
 
 

 

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR THE CARE OF YOUTH  

CHARGED WITH STATUS OFFENSES  

 

I. BACKGROUND 

The Coalition for Juvenile Justice’s Safety, Opportunity & Success (SOS): Standards of Care for Non-Delinquent 

Youth is a multi-year partnership that engages State Advisory Group members, judicial leaders, practitioners, 

service providers, policymakers and advocates to guide states in implementing policy and practices that: 

 

 Divert youth at risk for or charged with status offenses from the courts and connect them to family- and 

community-based systems of care that more effectively meet their needs;  

 Eliminate the use of secure confinement for youth who commit status offenses. 

 

A status offense is conduct that would not be considered a crime if committed by an adult.  The most common 

examples of status offenses are truancy, running away, violating curfew laws, or possessing alcohol or tobacco. 

 

II. NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR THE CARE OF YOUTH CHARGED WITH STATUS OFFENSES 

As part of the SOS Project, the Coalition for Juvenile Justice created the National Standards for the Care of Youth 

Charged with Status Offenses, which aim to promote policies and best practices for this youth population, based in 

research and social service approaches, and better engage and support youth and families in need of assistance. 

The National Standards call for an absolute prohibition on detention of status offenders and seek to divert them 

entirely from the delinquency system by promoting the most appropriate services for families and the least 

restrictive placement options for youth.  

 

The National Standards are divided into four sections:  

 Principles for Responding to Status Offenses;  

 Efforts to Avoid Court Involvement;  

 Efforts to Limit Court Involvement;  

 Recommendations for Policy and Legislative Implementation. 

 

BRIEF 
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The National Standards were developed by the Coalition for 

Juvenile Justice (CJJ) in partnership with the National Council 

of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) and a team of 

experts from various jurisdictions, disciplines and 

perspectives, including juvenile and family court judges, child 

welfare and juvenile defense attorneys, juvenile corrections 

and detention administrators, community-based service 

providers, and practitioners with expertise in responding to 

gender-specific needs. Many hours were devoted to 

discussing, debating and constructing a set of ambitious yet 

implementable standards that are portable, easily understood, 

and designed to spur and inform state and local policy and 

practice reforms. 

 

III. PRINCIPLES FOR RESPONDING TO STATUS OFFENSES  

The first section of the National Standards provides a frame and foundation from which professionals working 

day-to-day with families and youth alleged to have committed status offenses can operate to achieve positive 

outcomes for everyone. In doing so, this section highlights twelve key principles to which professionals should 

adhere to protect youth and family safety, promote family connections and permanence, and ensure youth and 

family well-being.  

 

The twelve principles stipulate that judicial, legal, law enforcement, justice, social service and school professionals 

working with youth alleged to have committed status offenses and their families should: 

 

1. Apply a child and family-centric approach to status offense cases by prioritizing child and family safety, 

well-being and permanency for the child;   

2. Understand and apply current and emerging scientific knowledge about adolescent development, 

particularly as it relates to court-involved youth;  

3. Understand positive youth development principles and how they can be used to achieve better outcomes 

for court-involved youth;   

4. Ensure that past trauma and other experiences, which may underlie or lead to status-offending behaviors, 

are identified and responded to with appropriate screening, assessment, treatment, services and supports;   

5. Implement a status offense system framework that promotes shared leadership and responsibility by 

encouraging youth engagement in court, agency, and other meetings affecting their case, safety, well-being, 

treatment services and/or placement;   

6. Utilize alternative dispute resolution strategies to resolve youth and family conflicts outside of the court 

system;   

The National Standards are organized as follows: 

  

 The Standard to be adopted is articulated 

in full – “the black letter.” 

 The need and underlying argument for 

the Standard is presented. 

 One or more concrete practice or policy 

actions items are recommended that 

readers can take to advance and 

implement the Standard.  

 

To read the National Standards in full, please visit 

http://www.juvjustice.org/our-work/safety-

opportunity-and-success-project/national-

standards-care-youth-charged-status.  
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7. Employ family engagement strategies that identify 

and emphasize a family’s strengths, and empower 

families to find and implement solutions outside of 

the court system;   

8. Eliminate racial and ethnic disparities by being 

culturally aware and ensuring impartial and equal 

access to culturally-competent prevention and 

intervention services and treatment for youth 

charged with status offenses and their families;   

9. Understand the developmental, behavioral and 

social differences between boys and girls and how 

their service needs are accordingly different.  Make 

gender-responsive choices regarding interventions, 

treatment and services before, during, and 

following court involvement;   

