile rehabilitation.  

The public’s support of rehabilitation does not mean that the public is not in support of 

punishment. To the contrary, some research suggests that the public supports punishment as 

much as it does rehabilitation (Bishop, 2006; Doble Research Associates, 1995). Criminologists 

often view punishment and rehabilitation as incompatible and competing ideologies (Doble 

Research Associates, 1995); however, the public, unlike criminologists, does not consider the 

philosophical or pragmatic dilemmas surrounding sentencing (Bishop, 2006). Instead, the public 

visualizes stopping crime and reducing delinquency amongst youth, therefore endorsing 

numerous ideologies simultaneously. For example, in a 1998 Tennessee survey, 95 percent of the 

respondents felt that rehabilitating juveniles was important; likewise, 92 percent of respondents 
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indicated that youth offenders deserve to be punished for the harms they have caused, and 63 

percent were optimistic that punishments could serve as a deterrent factor and decrease future 

criminality (Moon et al., 2000).  

The public also contends that juveniles are promising candidates for rehabilitative 

treatment programs. In a 1985 survey, three out of four Ohio residents were found to believe that 

rehabilitative programs were helpful for juveniles; whereas only six out of ten felt adults 

benefitted from comparable programs (Cullen, Clark, Cullen, & Mathers, 1985). Research has 

also found that the public has confidence in the efficacy of juvenile treatment. A 1988 poll found 

that more than 66 percent of California residents disagreed that youth who commit serious 

crimes cannot be rehabilitated and should be incarcerated as long as the law allows (Steinhart, 

1988).  The aforementioned 1985 study that surveyed Ohio residents was replicated in 1995 

where eight out of ten Cincinnati residents thought that rehabilitation was very helpful or helpful, 

and again six of ten respondents felt it was beneficial for adults (Sundt et al., 1998). A 1994 

survey of Texas residents found that 76 percent of participants strongly or mostly agreed that 

juveniles are more likely to be rehabilitated than adult offenders (Makeig, 1994).  

Scholars have also sought the public’s opinion on what the emphasis of the juvenile 

justice system should be. Respondents in a 1991 national survey were asked whether the goal 

should be to “treat and rehabilitate” or “punish” juvenile delinquents, more than seventy-eight 

percent reported that the goal should be to treat and rehabilitate, whereas less than 12 percent 

said punish, and approximately 10 percent indicated both should be pursued equally (Schwartz et 

al., 1992). Similarly, in a 1995 national poll, participants were asked “which goals should be the 

most important in sentencing juveniles”, half of the respondents favored rehabilitation, 31 

percent answered retribution, 15 percent supported deterrence, and only 4 percent supported 
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incapacitation (Gerber & Engelhardt-Greer, 1996). Thus it appears that both studies significantly 

supported rehabilitation as the preferential goal of the juvenile justice system.  

Despite the slight decrease in public support, the rehabilitative ideology continues to 

display considerable tenacity. More than half of the American public support the expansion of 

rehabilitative programs, 40 percent favor early release programs for good behavior and active 

participation in treatment, approximately 70 percent endorse work with restitution; and the 

majority of Americans report being optimistic about the possibility of rehabilitating all juvenile 

offenders except the most violent (Sundt et al., 1998).  

Most studies suggest that although the public supports tough punishment for violent 

offenders, it also supports rehabilitative measures. In general, rehabilitation is highly favored 

when referencing young offenders; indicating that Americans still possess a strong belief in child 

saving (Mears, Hay, Gertz, & Mancini, 2007). The extant research proposes that rehabilitation is 

publicly supported as an integral goal of the correctional system. These are remarkable realities 

considering that United States policymakers have been instrumentally supporting and 

implementing punitive crime control legislation for the past three decades (Clear, 1994).  

The juvenile justice system has been permeated by a culture of control, and deep 

receptivity when considering crime. The American public has adopted a punitive outlook on 

punishing criminals. This has been attributed to the plethora of “get tough” policies that 

infiltrated the adult system in the 1980s, and subsequently has had the trickle-down effect on the 

juvenile system (Piquero, Cullen, Unnever, Piquero, & Gordon, 2010). Nevertheless, data 

collected for over 25 years clearly specify that the majority of the public still endorse 

correctional rehabilitation (Cullen et al., 2000; Cullen & Moon, 2002). It is evident that 

American citizens would like the vast majority of juvenile offenders to be punished for their 
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delinquent acts, to learn from the experience of being punished, and to receive proper treatment 

that will equip them with the necessary tools to transition from the troubling adolescent years to 

become productive, law abiding citizens.  

Juvenile Correctional Officers’ Perceptions 

Furthering the extant research on the opinions of the juvenile justice system, scholars 

have also sought to determine the perception that professionals within the juvenile system 

employ. These individuals work on a daily basis with juvenile offenders; likewise, this type of 

research is imperative as it provides first-hand perspective into the system (Ward & Kupchik, 

2010). The opinions of correctional officers and probation officers regarding the effectiveness of 

the juvenile system, and whether or not rehabilitation should remain a primary emphasis of the 

system is a valuable insight (Caeti, Hemmens, Cullen, & Burton, 2003). Understanding the 

sources of the correctional orientations of the “keepers” of these youth, can assist policymakers 

in implementing programs and policies that would prove beneficial to both offenders and 

correctional officers (Caeti et al., 2003; Ward & Kupchik, 2010). It is necessary to evaluate the 

previous research collected regarding the opinions of juvenile justice system personnel to 

determine whether or not the individuals who work with juvenile offenders hold similar ideas 

and sentiments about the juvenile justice system. 

The overwhelming majority of research regarding orientations of the correctional system 

has been conducted in adult facilities; by contrast, there is an exceedingly limited amount of 

research available assessing juvenile correctional officers’ opinions (Blevins, Cullen, & Sundt, 

2007; Harris & Associates, 1968; Jacobs, 1978). While there is minimal research available 

regarding juvenile correctional officers perspectives of rehabilitation, trends among those 

working in adult correctional facilities indicate that support for rehabilitation has declined over 
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the years, as America has taken a more punitive approach to corrections. For instance, Louis 

Harris and Associates (1968) poll determined that correctional administrators felt that 

rehabilitation should either be a primary or secondary goal of the correctional system.  

Ten years later, Jacobs’ (1978) poll indicated that only 46 percent of the correctional 

officers surveyed were in favor of rehabilitation as the primary emphasis of prisons. Another 

decade later, Cullen, Lutze, Link, and Wolfe (1989) found that treatment was not supported as it 

once was, as only 10.3 percent of the correctional officers who participated selected offender 

rehabilitation as opposed to custody. In culmination, this research eludes that support for 

rehabilitation has continued to decline since the “attack” on rehabilitation.  

The lack of research available on juvenile correctional officers’ opinions regarding the 

viability and the goals of the juvenile system is a significant gap in the literature as on any given 

day, there are approximately 50,000 youth in more than 3,700 juvenile detention facilities across 

the country (U.S. Department of Justice, 2014). Blevins, Cullen, and Sundt (2007) attempted to 

partially fill this gap in the literature by analyzing a secondary dataset collected from a sample of 

juvenile correctional workers across the state of Ohio. They examined the two competing 

perspectives, rehabilitation and incarceration, within the field of juvenile justice to determine 

what ideology these juvenile correctional officers most aligned with.  

When asked if “rehabilitating a criminal is just as important as making a criminal pay for 

his or her crime”, 68.8 percent of the officers reported that they strongly agree or agree (Blevins 

et al., 2007). Furthermore, over 60 percent at least slightly agreed that rehabilitation is the most 

effective and humane way to reduce juvenile crime in America, and almost 7 out of 10 

respondents indicated that they would support the expansion of rehabilitative programs currently 

in place.  
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Conversely, the participating correctional officers also aligned with the punitive approach 

to managing juvenile delinquents, as 70.3 percent at least slightly agreed that their job is not to 

rehabilitate inmates but instead keep them orderly (Blevins et al., 2007). Likewise, 7 out of 10 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they do not care if inmates are rehabilitated as long as 

they remain quiet and do not create disturbances, and more than 70 percent reported that prisons 

are too soft on inmates. As only a few studies have been conducted examining the work 

orientation of juvenile correctional workers, the literature available suggests that their 

professional orientations are exceedingly similar to those of their adult counterparts (Blevins et 

al., 2007). 

It is noteworthy, however, that these juvenile correctional workers were unsupportive of a 

purely punitive oriented approach which would disregard rehabilitation, as less than 35 percent 

thought that punishment, not rehabilitation, was the only way to reduce crime in society (Blevins 

et al., 2007). Likewise, in a similar study, 70 percent of correctional officers agreed that 

treatment of juvenile offenders is equally as important as punishment (Cullen et al., 1989). 

Blevins et al. (2007) results indicated that the juvenile correctional officers supported 

rehabilitation and punishment simultaneously. It is evident that these officers have both 

rehabilitative and custodial beliefs. Similar to both the public and adult correctional officers’ 

opinions, these juvenile correctional officers’ responses indicated that while juvenile offenders 

should be rehabilitated, they should also be accountable for their criminal acts.  

Juvenile Probation Officers’ Viewpoints 

Probation officers are focal points for most justice system interventions with juvenile 

delinquents (Torbet, 1997), as probation has been the primary dispositional choice of juvenile 

judges when sentencing a juvenile delinquent with approximately 58 percent of juveniles 
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receiving probation sentences (Lane, Turner, Fain, & Sehgal, 2005). Referencing back to the 

progressive era when child savers envisioned a juvenile system that would act as a parental 

influence, addressing each juvenile offender on an individualized basis, the parens patriae model 

of juvenile justice afforded an abundance of discretion and subjectivity to juvenile justice 

professionals, such as judges, correctional officers, and probation officers. While the roles and 

orientations of the juvenile court have changed since its inception, the reliance on the juvenile 

court actors’ discretion in regards to making appropriate decisions on behalf of youth delinquents 

has been detrimental (Lane et al., 2005). Since the 1920’s, probation has been the predominant 

dispositional choice among juvenile and family court judges, as 67 percent of youths sentenced 

by juvenile courts receive probation (Bolin & Applegate, 2016; Lane et al., 2005). For more than 

half a million youths, probation is the toughest sanction they receive after breaking the law.  

In a 2002 study, Shearer compared probation strategies and orientations between juvenile 

and adult probation officer trainees. Shearer (2002) concluded that when questioned about the 

law enforcement aspect of their job, adult officers were more apt to supporting a law 

enforcement orientation; thus being more in favor of punitive strategies than their counterparts. 

