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Study Shines Light on Needs of Girls in the Juvenile Justice System
“There is a reason behind everything people do…always.”

“People don’t want to hear us because they think we’re all troublemakers.”
“I think it’s good to give girls a chance to do the right thing.” -   Girls interviewed in the Amicus Girls Study
Any parent of a teenaged girl can relate. At some point in even the best relationships, the question comes up in a mother’s or father’s mind. “What am I doing wrong?” The newly released Amicus Girls Study suggests that even accomplished professionals, while working with girls involved in the justice system often find themselves asking the same thing. Some professionals tend to believe it’s just easier working with boys.
But what about the other side of the relationship? Many girls in the justice system feel they don’t have a voice: that people are viewing them more as the embodiment of their destructive behavior rather than as individuals with insights and opinions that should be heard. 
“The Amicus Girls Study originated from a simple idea,” Amicus President Louise Wolfgramm said.  “Ask those involved with girls in our juvenile justice system for their insights on how the system is doing.”  It was developed by Amicus, a local nonprofit agency working with offenders, ex-offenders and juveniles in the criminal justice system.  The study was jointly funded through a grant by the Minnesota Department of Public Safety’s Office of Justice Programs, and through Amicus itself.

The report was released in May, 2010 after more than two years of research. It includes participation from over 220 individuals, including corrections and social work professionals, caregivers, women incarcerated at Minnesota Correctional Facility – Shakopee and the girls themselves.  The Girls Study provides policymakers and frontline practitioners with an overview of Minnesota’s work with girls in the justice system. It features an extensive review of best practices and comments gathered from 32 focus groups and additional interviews at 15 sites across Minnesota. It also provides suggested criteria by which to judge the effectiveness of individual programs. 
Girls involved in the justice system are frequently seen through the lens of their crime without considering their destructive behavior in the context of a girl’s own prior victimization. A study of girls in Maryland showed that “being abused or neglected as a child increased the likelihood of arrest as a juvenile by 59 percent, as an adult by 28 percent and for violent crime by 38 percent.”  Girls dealing with sexual or physical trauma often attempt to escape turbulent home lives by running away, drug use or other dangerous coping mechanisms.
Many of the dedicated professionals working in the juvenile justice system who were interviewed by Amicus expressed feelings of being drained, overworked and burnt out. Most of these same professionals also said that the rewards for working with girls outweigh the costs. “What’s demoralizing and very sad is that (the girls themselves) don’t think they’re worth it,” one professional said.
Parents, foster parents, older siblings and other caregivers interviewed for the report criticized the lack of preventative education, specifically anti-drug education in school. They spoke of frustrations when girls as young as fourth or fifth grade committing an offense avoided early consequences by “looking cute,” or “acting innocent.” Without proper intervention, destructive behaviors escalated as girls grew older. 
Girls involved in the justice system discussed the influences that led them to harm themselves and others, often noting negative influences from friends, family and further damage from a system that often doesn’t listen to them before making decisions which deeply impact girls’ lives. 
As one woman who is now incarcerated at Minnesota Correctional Facility - Shakopee said of her time in the juvenile justice system, “I needed someone to talk to, someone to explain what was going on…Having no experience, I was confused and scared out of my wits.” 
Although the Amicus Girls Study sometimes paints a bleak picture of what happens to girls in the juvenile justice system, there are opportunities. The people, vision and knowledge and wisdom for working with Minnesota’s girls is alive and well in the state, but somehow that vision isn’t always experience by girls and their families. The study recommends sharing existing knowledge about the specific needs of justice system-involved girls, focusing more resources on prevention, helping girls repair the harm they’ve done and restore positive relationships within their community, and keeping track of the girls to understand how they have moved through the system and what treatments have the best results for each individual. 

The final chapter of the report offers the insights and childhood experiences of women who are currently incarcerated at Minnesota Correctional Facility - Shakopee. Comments on their childhood challenges were chillingly similar to those of the girls of today who were interviewed. These women suggested they would have benefited from more guidance early on and better educational opportunities. They emphasized the need to help system-involved girls as they process the trauma that might have come from long periods of abuse.  

Wolfgramm said the study identifies many areas for concern but recognizes the dedication of many professionals, the enduring patience of many caregivers and the determination of many girls to restore themselves within their communities.  

The Amicus Girls Study is available for download at www.amicususa.org or by calling Amicus at 612-348-8570. 
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