10. Ensure that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or 

questioning (LGBTQ) youth who are charged with 

status offenses receive fair treatment, equal access 

to services, and respect and sensitivity from all 

professionals and other youth in court, agency, service, school and placement;   

11. Ensure children do not enter the status offense system because of learning, mental health, sensory, 

speech/language or co-occurring disabilities.  Ensure that children with disabilities who do enter the 

status offense system are treated fairly and given access to needed evaluations, treatments and services;  

12. Coordinate with other relevant formal and informal systems of care to better serve children and families. 

 

IV. EFFORTS TO AVOID COURT INVOLVEMENT  

This section of the National Standards discusses key principles and practices that shape how education, social 

service, community-based, child welfare, runaway and homeless youth, mental health, law enforcement and 

juvenile justice systems should first respond to youth and families at risk and in need of immediate assistance. 

They offer guidance to professionals on how to identify the reason(s) the child and family have been referred to 

them and select and deliver the best early intervention services that will help the child and family avoid court 

involvement.  

 

Education, social service, community-based, child welfare, runaway and homeless youth, mental health, law 

enforcement and juvenile justice systems should: 

 

1. Aim to resolve all status offense matters through the provision of voluntary diversion services;   

Facts about Status Offenses 

• In 2010, 36 percent of status offense cases were 

for truancy (skipping school); 22 percent were for 

liquor law violations; 12 percent for being 

‘beyond the control of their parents’; 11 percent 

for running away from home; and 10 percent for 

curfew violations. (National Center for Juvenile 

Justice) 

• In 2009, African American youth were three times 

more likely to run away from their homes than 

white youth and two times more likely to be 

considered ‘beyond the control of their parents.’ 

(National Center for Juvenile Justice) 

• In 2009, girls accounted for almost half of all status 

offense cases. Between 1995 and 2009, girls 

made up 61 percent of all the runaway cases. 

(National Center for Juvenile Justice) 

• LGBTQ youth often face bullying and harassment 

in school. In one study, 32.7 percent of LGBTQ 

students reported that they had missed school in 

the past month because they felt unsafe. These 

youth are at a greater risk of being arrested for 

truancy. (GLSEN) 
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2. Determine the proper course of action by identifying the family circumstances, unmet needs, or other 

factors that led to contact with the status offense system;   

3. Train professionals who first respond to alleged status offenses about family and community dynamics 

and other factors that can cause status offense behaviors, as well as the availability and role of screenings, 

assessments and services.   

 

Law enforcement systems should: 

 

4. Focus on prevention and intervention by connecting children and families to needed services in lieu of 

charging or detaining children alleged to have committed status offenses. 

 

Education systems should: 

 

5. Implement responses to truancy that match the reasons youth are absent from school and that aim to avoid 

court involvement, school suspension or expulsion.   

 

Child welfare, juvenile justice and runaway and homeless youth systems should: 

 

6. Implement responses to alleged status offense behaviors that aim to avoid court involvement and are 

tailored to the reasons the youth and family have been referred to the child welfare, juvenile justice or 

runaway and homeless youth system.  

  

Court intake personnel should: 

 

7. Not accept jurisdiction over 

any status offense case until it 

has been determined that the 

applicable statutory 

requirements were met and that 

the agency that first responded 

to the claim made reasonable 

efforts to avoid court 

involvement by exhausting all 

available, culturally 

appropriate, pre-court 

assessments, services, 

entitlements and treatments.   

Endorsements of the National Standards 

 

The National Standards for the Care of Youth Charged with Status Offenses have 

been endorsed by a wide range of state and national groups including: 

 

To view the full list of endorsements please visit http://juvjustice.org/our-

work/safety-opportunity-and-success-project/national-standards/endorsements. 

If you would like to endorse the National Standards, please contact  

Lisa Pilnik at pilnik@juvjustice.org. 
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V. EFFORTS TO LIMIT COURT INVOLVEMENT  

The third section of the National Standards focuses on what efforts court system stakeholders should make to limit 

court involvement when pre-court diversion efforts have not yielded desired outcomes. The following Standards 

offer guidance to judicial, legal and other professionals working within the court system on how they can use the 

court’s powers to ensure the proper services are implemented while avoiding deeper court involvement. They 

also provide guidance at various stages of the case to ensure best outcomes for youth and families.  