Notably, the two groups were indistinguishable in their support of the rehabilitative orientation 

and services. In a similar study, Bolin and Applegate (2016) found that juvenile probation 

officers were more likely than their adult counterparts to emphasize treatment over punishment, 

welfare over control, and the offender over the offense. These studies illuminate the opinions of 

probation officers in regards to what orientation they feel is most appropriate based on the age of 

offenders for whom they work with.  

Ward and Kupchik’s (2010) study propagated that in the opinions of juvenile probation 

officers’ treatment and punishment are flexible orientations approached on a case-by-case basis 
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as opposed to firm ideologies. Their research found that African American probation officers 

appear to support treatment more than Caucasians, but they found no significance to whether or 

not they support punishment more or less than Caucasians. Younger probation officers highly 

favored punishment, but age is unrelated to the support for rehabilitation. These findings suggest 

that treatment and punishment should be regarded as potentially conflicting, but not necessarily 

opposing orientations. While these findings appear mixed, they affirm previous research that 

concludes that child-saving, rehabilitative orientations can exist simultaneously as well as 

independent from political rhetoric and punitive attitudes (Kupchik, 2005; Mears et al., 2007).  

Probation officers play an influential role in ensuring that youthful offenders are not only 

punished for their behavior, but also adequately rehabilitated. Probation is utilized far more often 

than any other dispositional sentence.  In spite of the challenges that the juvenile justice system 

encounters, the approach to managing juvenile offenders may be to build upon the current 

strengths within the system, and work towards creating programs that align with the beliefs that 

so many juvenile probation officers adhere to. Furthermore, it is imperative to understand and 

utilize the extant research regarding the opinions of juvenile probation officers, as these are the 

individuals who are implementing and reinforcing these ideologies. Their perceptions and 

attitudes towards the orientations and effectiveness of the juvenile justice system is crucial to 

furthering positive outcomes for juvenile delinquency. 

Offenders’ Perspectives  

 To be fully cognizant of the operations and outcomes of the juvenile justice system, it is 

imperative to understand the experiences of individuals who have been processed through the 

juvenile system. Having experienced the system firsthand, these individuals are well positioned 

to illuminate the realities of the juvenile justice system. Relatively few studies have examined 
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juvenile justice from the vantage points of the individuals who have experienced it (Butler, 2011; 

Huerter & Saltzman, 1992; Pealer, Terry, & Adams, 2017).  

 Firsthand perspectives on the viability on the juvenile justice system are scarce, because 

it is exceedingly difficult to access these individuals as they are classified as a vulnerable 

population within the realm of research (Osgood, Foster, & Courtney, 2010). With juveniles 

being classified as a special population, it furthers the understanding as to why there is minimal 

research available that assesses juvenile offenders’ opinions; nevertheless, the available research 

has uncovered exceptionally pertinent information regarding the viability of the juvenile justice 

system.  

In 1992, Huerter and Saltzman assessed the perceptions of 24 juveniles in a residential 

placement in Colorado, in regards to their experience of the juvenile court. The respondents 

typically had a negative view of the police, and less than half of the respondents reported that 

they were aware of what was happening when they were in court. The youth provided 

suggestions for improving the juvenile system, which included allowing time for the offenders to 

ask questions and comment in court, treating juveniles separately from adults, and having 

juvenile personnel inform the youth of the proceedings and listen to any questions or concerns 

the youth may have. 

As aforementioned, juvenile offenders are considered a special population, making it 

difficult for researchers to gain access to them; thus, some studies have questioned adult 

offenders about their opinions of the juvenile justice system (Butler, 2011; Veneziano, 

Veneziano, & Gill, 2008). In 2000, 116 adult state prison inmates completed a survey with 

regard to their perspectives of juvenile justice. The vast majority of all respondents who had been 
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adjudicated reported that the juvenile justice system was not helpful, nor did they feel that the 

system had a deterrent effect (Veneziano et al., 2008).  

A similar study was conducted by Butler in 2011; however, this study was more 

extensive, as it provided valuable feedback on the juvenile system from adult offenders who had 

once been in some form of placement as a juvenile. The participants were asked to provide 

feedback on various aspects of the juvenile system during an interview. The prevalence of 

unethical interrogations, the less than zealous advocacy by counsel, the psychological trauma and 

physical abuse, juvenile placement ambivalence, and courtroom alienation were all prevalent 

concerns that these adult offenders reported to be factors that contribute to the ineffectiveness of 

the juvenile system.  

A study examining youths’ perspectives shortly after release indicates that the juvenile 

system failed to adequately reintegrate these youth, who had been housed in juvenile facilities 

(Hartwell et al., 2010). They attributed this to their release back into the same community that 

they were removed from just reentered them to the previous environment surrounded by their old 

peers, the availability of drugs, and the lack of money. Bright, Ward, and Negi (2011) followed 

up with nine females following their juvenile court involvement to determine what factors 

influenced their delinquency. There were several overarching circumstances that contributed to 

their delinquency, including maltreatment, family problems, victimization, neighborhood level 

poverty and crime, and a lack in support from large-scale institutions such as their schools. 

A more recent study observed the opinions of 310 juvenile offenders who were in a 

juvenile correctional facility in a Midwestern state (Pealer, Terry, & Adams, 2017). Of the 

respondents, 72 percent reported that rehabilitation should be the primary goal of the juvenile 

system (Pealer et al., 2017). Additionally, when assessing the youth’s levels of support for the 
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sentencing of juvenile offenders, the majority of youth were in support of rehabilitation (88 

percent); likewise, 61 percent of the respondents supported specific deterrence— sentencing the 

youth so the individual learns his/her lesson (Pealer et al., 2017). It is necessary to note that the 

participants in this study were not in support of locking juveniles up to prevent crime (79.5 

percent) nor were supportive of sentencing juveniles based solely on their offense (49.4 percent) 

(Pealer et al., 2017).  

This study also assessed the respondents’ opinions on various types of community 

corrections options. Educational and vocational programs received the most support as more than 

85 percent of the youth supported both the requirement to have juvenile offenders participate in a 

program to get their high school diploma and teaching the youth a skill to increase employability 

(Pealer et al., 2017). Furthermore, more youth supported drug treatment to combat their 

addiction as a community correctional option compared to drug testing (Pealer et al., 2017). 

Additionally, 79.6 percent of the youth were supportive of home incarceration— incarcerating 

youths in their homes rather than being put in a juvenile correctional facility; however, electronic 

monitoring did not receive considerable support as less than 50 percent of the respondents 

supported this as a correctional option (Pealer et al., 2017). 

Although these studies are few in number, the potential impact they have on the juvenile 

justice system is exponential. Instead of pre-judging youth and ostracizing them from juvenile-

processes, policymakers may be benefitted by paying more attention to listening to youth and 

taking interest in them. The juvenile system was designed to serve them. There is a great need to 

further understand the implications that the juvenile justice system has on these individuals. The 

goal of the system should be to effectively rehabilitate juvenile offenders, and by listening to the 



 

37 
 

individuals who have experienced the system firsthand will provide valuable insight into the 

effectiveness of the system.  

Current Study 

The general public has had the opportunity to provide their opinion on the juvenile justice 

system on numerous occasions throughout the past half-century (Applegate, Davis, & Cullen, 

2009; Bishop, 2006; Doble, 2002; Moon et al., 2000; Nagin et al., 2006; Piquero et al., 2010). 

Although not as often, juvenile justice system professionals have also had the opportunity to 

provide feedback on the effectiveness of the system as well as what correctional ideologies they 

most align with and support (Blevins, Cullen, & Sundt, 2007; Lane et al., 2005; Lopez & 

Russell, 2008; Ward & Kupchik, 2010). Unfortunately, juvenile offenders have not been 

afforded the same opportunities (with few exceptions) to provide their feedback or opinions on 

the system designed to serve them.  

While it is enlightening, the extant research is limited in an important way. As previously 

described, a small amount of research is available that assesses the perspectives of juvenile 

offenders (Butler, 2011; Huerter & Saltzman, 1992; Pealer et al., 2017). Additionally, several of 

the previous studies were not only dated, but they also focus on a variety of elements within the 

juvenile justice system, including the juveniles’ opinions of their treatment during the juvenile 

court process, incarcerated youths’ perceived effectiveness of the juvenile system, and their 

perceptions regarding their experience after they fulfilled their sentence. Again, the research 

surrounding juvenile offenders’ opinions is limited; thus, making all relevant research that much 

more coveted, as these are the individuals who have firsthand knowledge on the operations and 

the effectiveness of this system; as these are the individuals whose lives are deeply affected by 

the implications placed upon them by the juvenile system.  
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Conclusion  

This review of the literature has served to provide a background on the previous research 

related to the current study. The existing literature provides great insight into the perceptions of 

the general public as well as criminal justice personnel; however, the existing literature provides 

relatively little insight into the perceptions of juvenile offenders. The current study seeks to 

address a gap within the research regarding the opinions of juvenile offenders who are on court 

mandated juvenile probation.  

This study aims to identify the ideologies that juvenile offenders hold in regards to the 

goals of the juvenile justice system. As aforementioned, probation is a widely used dispositional 

measure by juvenile court judges (Lane et al., 2005). By observing the responses of the juvenile 

offenders on probation, the juvenile justice system will gain insight into the perceptions of a 

group of juvenile offenders who have received a specific correctional sentence— state 

supervised probation. Areas of exploration include the factors that attribute to juvenile 

delinquency, the goals of the juvenile justice system and the importance of these goals, and 

appropriate sentencing options for juvenile offenders. The research question guiding this study 

is: how do juveniles on probation view the juvenile justice system. Chapter three will focus on 

the methodology for the current study.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 The previous chapter sought to examine the previous literature pertaining to the publics’ 

opinion as well as the perspective of juvenile justice system personnel in addition to the 

perceptions of the juvenile offenders. Chapter three of this thesis is used to discuss the 

methodology behind the current study. There will be several topics included in the methodology, 

such as the sample and how it was collected, the research question and the hypotheses guiding 

the study, description of the independent and dependent measures and how they were developed, 

and finally the analytic strategy that will be utilized to test the research question. Additionally, 

chapter three will provide a categorized description of the causes of juvenile offending as they 

were presented to the respondents. The current study seeks to fill a gap in the literature regarding 

the opinions of juvenile offenders on the system designed to serve them.    

Sample 

 This thesis uses secondary data analysis from a satisfaction survey that was distributed by 

a local county probation agency to determine the juvenile offenders’ attitudes of the juvenile 

justice system.  A juvenile judge in a Northeast Tennessee County instructed the juvenile 

probation officers to administer the surveys to juveniles who had been placed on court mandated 

supervised probation, and were willing to voluntarily provided their feedback regarding the 

effectiveness of the juvenile justice system.   

At the time of the survey, 67 youth were on court-mandated supervised probation; 

however, only 45 juveniles participated, generating a 67.2 percent response rate. The individual 

data regarding demographic information collected was very minimal due to confidentiality 
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issues; however, the respondents were able to provide their age, gender, race, and their highest 

level of education that they had completed. 

Measures and Research Design 

While previous research examined juvenile opinions (Butler, 2011; Huerter & Saltzman, 

1992; Pealer, Terry, & Adams, 2017), few have examined juveniles on probation. The main 

focus of this research project is exploratory and focuses on the perceptions of juvenile offenders 

on probation in the juvenile justice system. This study will examine the perceptions of juvenile 

offenders on probation regarding rehabilitation, causations of delinquency, and the preferred 

sentencing options for juvenile offenders.  

This survey contained a number of measures that assessed juvenile offender’s perceptions 

on the goals of the juvenile justice system, including 1) the causes that contribute to juvenile 

delinquency, 2) questions regarding community-based treatment options that should be available 

for juveniles, and 3) the available sentencing options. Following each question, the juveniles 

were provided with a forced-choice response (or a Likert-type scale) that was used to express 

their level of agreement.  

Philosophy of the juvenile justice system. In an attempt to gain a detailed understanding 

of the philosophical context of the juvenile justice system, there were three different sets of 

statements used. The first statement sought to determine whether or not the youth felt the courts 

in the area deal too harshly or not harshly enough with juvenile offenders. The second statement 

asked the respondents, “Do you think the main emphasis in most juvenile prisons is on punishing 

the individual convicted of a crime, trying to rehabilitate, or protecting society?” The final 

group of questions used to determine the philosophy of the juvenile justice system stated, “We 

would like to know how important you think it is for the juvenile justice system to work towards 
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the following goals”. Following the statement, the youth were provided with nine statements that 

will be used to assess the juvenile offenders preferred goal orientation for the juvenile justice 

system.  

Previous opinion research, observing what the emphasis of corrections should be, has 

asked respondents about how they think the juvenile justice system should handle juvenile 

delinquents (Blevins et al., 2007; Cullen et al., 1983; Cullen & Moon, 2002; Piquero et al., 

2010). Thus, for the first set of questions, the respondents were asked what they thought should 

be done with youths who commit crime. They were provided a list of statements, and asked 

whether or not they strongly disagreed, disagreed, agreed, or strongly agreed with the each given 

statement. These statements were used to gauge their opinion in relation to rehabilitation, 

punishment and protection of society.  

As juvenile crime has proliferated throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, many public 

opinion researchers saw this as an opportunity to examine the public’s views on the goals of the 

juvenile justice system as well as the effectiveness of the system. The majority of public opinion 

research has focused on what the goals of the juvenile justice system should be (Cullen et al., 

1983; Cullen & Moon, 2002; Piquero et al., 2010). Thus, for the second set of questions, the 

respondents were asked what they thought should be the main emphasis in the juvenile justice 

system. They were instructed to choose only one the following five options: punishment, 

rehabilitation, incapacitation, restoration, and retribution (see Table 1 for the wording of these 

choices). This question was examined to determine whether or not juvenile offenders continued 

to support the child saving mentality emphasizing rehabilitation as the primary goal of the 

juvenile justice system.  
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 To further understand what the respondents’ feel should be the goal(s) of the juvenile 

justice system, they were asked six questions regarding the goals of the juvenile justice system, 

specifically as it relates to punishment, rehabilitation, or the protection of society. They were 

given forced-response Likert scale options for each question. They were also asked to rank the 

level of importance of the goals of corrections. The scale contained the following response 

options: 1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, and 4= strongly agree.  

 Explanations for juvenile offending. Second, for many decades, scholars have sought to 

explicate why crime exists and what factors influence criminal behavior. Criminological theorists 

have presented three primary theoretical explanations attempting to elucidate the causation of 

juvenile delinquency— biological, psychological, and sociological (Chung & Steinburg, 2006; 

Lahlah, Lens, Bogaerts, & van Der Knaap, 2013). The factors within these categorical 

explanations of juvenile crime are abundant, such as low quality education, mental illness, low 

socioeconomic status, history of abuse, alcohol or drug abuse, lack of influential guidance, lack 

of opportunity, and poor self-control. 

 The participants were provided with another set of questions where they were asked to 

provide their opinion on the level of importance of each question in reference to factors that 

attribute to juvenile delinquency. A Likert-scale was provided with response options 1=not at all 

important, 2= not very important, 3= somewhat important, 4= important, and 5= very 

important. The actual statements for each of these categories are listed in Table 2. 

 Sentencing options. Third, to explore what juvenile offenders feel are the most 

appropriate type of sentences for delinquent juveniles, the respondents were asked their level of 

agreement in regards to various sentencing objectives. Then, they were provided several different 

sentencing options along with a brief description of each option, and then asked to provide their 
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level of support. Each of these sentencing options can be connected with either a punitive 

approach or rehabilitative approach. For example, counseling, an anger management program, 

victim restitution, drug/alcohol treatment, family counseling, educational programs, vocational 

programs, and drug testing are all rehabilitative in nature. Whereas, electronic monitoring, boot 

camp, scared straight program, community service, and home incarceration are all in more of an 

alignment with punitive ideologies. Depending on the participants’ responses, a generalization 

will be able to be made concerning the correctional orientation that juvenile offenders most align 

with. 

The survey contained several measures that evaluated the juveniles’ perceptions on the 

causes of delinquency, the importance of the goals of the system, and what community-based 

treatment options should be available for juveniles. The independent variable for all three 

hypotheses will be the juvenile offender’s opinions regarding the juvenile justice system. The 

juvenile’s opinion will be observed through their responses to the various survey items.  

Demographics. Additionally, the respondents were asked to provide the following basic 

demographics: age, gender, race, and their last grade of education completed. The respondents 

were given a forced choice response for all demographics except age.  For age, the respondents 

were given a blank to fill-in the year that they were born. For race, due to the low number in 

some of the responses, I collapsed the choices into white and non-white. Gender was coded 

either male or female, and for education the respondents were given a the following options and 

asked to mark the box that was applicable to them: 1st-4th grade, 5th grade, 6th grade, 7th grade, 

8th grade, 9th grade, 10th grade, 11th grade, 12th grade, and graduated high school/Received a 

GED. 



 

44 
 

 There are three dependent variables that will be observed during this study: in favor of 

rehabilitation, preferred rehabilitative community corrections sentencing options, and the causes 

of juvenile delinquency. All three of the dependent variables are analyzed using a Likert-scale; 

therefore, all three of the dependent variables will be measured at the interval level.  

The first dependent variable, in support of rehabilitation, will be operationalized by 

assessing the data that has already been collected. The respondents were asked how important 

trying to rehabilitate the juvenile so that he might return to society as a productive citizen. They 

were provide with the options 1) not at all important, 2) a little important, 3) important, and 4) 

very important to rate their level of importance. Additionally, “not at all important” and “a little 

important” were recoded into “not important”, whereas “important” and “very important” were 

recoded into “important”. Recoding these variables was necessary due to the small sample size 

and the lack in variation within the responses. After the recode, a scale was computed to 

represent the response options. The numerical value one represented not important and two 

represented important. Thus indicating that the higher the scores, then the higher the level of 

support.  

The second dependent variable, rehabilitative community corrections as the most-favored 

sentencing option, will be operationalized similarly. To determine the level of support for 

community corrections options the respondents were provided with the following prompt: “When 

juveniles break the law, there are different sentencing options. The court can require that youth 

participate in a variety of programs or follow certain rules. We would like to know which of the 

following options you would most support or oppose.” The youth were asked to specify whether 

they “do not support at all,” “slightly support,” moderately support,” or “fully support” a variety 

of community corrections options, including drug/alcohol treatment/testing, 
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educational/vocational programming, restorative justice practices, general counseling, and 

monitoring/supervision.  

Again, the responses were recoded. Thus, “do not support” and “slightly support” were 

recoded to “limited support”, whereas “moderately support” and “fully support” were recoded to 

“support”. The recode was necessary due to the small sample size and the lack in variation 

amongst the original response options. The scale that was computed represents the numerical 

value one as “limited support” and two as “support”. 

The third dependent variable gauged what factors the respondents felt caused juvenile 

delinquency. Although there has been numerous theories that seek to explicate why juveniles 

commit crime, this study seeks to examine the juveniles’ opinions on the causes of delinquency. 

Furthermore, this study seeks to determine if the factors correlated with delinquency alter how 

they perceive the goals of the juvenile justice system. The youth were provided with 20 

statements that emphasized on individual (e.g., youth are too lazy to find a lawful way to get out 

of a bad situation), parental (e.g., the failure of parents to punish and discipline kids for their 

misbehavior), and societal (e.g., youths grow up in poor neighborhoods where gangs and other 

criminal influences were widespread).  

This variable will also be operationalized using the Likert-scale response option ranging 

from 1) not at all important, 2) not very important, 3) somewhat important, 4) important, and 5) 

very important in regards to the various causations of delinquency provided in the survey. These 

responses were recoded. After the recode, “not at all important”, “not very important”, and 

“somewhat important” were all recoded into “not important”. Whereas “important” and “very 

important” were recoded to “important”. Following the recode, a scale was created to place the 

statements into their appropriate categories. Furthermore, the scale was computed so that the 
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numerical value one is representative of not important and two represents important. Thus the 

higher the score on the scale indicates that there is a strong agreement of importance for the 

statement option. The actual scale for the causes of juvenile offending is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Causes of Juvenile Offending  

Causes 

Individual 

     The youth have bad character.  

     Youth are too lazy to find a lawful way to get out of a bad situation. 

     The lack of good religious upbringing. 

     Youth have little or no self-control. 

Parenting 

     Single parent homes – families that have only one parent in the home.  

     Parents who spoil their kids.  

     Parents who do not spend enough time with or care about their kids.  

     Their homes were lacking in love, discipline and supervision. 

     The failure of parents to punish and discipline kids for their misbehavior. 

     Families that don’t provide enough guidance and support. 

Societal 

     Youth grow up in poor neighborhoods where gangs and other criminal influences 

     are widespread.  

     The failure of the criminal justice system to punish kids who get into trouble.  

     The decline in morality that has taken place in American society. 

     The failure of the government to support programs that will help kids from troubled 

     families. 

     Schools that fail to provide kids with a good education. 

     Outside influences such as peer pressure, money problems, etc.  