 

Judicial officers should:  

 

1. Dismiss or, alternatively, stay proceedings 

when community-based services or other 

formal or informal systems approaches 

would circumvent the need for continued 

court jurisdiction;   

2. Assess early whether the Indian Child 

Welfare Act (ICWA) applies; 

3. Ensure youth charged with status offenses 

have independent, qualified and effective 

legal representation throughout status 

offense proceedings; 

4. Not allow children in status offense cases 

to waive counsel or alternatively only 

allow waiver if: (1) the waiver is on the 

record, (2) the court has fully inquired into 

the child’s understanding and capacity 

and (3) the waiver occurs in the presence 

of and in consultation with an attorney; 

5. Exercise their statutory and inherent 

authorities to determine, prior to 

adjudication, whether youth and families 

received, in a timely manner, appropriate 

interventions that could have limited 

their court involvement; 

6. Exercise their statutory and inherent 

authorities throughout the child and 

family’s court involvement to ensure that 

SOS Project Products 

 

In addition to the National Standards for the Care of Youth Charged 

with Status Offenses, the Coalition for Juvenile Justice has released 

several publications related to status offenses. These SOS Project 

products include: 

 

Disproportionate Minority Contact and Status Offenses  

Available at: http://www.juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-

files/DMC%20Emerging%20Issues%20Policy%20Brief%20Final_0.pdf  

 

Girls, Status Offenses and the Need for a Less Punitive and More 

Empowering Approach 

Available at: http://www.juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-

files/SOS%20Project%20-

%20Girls%2C%20Status%20Offenses%20and%20the%20Need%20for%2

0a%20Less%20Punitive%20and%20More%20Empowering%20Approac

h_0.pdf  

 

Ungovernability and Runaway Youth 

Available at: http://www.juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-

files/Ungovernable%20and%20Runaway%20Youth%20Guidance.pdf  

 

LGBTQ Youth and Status Offenses 

Available at: http://www.juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-

files/LGBTQ%20Youth%20Guidance%20FINAL.pdf 

 

Use of the Valid Court Order 

Available at: http://juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-

files/State%20VCO%20usage.pdf 

 

Truancy and Other Status Offenses  

Available at: http://juvjustice.org/sites/default/files/resource-

files/Guidance%20For%20Education%20Professionals%20and%20Syst

ems.pdf 

 

 

 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001-qfBxjd9TexVIH7ELvT6NQtEQvZwek5kLm8WY0tjqt4x9_Ed9EQxScvepMcuUJkSydZD2wrta5o61QeJFdM7KrSNfvhakb0jdRBd7AQrAKAy2ESU40S4t69LZ62D2iFbbLJQrE_-LmDWwf4_Bi7ULbdzHkRt9tBGemfdjl0q2MxzHPzxydjyfXlCmPPMAulOI69NaVyjZTk7ngl6Mop3kraXz4bZsWgt-KJ28aA6dFFDismJ9GqOK9CSTkhEgX3SRvpzlqBYqw-hvaqUj_BHVFJH2VVCU4oM-U6PAqrdOzo_DZZz4N7HExSz_GB71LRQ&c=&ch=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001-qfBxjd9TexVIH7ELvT6NQtEQvZwek5kLm8WY0tjqt4x9_Ed9EQxSSEFtrbRdIWjVBax702sTTQh9ax4w82mp5vZkE85wCJDpdK4TBPzhhIo52mCVp0kZbTFL5YahotA61MwbddupH0nTkh6ZMBB_iyiqUYxPyajHHBaQuvnbck0U4H9Wt7NpxfaV9CgB0V2NbMxShdE8xh1DDIzocJbjoenxPK7sjZ1LdPo7mjH7s4EptDLimdayqxu__37cA2gibqS4x4ZgXSr_bNxRuq7osgM4Cjk0kxNNOjOoltfOiGoShjrAa9nv1fwmqjqpTf1h_aZryu1wXmJAXmqJSBEdoEABctrAKbLstHi2AE4KE-CnDkwWArv61t6mWPJ_uIfmSLN3SoK8zsvq8UvFIA5B9BbiX1cp6Eq9fX1YhpqYZ-a68Rgpy0pv8tN7ChXKiR7ksLyTQoe6NU=&c=&ch=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001-qfBxjd9TexVIH7ELvT6NQtEQvZwek5kLm8WY0tjqt4x9_Ed9EQxSSEFtrbRdIWjVBax702sTTQh9ax4w82mp5vZkE85wCJDpdK4TBPzhhIo52mCVp0kZbTFL5YahotA61MwbddupH0nTkh6ZMBB_iyiqUYxPyajHHBaQuvnbck0U4H9Wt7NpxfaV9CgB0V2NbMxShdE8xh1DDIzocJbjoenxPK7sjZ1LdPo7mjH7s4EptDLimdayqxu__37cA2gibqS4x4ZgXSr_bNxRuq7osgM4Cjk0kxNNOjOoltfOiGoShjrAa9nv1fwmqjqpTf1h_aZryu1wXmJAXmqJSBEdoEABctrAKbLstHi2AE4KE-CnDkwWArv61t6mWPJ_uIfmSLN3SoK8zsvq8UvFIA5B9BbiX1cp6Eq9fX1YhpqYZ-a68Rgpy0pv8tN7ChXKiR7ksLyTQoe6NU=&c=&ch=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001-qfBxjd9TexVIH7ELvT6NQtEQvZwek5kLm8WY0tjqt4x9_Ed9EQxSSEFtrbRdIWjvPPPm5Od8dq_WJjsEu7zhWMSzmrKL_eJwU1MTe4XsWFqBjKuhq-qoe-4D36rxaSxJCfiqzRUtsk58uHEqudUOX-Vly9-_APpU8oG_dt4WpWkffRU1Zv9d1qlU0L00uQWiFSb0US_5KEtnxgEvMat5oqd8CacOnd0T3x_BpfAxNtC2M9wwaEDicBuBOOMv6yyIv_3vphIBioBvFwPscFmlvbR3BQ6KYLv8IFpQUCUDx6y5UuKt815MA==&c=&ch=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001-qfBxjd9TexVIH7ELvT6NQtEQvZwek5kLm8WY0tjqt4x9_Ed9EQxSWtBhcikzTYlnJ6UqpwcHqLoISzpUCfH0D5MPRPk0ceplj7ZPxElwEje2Jxm6Mr6RFwJFOQUeC0nUKtuxdX3kr4w1weG7qO1ihLibBTP7DnJW7Zy3SIEn3cR-K5j37uA6R91GhEsa8GH6UVN73O7bnNznmLDWMxG41woz6Ex_xkwDtRoyCxq1kk5wFavuIz_D6rsEFLng-1HwRLiuORQgYo=&c=&ch=
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001-qfBxjd9TexVIH7ELvT6NQtEQvZwek5kLm8WY0tjqt4x9_Ed9EQxSSEFtrbRdIWjbfzWAC_FlEPHIXu0XEWnhIVLt5V4AEMJF4FXhVRoEUJUblhD5FK0aDo1XgMMWUGH-OUQ_ul1i-MiX7sBXPp24w9BE_K87v2D78Mcrp1fsFFx7XJFfirnBapK_7nPwCdhk4VJlXEZgRtfh-uVc1wtDyTaWSyUurdLo4Xtha_x6mffpt0XgoV7JYU_NHF7xSmMHRGz4alMV165VBTzkP_bn7Hszetq2xc0cK5W1zNmb-HSU6NDXnIfYittQ7o_r00u&c=&ch=
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service delivery systems are providing the appropriate assessments, treatments and services to children 

and families in status offense cases; 

7. Assess alternatives to out-of-home placement or secure confinement; 

8. Not securely detain or confine youth at any point in the status offense process. 

 

Lawyers for alleged and adjudicated status offenders should: 

 

9. Advocate for voluntary and community-based assistance to limit and/or avoid continued court 

involvement and secure confinement; 

10. Advocate for child clients to be treated fairly throughout the court process and for their due process rights 

to be protected; 

11. Ensure that child clients’ rights and entitlements under relevant federal and state laws are protected.  

 

Judicial officers and entities providing case management services should: 

 

12. Effectively manage and close court and agency cases in a timely manner.  

  

Additional Resources on Status Offenses 

 

The Coalition for Juvenile Justice’s SOS Project is a multi-year partnership that engages State Advisory Group members, 

judicial leaders, practitioners, service providers, policymakers and advocates to guide states in implementing policy and 

practices that help youth who are at risk of, or charged with committing status offenses. For more information visit:  

http://www.juvjustice.org/sos.  

 

The Administration for Children and Families at the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services provides a directory of 

providers serving runaway and homeless youth across the nation.  For more information visit:  

http://www.hhs.gov/homeless/resources/.  

 

The American Bar Association provides practical guidance to attorneys representing status offenders in and out of court.  For 

more information visit: http://www.americanbar.org/groups/child_law/what_we_do/projects/status_offenders.html.   

 

The National Council on Juvenile and Family Court Judges is undertaking efforts to educate and equip judges to eliminate 

use of the valid court order (VCO) exception and instead rely on evidence-informed strategies that do not result in locked 

detention.  For more information visit: http://www.ncjfcj.org/our-work/detention-alternatives. 