     The failure of the government to provide quality afterschool programs to keep youth 

     out of trouble until their parents get home.  

     Society offers them little opportunity to get an education and a job to make money. 

     Youth commit crimes as a way of coping with poor living conditions (e.g., extreme 

     poverty, violence in the home, family problems). 

 

Hypotheses  

 The overall goal of this research is to determine how juvenile offenders perceive the 

juvenile justice system. In order to gain a better understanding on the views that juvenile 

offenders hold, there are three main hypotheses within the present study that will be examined. 
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Each seeks to determine juvenile offenders’ opinions of the juvenile justice system to determine 

the levels of support and importance for each individual hypothesis. To further the research on 

the opinion of the goals and effectiveness of the juvenile justice system, the present study aims to 

test these three hypotheses. Listed below are the research question and hypotheses guiding the 

study. 

 Research Question: How do juveniles on probation view the juvenile justice 

 system?  

H(1)— Juveniles on probation support rehabilitation. 

H(2)— Rehabilitative community corrections will be the most supported sentencing option 

among juveniles on probation. 

H(3)— Juvenile perceptions regarding the causes of offending will influence their views 

on the goals of the system.   

The first hypothesis will be tested by observing the responses a variety of questions from 

the survey. The first question that will be examined asked the respondents whether they agreed 

or disagreed with the various purposes of the juvenile justice system. The second question that 

will be observed specifically asks the participants what they think should be the main emphasis 

in prisons that hold juvenile offenders. The respondents had the option to choose punish, 

rehabilitate, protect society, or not sure. The third question assessed their level of importance 

regarding punishment, rehabilitation, and protecting society. The respondents were asked to rate 

their perceived level of importance for punishment, rehabilitation, and protecting society by 

declaring a numeric value beside each goal with response options ranging from 1) not at all 

important, 2) a little important, 3) important, and 4) very important. 
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By observing juvenile’s opinions of what the primary purpose of the justice system is, we 

can provide insight into the warranted goals of the juvenile justice system by the individuals 

whom it was designed to serve. At the time this survey was distributed, all of the respondents 

were on court mandated supervised probation. These participants were active participants in the 

juvenile justice system, and their opinion provides an invaluable insight. 

Hypothesis two purports juvenile offenders on probation are in-favor of rehabilitative 

community corrections sentencing options as opposed to being sentenced to more punitive 

community corrections alternatives. This hypothesis is measured using a section of the survey 

that asks the juveniles to indicate their level of support for different sentencing options on a scale 

of 1) do not support at all, 2) slightly support, 3) moderately support, and 4) fully support. The 

survey provided several different sentencing options that included options such as home 

incarceration, individual counseling, scared straight programs, victim restitution programs, 

community service, drug testing, vocational programs, and more.  

The final hypothesis will observe what factors increase the likelihood of juvenile 

delinquency. The respondents were given a list of factors and asked to indicate how important 

each factor was in causing youth to break the law. The response choices were 1) not at all 

important, 2) not very important, 3) somewhat important, 4) important, and 5) very important. 

Understanding what circumstances juvenile offenders feel increase the likelihood of juvenile 

delinquency will provide an insight for juvenile justice system personnel to understand what 

steps need to be taken in order to improve the quality of life for youth to prevent juvenile 

delinquency. By understanding what factors precipitate juvenile delinquency, this directs 

juvenile justice system personnel as well as individuals from other disciplines to strive to work 
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together to develop and implement programs that are appropriate dependent on the need of the 

youth in their area in an attempt to preoccupy them and steer them away from crime.  

The examination of these hypotheses will provide a greater understanding into the 

juvenile justice system. Furthermore, it offers a perspective that is often disregarded, as juvenile 

offenders are afforded a rare opportunity to divulge their opinions on both the effectiveness as 

well as causations and preferred sentencing options to combat juvenile delinquency. Again, the 

purpose of the juvenile system is to instill accountability in juvenile offenders as well as reduce 

the likelihood for future criminality. This survey will provide an unprecedented insight on the 

system’s effectiveness from the individuals it was designed to serve.  

Analytic Strategy 

 In addition to the descriptive statistics that will be generated, the analytic strategy 

incorporates the use of independent samples t-tests, and linear regression (OLS). T-tests allow 

for a comparison between two groups to determine whether or not they have different average 

values (Bloom, Fisher, & Orne, 1999). T-tests observe the difference of two means from the 

same variable, but the two means must be from a different population. Therefore, it is 

appropriate to conduct an independent samples t-test analysis to determine whether there is a 

statistically significant difference between the mean score within one group and the score in 

another group (Bloom et al., 1999). Several independent sample t-tests will be conducted to 

determine whether or not the independent variables, race and gender, have any significance in 

relation to the dependent variables, support of the juvenile justice system and supported 

sentencing options. 

 Regression is often used to determine the effects that certain independent variables have 

on a dependent variable (Winship & Radbill, 1994). Furthermore, this enables multiple variables 
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to be controlled to allow for the determination of the relationship between the hypothesized 

independent and dependent variables (Winship & Radbill, 1994). For the purposes of this study, 

multiple linear regression will use several independent variables— race, age, societal, individual, 

and parental causes of delinquency— to predict the value of the dependent variable, goals of the 

juvenile justice system. The linear regression analyses will be able to explain the level of 

variation within the dependent variable. Additionally, the linear regression will allow for an 

understanding as to whether or not the goals of delinquency alter based on the independent 

variables.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter examined the source of the data, both the independent and dependent 

variables were defined, and the research question and the hypothesis for the study were 

introduced. Finally, the types of analysis that were conducted was described. The following 

chapter will present the results for each hypothesis.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 The previous chapter presented the research question as well as the hypotheses that guide 

this study. Additionally, the previous chapter discussed the methodology for this study, and 

outlined the analytic strategy used to generate the results. Chapter four begins by detailing the 

descriptive statistics of the demographics for the survey respondents. Likewise, any pertinent 

descriptive statistics from various survey questions will be discussed. The chapter will also 

present the bivariate correlations for the measures included in the analysis. Furthermore, this 

chapter contains the results from the independent samples t-tests with the assistance of four 

tables that represent each t-test analysis. To conclude this chapter, the findings from the linear 

regression models that were designed to answer the research questions are presented. Overall, 

this chapter will provide the results from all of the statistical analyses that were necessary to 

conduct in order to test the research question and the hypotheses from the previous chapter.  

Descriptive Statistics 

 Demographics. The descriptive statistics for the sample are provided in Table 2. The 

respondents’ demographic information is limited due to confidentiality issues; nevertheless, they 

were able to provide some basic information in regards to their individual demographics. The 

majority of the respondents were male (71.1 percent) and the average age was 16. The sample is 

predominately white with 34 whites (78.6 percent), 10 nonwhites (22.2), and one individual who 

did not provide a response for their race. When asked what the year or highest grade of education 

that they completed, 46.7 percent responded grade 11.  
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics  

Variable Percent (N) Mean (SD) 

Gender 

     Male 

     Female 

 

 

71.1 (32) 

28.9 (13) 

 

Age 

     12 

     14 

     15 

     16 

     17 

     18 

     19 

 

 2.2 (1) 

 6.7 (3) 

13.3 (6) 

33.3 (15) 

26.7 (12) 

15.6 (7) 

 2.2 (1) 

16.29 (1.34) 

Highest Grade of Education Completed 

     6th Grade 

     7th Grade 

     8th Grade 

     9th Grade 

     10th Grade 

     11th Grade 

     12th Grade 

     Graduated high school/Received a GED 

 

 2.2 (1) 

 2.2 (1) 

 4.4 (2) 

11.1 (5) 

22.2 (10) 

46.7 (21) 

 6.7 (3) 

 4.4 (2) 

 

Race 

     White 

     Non-White 

 

75.6 (34) 

22.2 (10) 
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Hypothesis One 

 Before delving into the specific findings, it is necessary to note that individuals’ opinions 

are intrinsically complex; therefore, in order to gain a greater insight into juvenile offenders’ 

perceptions, this study will analyze the respondents’ answers to multiple questions to depict a 

more lucid understanding of juvenile offenders’ perceptions into the effectiveness and 

preferences of various aspects of the juvenile justice system.  The first hypothesis, juveniles on 

probation support rehabilitation, is what is being tested in these analyses. The first question that 

will be analyzed asked the respondents, “Do you think the courts in this area deal too harshly or 

not harshly enough with juvenile offenders”. Since 1972, the General Social Survey (GSS) has 

asked survey participants this exact question. From the current survey, 46.7 percent of 

respondents felt that the juvenile court system deals too harshly with juvenile offenders; 

likewise, 46.7 percent of the respondents also reported that juvenile offenders are treated about 

right with 6.7 percent of participants expressing that the court system does not deal harshly 

enough with juvenile offenders.  

 The survey participants were asked to express their opinions on what they feel the current 

goal of the system is and what the goal should be. When respondents were asked, “Do you think 

the main emphasis in most juvenile prisons is on punishing the individual convicted of a crime, 

trying to rehabilitate, or protecting society”, 46.7 percent of the youth felt that punishment was 

the main emphasis of most prisons. Conversely, when asked what they thought should be the 

main emphasis of these prisons, 80 percent of the respondents indicated that rehabilitation should 

be the primary emphasis of prisons.  

 The respondents were prompted with the following statement, “We would like to know 

how important you think it is for the juvenile justice system to work toward the following goals”. 

Following this statement, the respondents were provided with nine statements, which will be 
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analyzed, to gauge the juvenile offenders preferred goal orientation for the juvenile justice 

system. Table 3 displays the frequencies from these goal orientation questions. All of the 

statements except one were viewed as important to the youth. It is of importance to note that the 

following three statements: to help victims of crime recover from their experiences, to change 

juvenile offenders through treatment or education, and to make juvenile offenders understand 

how his or her crime hurt the victim were fully supported by all of the respondents. The 

statement to prevent juvenile offenders from committing more crimes by keeping them locked up 

for a long time was the only statement that was not viewed as important by the youth, as 57.8 

percent felt that it was not important.  
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Preferred Goal Orientation (in percentages) 

Goal Orientation Statement Not Important* Important** 

To help victims of crimes recover from their 

experiences 

 100 

To make juvenile offenders work to repair the harm 

they caused their victims 

2.2 97.8 

To change juvenile offenders through treatment or 

education so that they will be productive citizens 

 100 

To make sure that juvenile offenders get the 

punishment they deserve 

4.4 95.6 

To discourage other people from committing crimes 

by punishing juvenile offenders as an example 

28.9 

 

71.1 

To make juvenile offenders work to repair the harm 

they caused their community 

8.9 88.9 

To prevent juvenile offenders from committing more 

crimes by keeping them locked up for a long time 

57.8 42.2 

To discourage juvenile offenders from committing 

more crimes in the future by showing them the costs 

of crime 

2.2 97.8 

To make the juvenile offender understand how his or 

her crime hurt the victim 

 100 

* Combines responses of “not at all important” and “not very important” 

** Combines responses of “somewhat important”, “important”, and “very important” 

 To further assess the relationship between juvenile offenders and their preferential goal 

orientation, two independent samples t-test were conducted to determine whether or not the 

respondents’ gender or race had any effect on the preferred goals of the juvenile justice system 

(See Table 4 for the results for race, and Table 5 for the results for gender). The t-test analysis 

for gender did not yield any statistical significance; however, the t-test analysis for race did yield 

statistical significance with one statement. It appeared that whites were more likely to support 
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changing juvenile offenders through treatment or education, so they would become more 

productive citizens (t=2.249; p= .030). 
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Table 4. Independent Samples T-Test for Race and the Importance of Goals 

Item White 

(N=34) 

          𝒙 

Nonwhite 

(N=10) 

        𝒙 

T-Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

To help victims of crimes recover 

from their experiences. 

 

4.29 4.00 1.365 .179 

To make juvenile offenders work 

to repair the harm they caused 

their victims. 

 

4.18 3.70 1.967 .056 

To change juvenile offenders 

through treatment or education so 

that they will be productive 

citizens. 

 

4.38 3.90 2.249 .030 

To make sure that juvenile 

offenders get the punishment they 

deserve. 

  

3.82 3.40 1.516 .137 

To discourage other people from 

committing crimes by punishing 

juvenile offenders as an example. 

 

2.85 3.20 -.852 .399 

To make juvenile offenders work 

to repair the harm they have 

caused the community. 

 

3.76 3.67 .264 .793 

To prevent juvenile offenders from 

committing more crimes by 

keeping them locked up for a long 

time. 

 

2.44 2.40 .119 .906 

To discourage juvenile offenders 

from committing more crimes by 

keeping them locked up for a long 

time. 

 

3.76 3.90 -.469 .642 

To make the juvenile offender 

understand how his or her crime 

hurt the victim. 

 

4.32 3.90 2.015 .050 
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Table 5. Independent Samples T-Test for Gender and the Importance of Goals  

Item Male 

(N=32) 

          𝒙 

Female 

(N=13) 

        𝒙 

T-Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

To help victims of crimes recover 

from their experiences. 

 

4.25 4.15 .484 .631 

To make juvenile offenders work 

to repair their harm they caused 

their victims. 

 

4.03 4.07 -.195 .847 

To change juvenile offenders 

through treatment or education so 

that they will be productive 

citizens. 

 

4.31 4.15 .777 .441 

To make sure that juvenile 

offenders get the punishment they 

deserve. 

  

3.72 3.85 -.479 .635 

To discourage other people from 

committing crimes by punishing 

juvenile offenders as an example. 

 

2.88 3.15 -.748 .458 

To make juvenile offenders work 

to repair the harm they have 

caused the community. 

 

3.69 3.83 -.439 .663 

To prevent juvenile offenders from 

committing more crimes by 

keeping them locked up for a long 

time. 

 

2.44 2.46 -.077 .939 

To discourage juvenile offenders 

from committing more crimes by 

keeping them locked up for a long 

time. 

 

3.72 4.00 -1.090 .282 

To make the juvenile offender 

understand how his or her crime 

hurt the victim. 

 

4.34 4.00 1.757 .086 
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Hypothesis Two 

 This model will present the results that observe the youth’s support for various 

sentencing options, as the second hypothesis conjectures that rehabilitative community 

corrections options are the most supported sentencing options amongst juvenile offenders. There 

is a plethora of different sentencing options available for when juveniles break the law. In the 

current survey, the juveniles were asked about their level of support for various community 

corrections options (see Table 6 for a list of the options). Similar to samples from the general 

public (Moon et al., 2000), the respondents supported several correctional options. Of the 14 

options presented to the respondents, all but four were supported by the majority of the youth. 

The two tough love options, boot camp and scared straight programs, and the two options for 

monitoring, electronic monitoring and home incarceration, were not supported by the juveniles. 

For monitoring, only 20 percent supported the use of electronic monitoring and less than half 

supported home incarceration (46.7 percent); whereas, for the tough love category, only 17.8 

percent supported boot camps and scared straight types of programs.  

 The correctional options that received the most support from the respondents were for 

programs related to educational and vocational needs of youth as well as community service. 

Approximately 84 percent of the juveniles supported having the youth participate in a program to 

get their high school diploma if they have not finished high school; likewise, 88.9 percent of the 

youth supported teaching the youth a skill to increase their employability. An even greater 

percentage of the respondents (93.3 percent) supported having the youth work in the community. 

 All rehabilitative sentencing options received high levels of support from the juveniles. 

That is, the youth supported individual (77.8 percent), group (55.6 percent), and family 

counseling (51.1 percent) as well as anger management (55.6 percent). Along with community 
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service, victim restitution was supported by 66.7 percent of the youth. Both drug/alcohol 

treatment programs as well as drug testing were supported by 71.1 percent of the youth. 
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Table 6. 

Juveniles’ Level of Support for Various Community Corrections Options (in percentages) 

 

Correctional Option Support* Limited 

Support** 

Counseling   

     Individual: Having the youth meet with the counselor who would try to 

     solve the emotional problems that caused the youth to get into trouble in 

     the first place.  

 

77.8 22.2 

     Group: Having a counselor meet with a group of juvenile offenders to try 

     to solve the emotional problems that caused them to get into trouble in the 

     first place.  

 

55.6       44.4 

     Family: Having a counselor meet with the entire family and the juvenile 

     to attempt to uncover any issued within the family itself that could be 

     affecting why the juvenile is committing crimes. 

 

51.1 48.9 

     Anger Management: A program designed to teach youth how to recognize 

     and control their anger.  

 

55.6 44.4 

Drug/Alcohol   

     Treatment: Having youth enter a program to eliminate their addiction to 

     drugs and/or alcohol.  

 

71.1 28.9 

     Testing: Having youth give a urine sample to test if they are using drugs.  

 

71.1 28.9 

Educational/Vocational   

     Education: Having the youth participate in a program to get their high 

     school diploma if they have not finished high school. 

 

84.4 15.6 

     Vocation: Teaching youth a skill (such as plumbing, air conditioning 

     repair, computer repair) so they can get a job.  

 

88.9 11.1 

Restorative   

     Victim restitution: Having the youth work in order to pay back the 

      victims for any damages the youth caused.  

 

66.7 33.3 

     Community service: Having the youth work in the community (without 

     pay) on such projects as restoring or painting old houses, cleaning up 

     trash, working in public places.  

 

Tough Love 

     Boot camp: Having the youth go through a program that is similar to 

     basic training in the military.  

      

     Scared straight: Having youth visit an adult prison where inmates yell, 

     insult, and scare youth to deter them from committing any future crimes. 

93.3 

 

 

 

 

 

17.8 

 

17.8                                     

 6.7 

 

 

 

 

 

          82.2 

 

          82.2 
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Table 6 (continued).  

 

Correctional Option  Support* Limited 

Support** 

Monitor   

     Electronic monitoring: Requires that the juvenile wear a bracelet that tells 

     the probation officer his/her location. 

 

20.0 80.0 

     Home incarceration: Having youth stay in their home rather than staying in 

     a juvenile correctional facility.Youth on home incarceration would only be 

     allowed to leave their house for certain reasons, such as meeting with their 

     probation officer, attending counseling or going to the doctor.  

 

46.7 53.3 

*Combines the response of moderately support and fully support 

** Combines the responses of slightly support and do not support at all 

 Independent samples t-test were conducted to determine if the independent variables, race 

and gender, yielded any significance with the individual sentencing options. Neither race nor 

gender produced any statistical significance for the provided sentencing options (Table 7 

displays the findings for gender, and Table 8 displays the results for race). 

Table 7. Independent Samples T-Test for Gender and Sentencing Options 

Item Males 

(N=32) 

            𝒙 

Females 

(N=13) 

             𝒙 

T-Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

Electronic Monitoring  1.97 2.15 -.904 .371 

Individual Counseling 3.13 2.77 1.185 .242 

Vocational Counseling 3.19 3.15 .135 .893 

Drug Testing  2.94 3.00 -.236 .815 

Family Counseling 2.66 2.38 .899 .374 

Education Programs 3.28 3.15 .463 .646 

Home Incarceration 2.59 2.62 -.078 .938 

Drug/Alcohol Treatment 2.97 2.69 1.131 .264 

Group Counseling 2.38 2.85 -1.540 .131 

Boot Camp 1.84 2.15 -1.130 .265 

Community Service 3.31 3.23 .372 .712 

Victim Restitution 2.88 2.77 .452 .654 

Anger Management  2.69 2.62 .254 .800 

Scared Straight Program 1.94 1.85 .375 .709 
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Table 8. Independent Samples T-Test for Race and Sentencing Options 

 

Item White 

(N=34) 

            𝒙 

Nonwhite 

(N=10) 

             𝒙 

T-Value Sig. (2-tailed) 

Electronic Monitoring  2.03 2.00 .129 .898 

Individual Counseling 3.06 2.90 .472 .640 

Vocational Counseling 3.09 3.40 -1.168 .250 

Drug Testing  3.03 2.80 .802 .427 

Family Counseling 2.68 2.40 .856 .397 

Education Programs 3.12 3.60 -1.644 .108 

Home Incarceration 2.59 2.60 .038 .970 

Drug/Alcohol Treatment 2.94 2.80 .525 .602 

Group Counseling 2.50 2.70 -.596 .555 

Boot Camp 2.00 1.80 .662 .511 

Community Service 3.26 3.30 -.147 .884 

Victim Restitution 2.76 3.10 -1.318 .195 

Anger Management  2.71 2.50 .660 .513 

Scared Straight Program 1.94 1.80 .525 .602 

 

 

Bivariate Correlations   

 

 An assessment of the bivariate correlations was conducted to explore the relationships 

between the variables that are included within the current analysis. A Pearson correlation 

coefficient was calculated for the relationship between societal causes of delinquency and 

parenting causes of delinquency. A strong positive correlation was found (r = .581, n= 43, 

p<.001), indicating a significant linear relationship between the two variables. Youth who 

support parenting causes also tend to support societal causes as an explanation for juvenile 

crime. Furthermore, a Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated to determine the 

relationship for the age of the offender and societal explanations. A negative relationship was 

found (r = -.367, n=43, p<.05), which indicates a significant linear relationship. The older the 

youth, the less likely he/she is to support societal causes as a factor that increases delinquency.  
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 A positive relationship was found between individual causes of delinquency and 

parenting causes (r = .449, n=42, p<.001), indicating a significant relationship. Therefore, the 

more likely the youth is to support individual causes, then the more likely he/she is to support 

parenting causes as well. Likewise, there was similar findings when conducting a Pearson 

correlation coefficient for individual causes and societal causes of delinquency. Again, a positive 

relationship was determined (r = .607, n= 40, p<.001). This indicates that as the youth support 

individual causes as explanations for delinquency, they also support societal causes. (See Table 9 

for the results for the bivariate correlations analysis) 

Table 9. Bivariate Correlations 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Parenting 

 

-- -- -- -- -- -- 

2. Societal  

 

.581** -- -- -- -- -- 

3. Individual  

 

.449** .607** -- -- -- -- 

4. Gender 

 

-.003 -.089 -.107 -- -- -- 

5. Race 

 

.280 .140 .147 .005 -- -- 

6. Age -.199 -.367* -.126 -.028 -.111 -- 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
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Hypothesis Three 

 For many years, researchers have sought to determine the various causes of criminal 

offending, for both adults and juveniles. The youth who participated in this study were asked to 

indicate their opinions on what factors precipitate juvenile offending. These factors were 

presented to the youth in statements, and the youth were asked to indicate whether they felt each 

statement was important or not important. To better understand whether the youth felt that 

societal, parenting, or individual factors caused juvenile delinquency, the statements were 

categorized into three scales based on their respective meanings. The scales as well as their 

percentages of importance can be found in Table 10. 
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Table 10. Causes of Juvenile Offending (in percentages) 

Causes 

 

Not 

Important* 

Important** 

Parenting   

     Single parent homes— families that have only one parent 

     in the home 

 

26.7 73.3 

     Parents who spoil their kids 

 

15.6 84.4 

     Parents who do not spend enough time with or care about 

     their kids 

 

8.9 91.1 

     Their homes were in love, discipline and supervision 2.2 97.8 

      

     The failure of parents to punish and discipline kids for 

     their misbehavior 

  

  

100 

     Families that don’t provide enough guidance and support 

 

 100 

Societal   

     Youth grow up in poor neighborhoods where gangs and 

     other criminal influences are widespread 

 

4.4 95.6 

     The failure of the criminal justice system to punish kids 

     who get into trouble 

 

15.6 82.2 

     The decline in morality that has taken place in American 

     society 

 

2.2 97.8 

     The failure of the government to support programs that 

     will help kids from troubled families 

 

4.4 95.6 

     Schools that fail to provide kids with a good education 

 

0 100 

     Outside influences such as peer pressure, money 

     problems, etc. 

2.2 95.6 

     The failure the government to provide quality afterschool 

     programs to keep youth out of trouble until their parents 

     get home 

 

 100 

     Society offers them little opportunity to get an education 

     and a job to make money 

 

4.4 95.5 

     Youth commit crimes as a way of coping with poor living 

     conditions (e.g. extreme poverty, violence in the home) 

8.9 

 

91.1 
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Table 10 (continued). 

 

Causes Not 

Important* 

Important** 

Individual   

     The youth have bad character 

 

15.6 77.8 

     Youth are too lazy to find a lawful way to get out of a bad 

     situation 

 

6.7 93.4 

     The lack of good religious upbringing 

 

8.9 91.1 

     Youth have little or no self-control 

 

13.3 86.7 

* Combines responses of “not at all important” and “not very important” 

** Combines responses of “somewhat important,” “important,” and “very important” 

Following the creation of the scales, multiple linear regression analyses were ran to 

determine whether the youths’ perceptions regarding the causes of delinquency have any 

influence on their views of the juvenile justice system’s goals. Before running the regression 

analyses, the nineteen variables for the causes of juvenile offending were placed into three 

scales— parenting, societal, and individual causes (See Table 10 for the variable list in its 

entirety). It was necessary to create scales to be able to determine from the regression outputs 

which causations, if any influence the manner in which the juveniles view the goals of the 

system.  

The three scales— parenting, societal, and individual causes— as well as age and race 

were the independent variables that were used in the multiple linear regression analyses. The two 

correctional goals, punishment and rehabilitation, were the dependent variables used to test 

whether or not there was a correlation with the aforementioned independent variables, and if so 

to what degree. Five linear regression models were conducted— three testing rehabilitation and 

two testing punishment. The output for each model can be found in Table 11. 
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Model 3A. The first rehabilitation model was statistically significant (F=3.290; p=.017). 

It assessed the survey statement that sought to determine the level of importance of rehabilitating 

youths who are in the correctional system. With an adjusted r-square of .241, resulting in 24.1 

percent variation explained by the independent variables, societal and parenting causes, that 

affect the dependent variable, rehabilitation. Both societal (p=.004) and parenting (p=.045) 

causes yield significance. There is a positive relationship for societal causes and the importance 

of rehabilitating youths in the correctional system; therefore, as the youths support societal 

causes for contributing factors of delinquency, they also show support for rehabilitation. In 

regards to parenting causes, there is a converse relationship, meaning that as the support for 

parenting causes as explanations of juvenile delinquency decrease, support for rehabilitation 

increases.  

Model 3B. The second model for rehabilitation utilized the survey statement asserting 

that the best way to rehabilitate youth is to teach them a skill. Again, there was a significant 

model with an F-value of 3.102 and a p-value of .021. The adjusted r-square (.217) indicates a 

variance of 21.7 percent. The only significant independent variable was societal causes (p=.038). 

The relationship is positive indicating that as the youth support societal causes as contributing 

factors to delinquency, they are also supportive of rehabilitation. 

Model 3C. Yielding statistical significance (F=3.788; p=.008), the final rehabilitative 

model examined the causes and demographics on the perceptions that it is better to treat juvenile 

offenders because most of them will be released. The adjusted r-square (.268) indicates that 26.8 

percent of the variation is explained by both individual and societal causes, as they are the only 

independent variables that affect the dependent variable. Societal causes again yielded 

significance (p=.004) as well as a positive relationship with rehabilitation. This positive 
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relationship indicates that as support for societal causes increases, so does the support for 

treatment. Conversely, individual causes (p=.000) yields a negative relationship insinuating that 

as support for individual causes increases the support for treatment decreases. 

Model 3D. There were two models of linear regression ran to assess whether there is any 

relationship between the dependent variable, punishment, and the independent variables, age, 

race, and the three scaled causes of juvenile offending. The first model observed the statement, 

“punishing juvenile offenders is the only way to stop them from engaging in more crimes in the 

future”. Based on the F-value of 6.092 and the p-value of .000, this model was statistically 

significant as well. With approximately 40 percent of the variation explained (adjusted r-

squared= .401).  

Four of the five independent variables that were tested yielded significant findings. Age had a 

significant (p= .035) and a positive relationship. This relationship indicates that older youth are 

more supportive of punishment being the only way to stop crime. Likewise, both individual 

(p=.033) and parenting (p=.002) causes yield a significant relationship that is positive as well. 

The more supportive the youth were of parenting and individual causes as contributing factors to 

juvenile delinquency, then the more likely they would support punishment as the only way to 

stop crime. While societal (p=.005) causes were significant, there was a negative relationship 

signifying that the youth who felt societal causes were a leading factor in juvenile offending 

would be unsupportive of punishment being the only way to stop crime.  

Model 3E. The final model for punishment utilized the statement that explicated: 

treatment does not work; instead juvenile offenders should be incarcerated for life. This model 

was statistically significant (F=3.808; p=.008) and explained 27 percent of the variation within 

dependent variable. Parenting was significant (p=.012); however, there was a converse 
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relationship. This relationship indicates that as support for parenting causes increases, the 

support for incarcerating youth for life decreases. 

Table 11. 

Multiple Linear Regression Models with the Goals of the System as the Dependent Variables.  

 

Independent Variable B SE β t Sig.  Adjusted 

R2 

Rehabilitation Model 1— It is 

important to rehabilitate youths who 

have committed crimes and are now in 

the correctional system. 

 

     .241 

1. Societal Causes .115 .037 .61 3.088 .004  

2. Parenting Causes 

3. Individual Causes 

4. Race 

5. Age 

-.080 

-.066 

-.470 

-.005 

 

.038 

.067 

.253 

.091 

-.389 

-.194 

-.295 

-.009 

-2.088 

-.990 

-1.855 

-.057 

.045 

.330 

.073 

.955 

Rehabilitation Model 2— The best way 

to rehabilitate youth is to teach them a 

skill that they can use to get a job when 

they are released from a juvenile 

correctional facility.  

 

     .217 

1. Societal Causes 

2. Parenting Causes 

3. Individual Causes 

4. Race 

5. Age 

.092 

.048 

.012 

-.278 

-.010 

.042 

.045 

.078 

.297 

.107 

.439 

.195 

.031 

-.147 

-.014 

2.164 

1.073 

.159 

-.936 

-.091 

.038 

.291 

.874 

.356 

.928 

 

 

Rehabilitation Model 3— It is better to 

treat juvenile offenders because most 

of them will be released. 

 

     .268 

1. Societal Causes 

2. Parenting Causes 

.115 

-.002 

.037 

.039 

.612 

-.007 

3.123 

-.042 

.004 

.967 

 

3. Individual Causes 

4. Race 

5. Age 

-.269 

.071 

-.020 

.068 

.258 

.093 

-.736 

.042 

-.032 

 

-3.977 

.277 

-.215 

.000 

.784 

.831 
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Table 11 (continued). 

 

Independent Variable B SE β t Sig. Adjusted 

R2 

Punishment Model 1— Punishing 

juvenile offenders is the only way to 

stop them from engaging in more 

crimes in the future. 

     .401 

1. Age .222 .101 .297 2.198 .035  

2. Race -.009 .281 -.004 -.032 .975  

3. Societal Causes -.120 .040 -.531 -2.997 .005  

4. Parenting Causes .139 .042 .521 3.282 .002  

5. Individual Causes .164 .074 .372 2.220 .033 

 

 

Punishment Model 1— Treatment 

doesn’t work; juvenile offenders should 

be incarcerated for life. 

     .270 

1. Parenting Causes -.115 .043 -.467 -2.660 .012  

2. Societal Causes -.074 .041 -.354 -1.811 .079  

3. Individual Causes .078 .076 .191 1.032 .309  

4. Race .266 .288 .140 .924 .362  

5. Age -.177 .104 -.256 -1.714 .096 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 Chapter four of this thesis addressed the results that were attained from the multiple 

linear regression models as well as the independent samples t-test and the descriptive statistics of 

the data set. These models were utilized to test the juveniles on probation support of 

rehabilitation in addition to the most supported community corrections sentencing options and 

finally the whether the youths’ perceptions of the causes of delinquency influence their views on 

the goals of the system.  In the final chapter, the results from these models will be discussed 

including the limitations, implications, and any opportunities for future research.  

  



 

72 
 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 Chapter four presented the results for each analyses ran to test the hypotheses and 

research question that guide this study. Chapter five of this thesis is a discussion of the findings 

from the results of the analyses conducted that were presented in the previous chapter. This 

chapter will cover multiple discussion topics, including the limitations of this study, the 

applications of the findings, potential policy implications, and directions for future research. To 

conclude this chapter, a brief summation of the overall findings and an acknowledgement as to 

how the current study adds to the literature will be presented.  

Limitations 

 This study provides an insight into limited research, and fills a previous gap left by other 

researchers. The majority of opinion research thus far has been focused on public opinion, and 

very little research has specifically asked juvenile offenders their opinions regarding the goals or 

the effectiveness of the juvenile justice system. While this research provides previously limited 

insights into the perceptions of juvenile offenders, it is necessary to note the limitations that 

accompanied this study. 

 First and foremost, the sample size undoubtedly impacted the study. Both gender and 

race were extremely homogeneous, which contributed to a lack of variation for these attributes; 

therefore, the sample may not generalize to more diverse populations. Furthermore, there were 

limited significant findings from some the analyses ran; this too can be attributed to the limited 

sample size. If the sample size was larger, then there is a greater chance of finding more 

significance within the independent samples t-test models as well as within the linear regression 
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models; additionally, there would likely be an increased percent of the variation explained 

between the tested independent samples and the dependent samples in the regression models. 

An additional limitation that should be noted is that the juvenile offender’s responses 

may not hold entirely true to their actual beliefs. The surveys were administered by a worker 

within the probation office. The presence of the juvenile justice personnel may have influenced 

the juveniles. Although there are no indications as such, it should still outlined as a possible 

limitation.   

 The data collected in this survey will be applied back to the overall opinions of juveniles 

on probation. This survey only sampled juveniles on probation in one county in the state of 

Tennessee, and this could potentially pose an issue if the respondent’s opinions are applied back 

to all juveniles on probation in the United States. The sample size of 45 is relatively small 

considering the vast amounts of juveniles who are sentenced to supervised probation by the 

courts. Nevertheless, all of the respondents of this survey were active participants in their 

respective supervised probation program; therefore, rejecting any threat to the external validity 

of juvenile offender population on court mandated probation. 

Application of the Findings 

Harshness of the juvenile court. The results from the models yield support for the 

research question as well as the hypotheses that guide this study. The first set of analyses 

observed whether the youth are in support of rehabilitation. The first question sought to 

determine the level of harshness (i.e. too harsh, not harsh enough, or about right) juvenile 

offenders feel that the courts in their area exhibit when dealing with youthful offenders. It is 

worth noting that this question has been asked by the General Social Survey (GSS) since 1972 

(see Table 12 for the breakdown of support by year since 1972); however, the GSS does not 
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specify juvenile offenders, but instead they ask in regards to all offenders. Since 1972, the GSS 

has provided the American public’s perspective on various issues including national spending 

priorities, intergroup relations, and crime and punishment.  

In regards, to the court system, the individuals who participate in the GSS have 

consistently reported that they feel the local courts do not deal harshly enough with offenders (as 

seen in Table 12). Whereas in the current study, when juvenile offenders were asked how they 

feel the local courts treat offenders, 46.7 percent responded that they felt offenders are dealt with 

too harshly; however, 46.7 percent reported that they felt juvenile offenders are treated about 

right, and less than 7 percent of participants indicated that the court system does not deal harshly 

enough with juvenile offenders. It is surprising to find that almost half of respondents feel that 

the local courts treat juvenile offenders about right; nevertheless, the same amount of youth 

report the local court system is too harsh in its dealings with juvenile offenders.  

Two things should be noted regarding the findings of the youths’ perceptions of the 

juvenile court in their area. When these juvenile offenders participated in the survey, they were 

completing the probation program that they were sentenced to by the juvenile judge in their area. 

Considering the youth were sentenced to a probation program as opposed to being sentenced to a 

correctional facility or a restricted residential treatment facility, this may have influenced the 

youth to feel that their local court system treats the offenders ‘about right.’ Conversely, youth 

oftentimes have difficulty admitting their delinquency as well as accepting the consequences that 

accompany those behaviors, therefore this may influence some of the offenders’ response in 

asserting that they feel their local court system is ‘too harsh’ when dealing with juvenile 

offenders. 



 

75 
 

Table 12. General Social Survey Summary by Year for the Question: “Do you think the courts in this area deal too harshly or not 

harshly enough with criminals?” 

Label 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1980 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 

Too harsh 105 68 42 61 47 52 40 48 48 58 44 52 45 76 57 

Not harsh 

enough 

 

1066 1092 580 1174 1210 1268 1297 1218 760 1363 1192 1284 1252 1417 1204 

About 

right 

 

265 196 72 144 148 123 111 112 73 103 161 138 117 218 145 

Don’t 

know 

 

173 138 51 104 89 84 80 87 36 71 63 51 53 101 71 

No 

answer 

 

4 10 8 7 5 3 4 3 6 4 13 9 3 7 4 

Not 

applicable 

0 0 731 0 0 0 0 0 937 0 0 0 0 0 0 
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Table 12 (continued).  

Label 1989 1990 1991 1993 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 

Too harsh 41 47 61 54 78 135 175 209 126 120 279 222 267 269 376 

Not harsh 

enough 

 

1285 1131 1202 1300 2534 2246 2095 1913 919 861 1902 1259 1269 1128 1451 

About 

right 

 

135 124 169 156 226 310 372 436 240 266 638 388 341 380 484 

Don’t 

know  

 

76 65 76 88 135 197 179 240 83 90 167 147 157 180 207 

No 

answer 

 

0 5 9 8 19 16 11 19 4 3 6 7 10 17 20 

Not 

applicable 

 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1393 1472 1518 0 0 0 0 

*Data taken from: https://gssdataexplorer.norc.org/variables/276/vshow
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Goals of the juvenile justice system. To further assess the youths’ opinions on the goals 

of the juvenile justice system, the youth were asked what the feel is the current goal of the 

system and then what they felt should be goal. While approximately 50 percent of the youth 

indicated that punishment is currently the emphasis of the juvenile justice system, more than 

three-fourths reported that rehabilitation should be the primary goal of the system. This finding 

indicates that while the juvenile offenders feel the current juvenile justice system holds a 

punitive ideology, there needs to be an ideological shift towards rehabilitation, as the youth’s 

attitudes contend that a treatment approach would be the most effective way to handle juvenile 

delinquency. Furthermore, the juveniles support for rehabilitation as the primary goal of the 

juvenile system is in alignment with previous public opinion research that finds that the public is 

supportive of a rehabilitative-based juvenile justice system (Cullen & Moon, 2002; Moon et al., 

2000; Piquero et al., 2010).  

The youth were provided with a list of statements and asked to rate provide their opinion 

on the importance of each goal orientation. When asked, “to change juvenile offenders through 

treatment or education so that they will be productive citizens,” all of the youth indicated that 

this was an important goal. Likewise, the statements, “to help victims of crimes recover from 

their experiences” and “to make the juvenile offender understand how his or her crime hurt the 

victim,” were also seen as important goals to the juvenile offenders. This is consistent with 

previous research that has assessed juvenile offenders opinions on the system, as Pealer et al.’s 

(2017) study indicated that 72 percent of the juvenile offenders incarcerated in a juvenile 

correctional facility felt that rehabilitation should be the primary goal of the juvenile justice 

system, and 51 percent felt that repairing the harm to the victim was important.  
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Preferential sentencing options. The second analyses, which was designed to examine 

the hypothesis that purported that rehabilitative community corrections are the most supported 

sentencing option among juvenile offenders, revealed that juveniles on probation show strong 

support for rehabilitative community corrections. The youth were provided a list of sentencing 

options that are available to juvenile court judges when sentencing delinquent youth. The 

attitudes of the juvenile offenders appear to be alignment with the research regarding effective 

interventions for offenders (Lipsey & Cullen, 2007). There was clear support for individual, 

group, and family counseling; drug/alcohol treatment and testing; educational as well as 

vocational programs; and anger management courses. Therefore, it seems that the juvenile 

offenders are in support of programs that previous research has found to be effective delinquency 

reducers (Lipsey, Wilson, & Cothern, 2000; Lipsey & Cullen, 2007). These results provide 

further indication that juvenile offenders view rehabilitation and rehabilitative sentencing options 

as integral aspects of the juvenile justice system. 

There were four community sentencing options that were not highly supported by the 

youth. The youth did not support boot camp, scared straight programs, electronic monitoring, or 

home incarceration. It is unknown exactly as to why juvenile offenders are unsupportive of these 

options. It could possibly be that the youth feel these options are not effective in reducing 

recidivism, or it could due to the fact that the youth just simply are unsupportive because they 

have never been exposed to these types of sentencing options, as the jurisdiction did not provide 

funding for these types of interventions. As these sentencing options have failed to gain 

empirical support or show consistency in recidivism reduction (Bottcher & Ezell, 2005; Howell 

& Lipsey, 2012), it becomes evident that the juvenile offenders’ perceptions are in alignment 
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with the research in regards to effective interventions irrespective of their reasoning for the lack 

of support. 

The goals of the juvenile system and their impact on causes of offending. The third 

analyses provided support for the third hypothesis, which proposed that the manner in which the 

juvenile offenders perceive the causations of juvenile offending will influence their views on the 

juvenile system’s goals, as the analyses indicated that the juveniles’ views on certain causes of 

offending influence the manner in which they perceive the goals of the system. For treatment, it 

was determined that as the youths’ support for societal causes as an explanation of juvenile crime 

increased, so did their support for rehabilitation. Conversely, there was a negative relationship 

between both parenting and individual causes and rehabilitation, which indicates that when the 

youth were more likely to attribute the causation of juvenile offending to parenting causes or 

individual causes, then their support for rehabilitation decreased.  

When comparing the youths’ support for punishment as a goal of the system, only 

societal causes yielded a converse relationship with punishment. This signifies that the youth 

who associate societal causes as the primary cause for juvenile offending, the less likely they 

support punishment as a goal of the juvenile justice system. However, as the youth reported 

support for either individual or parenting causes as a causation of juvenile crime, then 

punishment was more likely to be supported. Likewise, the older the respondent was, then the 

more supportive of punishment he/she was. Overall, the findings for causes of juvenile offending 

in relation to the preferred goals of the juvenile justice system by the juvenile offenders indicate 

that societal causes and rehabilitation are correlated; whereas, the older the youth was and/or the 

youth who felt parenting causes or individual causes precipitated juvenile delinquency are more 

apt to supporting punishment as the goal of the juvenile justice system. 
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Linking age and goal preferences. These findings were consistent with previous 

research regarding age and goal preferences. As aforementioned, there is limited research 

available regarding juvenile offenders’ views on various aspects within the juvenile justice 

system; however, there is research available that observes the public’s opinion as well as the 

views of juvenile justice system personnel and is able to link age and goal preferences. For 

example, Ward and Kupchik’s (2010) study found that younger probation officers were more 

likely to support punishment, whereas older probation officers were more supportive of 

rehabilitation. These findings contrast the current findings; however Ward and Kupchik (2010) 

attributed this difference to the fact that the older probation officers had entered the profession at 

a time when the cycle of juvenile justice reflected a punitive ideology. Nevertheless even as the 

older probation officers were employed through this punitive shift, the beginning of their 

employment mirrored a juvenile system that employed rehabilitative attitudes and solutions to 

combating juvenile delinquency. 

Earlier research consistently found that younger adults were more supportive of 

rehabilitation than their older counterparts (Cullen, Clark, Cullen, & Mathers, 1985; McCorkle, 

1993; Singh & Jayewardene, 1978, Sundt et al., 1998; Warr & Stafford, 1984). However, as 

aforementioned, Ward and Kupchik’s (2010) study found that older individuals were more likely 

to be in support of child saving than their younger counterparts; however they found that 

younger individuals were not opposed to rehabilitation, but reported higher frequencies than 

older adults in that they wanted to see juvenile offenders punished for their delinquent acts 

(Piquero et al., 2010). In regards to the current study, Ward and Kupchik’s (2010) study was 

contradictory to the findings from the study at hand, as the present study found that the younger 

youth were more supportive of a rehabilitative ideology. Thus, indicating that the link between 
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age and goal preferences are dubious, and are dependent on many factors, including the 

individuality of the sample being observed as well as the manner in which the question is 

presented in the survey.   

It is noteworthy to discuss that although it appears that younger adults are supporting a 

more punitive approach than previous young adults, they are still supporting rehabilitation just 

not at as high of rates as older adults. Moreover, these ‘older adults’ were previously the 

individuals who were in alignment with rehabilitation as young adults. Thus, indicating that 

these individuals support for rehabilitation has remained consistent even as they aged. While the 

research results for age and preferred goal orientation appears to have shifted, in respect to the 

current study the factors could be attributed to many reasons, including their age or even the type 

of orientation they feel that they have personally received. For example, in reference to the study 

at hand, if the older juvenile offenders feel that they have received a punitive punishment for 

their delinquency, then they may be more inclined to support a more punitive orientation as 

opposed to rehabilitative out of distaste for the system as a whole or to ensure that future juvenile 

offenders receive the same harsh treatment that they did.  

While rehabilitation received the highest levels of support amongst the juvenile offenders 

(95.6 percent), there are mixed results for the other goals within the juvenile justice system. High 

levels of support for restoration to both the victims and the community are prevalent, as more 

than 97 percent of the youth felt making juvenile offenders work to repair the harm they caused 

their victim was important and over 88 percent indicated that making juvenile offenders work to 

repair the harm they caused their community was important. The juvenile offenders recognized 

the ramifications of their actions and supported victim restitution (66.7 percent)— having the 

youth work in order to pay back the victims for any damages the youth caused— and completing 
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community service projects (93.3 percent) such as painting old houses, cleaning up trash, and 

working in public places. Furthermore, the youth showed less support for specific (44.4 percent) 

and general (37.7 percent) deterrence, and even less support for incarceration (33.3 percent). In 

culmination, these findings reflect a group of youth who have intricate perceptions of the 

juvenile justice system. 

Policy Implications 

 The juvenile justice system was established to provide wayward and dependent youth 

with the necessary tools and guidance to become productive members of society (Moon et al., 

2000). The data provided within this thesis indicates that juvenile offenders are in support of the 

original philosophy of the child-saving movement. The insights that can be gained by assessing 

the opinions of juvenile offenders are exponential for policymakers and juvenile justice leaders, 

as they make detrimental decisions that affect the lives of so many of America’s youth.  

 The irrefutable support for the original ideology of the juvenile justice system by the 

exact individuals for whom the system was designed to serve, strengthens the goal of 

rehabilitation. Additionally, the youth’s support of rehabilitative sentencing options indicates that 

the youth are in alignment with the American public’s desire to witness the juvenile justice 

system’s effective intervention into the lives of delinquent youth. While it is understandable that 

both policy makers and law enforcement officials strive to ensure public safety, it is feasible to 

refocus the juvenile justice system’s policies to emphasize rehabilitative goals while at the same 

time maintaining public safety. As research suggests, effective correctional programming has 

acknowledged certain principles that strive to reduce delinquency, including rehabilitation 

(Lipsey et al., 2000). Therefore, by emphasizing rehabilitation as the primary goal of the juvenile 
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system, the rehabilitative ideology surrounding child-saving practices is being implemented, 

which simultaneously reduces juvenile crime and increases public safety (Lipsey et al., 2000).  

For decades, criminologists have proposed theories to attempt to explain why individuals 

commit crime. As the juveniles were able to provide their opinions on the causes of juvenile 

delinquency, this will provide a greater understanding as to what factors they perceive influence 

juvenile crime. The majority of the youth reported that they felt societal factors, such as the 

presence of gangs in their communities and communities who lack afterschool programs, 

increased the likelihood of juvenile delinquency. Furthermore, research is available to support 

the youths’ responses, as research has identified these factors as causes of criminality (Leventhal 

& Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Wright & Cullen, 2001). This furthers the support that juvenile justice 

systems should employ advanced resources to continue identification of risk factors that are 

known contributors to juvenile delinquency, and strategizing effective delinquency prevention 

programs.  

 Delinquency prevention programs are designed to identify all risk factors that increase 

delinquency at an early enough stage, so that these factors can be addressed in such a manner 

that preventative programs are able to be effectively implemented. Currently, there are two vital 

resources available that strive to prevent delinquency— Crime Solutions (Office of Justice 

Programs, 2016) and Blueprints for Violence Prevention (Mihalic, Fagan, Irwin, Ballard, & 

Elliott, 2004). Both of these tools enable agencies to utilize evidence-based practices to prevent 

delinquency. By utilizing these resources and rehabilitating youth in the community would save 

money each year, and the money saved could be reinvested in rehabilitative programming 

options to help youth manage these factors that heighten delinquency.   
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Future Research 

 This survey assesses the opinions of juvenile offenders on court-mandated probation as 

well as provides a foundation for future research. The grounds for future research are abundant 

considering that thus far there is very limited research available that assesses the opinions of 

juvenile offenders. Future research should be aimed at understanding more in-depth what 

motivates youth to commit crime and what they feel can be changed to prevent future recidivism 

among juvenile offenders. This should not be limited to any particular group of offenders. Thus, 

surveying offenders who are in a facility, on probation, or any individual who has had contact 

with the juvenile justice system would yield beneficial insight, as the current research is so 

limited. Furthermore, studying offenders who have been sentenced to various sentencing options 

would allow for the researcher to do a comparative study between the groups.  

Conducting an in-person interview with juvenile offenders would help gain an even 

greater insight and understanding into the minds of the juvenile offenders’ opinions and 

responses. It would allow for the researcher to directly question why the youth holds a certain 

perception. Any opportunity for future researchers to survey and observe a larger group of 

juvenile offenders would validate the perception of the current study. Additionally, future 

researchers should seek to sample juvenile offenders in more urbanized areas, as this sample 

comprised of youthful offenders from a rural county. 

The current sample did not include much variation amongst the gender or race of the 

respondents, which prohibited the examination of how individual characteristics affect the 

youth’s opinions on juvenile delinquency, the justice system, and rehabilitation. Research has 

found that there are different pathways to offending amongst female youth as opposed to their 

male counterparts (Howell, 2009). Likewise, there have been differential outcomes for gender-
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responsive programming when applied as a treatment approach to the juvenile population 

(Bloom, Owen, Desechnes, & Rosenbaum, 2002; Day, Zahn, & Tichavasky, 2014). Thus, future 

research may seek to explore the differential opinions amongst male and female juvenile 

offenders specifically in regards to their perception on the overall viability of the juvenile 

system, their opinions as to what causes delinquency, and what sentencing options they feel are 

most effective.  

Conclusion 

 This thesis found support for both the research question and the hypotheses. Additionally, 

the findings were in alignment with public opinion research (Applegate & David, 2005; Cullen 

& Moon, 2002; Makeig, 1994; Moon et al., 2000; Piquero et al., 2010) as well as previous 

research that observed the opinions of juvenile offenders (Pealer et al., 2017). As juvenile crime 

proliferated and the public’s attitudes towards the effectiveness of the juvenile justice system 

deteriorated, the affects to the juvenile justice system were detrimental. Throughout the past 

several decades, the juvenile system has experienced pendulum swings between punishment and 

rehabilitation as viable correctional orientations.  

The changes in the public’s attitudes and the shifts in the goals of the juvenile justice 

system precipitated researchers to determine what the public feels should be the emphasis of the 

juvenile system (Moon et al., 2000; Schwartz et al., 1992; Soler, 2001; Steinhart, 1988; Van 

Vleet, 1999). While the public’s support for punishing juvenile offenders has increased 

throughout the past few decades, their support for rehabilitation has remained consistent. The 

available research surrounding juvenile justice personnel indicates that these professionals 

support rehabilitation as well; however, they also feel that rehabilitation and punishment do not 
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have to be competing ideologies (Blevins et al., 2007; Harris, L. & Associates, 1968; Ward & 

Kupchik, 2008).  

In lieu of the opinions held by juvenile offenders on probation in addition to the public’s 

opinion and the perceptions of the juvenile justice personnel, rehabilitation is still the 

overwhelming correctional orientation preference. Even as punishment has gained support in 

recent years, the support for rehabilitation has remained unwavering. Thus, indicating that the 

juvenile justice system’s overall emphasis should be rehabilitative in nature to provide 

delinquent youth with the resources necessary to transform them into productive members of 

society.
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