 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) has a DSO Best Practices Database, which offers a 

searchable database containing profiles of promising programs and strategies in each of the five major status offense 

categories. For more information visit:  http://www.juvenilejustice-tta.org/resources/dso/about-dso  

 

The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation’s Models for Change initiative Vera Institute for Justice’s Center on Youth 

Justice works to create successful and replicable models of status offender system reform in key states. The Vera Institute also 

created the Status Offense Reform Center (SORC), which aims to help policymakers and practitioners create effective, 

community-based responses for keeping young people who commit status offenses out of the juvenile justice system and 

safely in their homes and communities. For more information visit: http://www.vera.org/centers/youth-justice and 

http://www.statusoffensereform.org and http://www.modelsforchange.net/index.html.  

http://www.americanbar.org/groups/child_law/what_we_do/projects/status_offenders.html
http://www.ncjfcj.org/our-work/detention-alternatives
http://www.juvenilejustice-tta.org/resources/dso/about-dso
http://www.vera.org/centers/youth-justice
http://www.statusoffensereform.org/
http://www.modelsforchange.net/index.html
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VI. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY AND LEGISLATIVE IMPLEMENTATION  

The last section includes recommendations for policymakers to institute legislative, policy, administrative and 

budgetary changes that align with and support the implementation of the previous sections of the National 

Standards. This list of state and federal law and policy recommendations should be used by federal, state and local 

policymakers to help effect meaningful changes to status offense laws and policies. These changes can promote 

early intervention, diversion, and increased and coordinated services and support for youth and their families. 

This section can also be used by policy advocates to support their organizational efforts to change state and 

federal laws, policies and budgetary schemes to support better outcomes for young people in or at risk of 

entering the status offense system.  

 

State and local policymakers and advocates should: 

 

1. Eliminate juvenile court penalties and sanctions for behaviors labeled status offenses and ensure that 

systems are accurately responding to behaviors as either episodes of normal adolescent behavior, or critical 

unmet youth and family needs that are best resolved through non-judicial interventions and supports;   

2. Support an infrastructure of community-based and child and family serving programs and systems to 

ensure direct youth and family access to a seamless, comprehensive and non-judicial continuum of care 

that is empowered and resourced to respond to behaviors that might otherwise be labeled as status 

offenses; 

3. In those limited circumstances where court involvement is necessary, ensure court mechanisms are in place 

that allow the appropriate court division to effectively serve the needs of the youth and family without 

inappropriate use or risk of more punitive outcomes for the child and family; 

4. Prohibit schools from referring youth who engage in status offense behaviors to court unless and until the 

school has made all reasonable efforts to avoid court involvement; 

5. Prohibit parents/caregivers from referring youth who engage in status offense behaviors to the juvenile 

court until the family has first sought and meaningfully engaged non-judicial interventions; 

6. Promote coordinated, blended or braided public funding streams that create a seamless, comprehensive 

community-based continuum of care for youth and families; 

7. Enact laws that ensure the right to counsel for youth who come into contact with the juvenile court for a 

status offense by not allowing youth to waive their right to counsel or only allowing waiver if: (1) it is on 

the record, (2) the court has fully inquired into the child’s understanding and capacity, and (3) the waiver 

occurs in the presence of and in consultation with an attorney; 

8. Prohibit the use of locked confinement for youth petitioned to court for a status offense; 

9. Mandate meaningful efforts to engage youth and families in all aspects of case planning, service delivery, 

court proceedings and disposition strategies. 
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Federal policymakers and advocates should: 

 

10. Amend the federal Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA) to prohibit the use of the 

valid court order (VCO) exception to securely confine youth adjudicated for status offenses; 

11. Strengthen relevant federal agencies to provide research, training and technical assistance to state and 

local authorities to better assist state status offense system reform efforts; 

12. Create coordinated approaches between federal government agencies and programs that serve youth and 

families that will help states coordinate, blend or braid federal funding streams to create a seamless, 

comprehensive and, to the greatest extent possible, non-judicial continuum of care for youth and families.  

 

Research shows that locking up status offenders leads to worse outcomes for individual children and for their 

communities. Youth who are chronically truant, run away from home, or commit other non-criminal offenses are 

best served by community and family services that do not involve the courts or juvenile justice system at all. The 

Coalition for Juvenile Justice believes that every effort must be made to protect these youth from the damaging 

effects of justice system involvement.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

To learn more about the Coalition for Juvenile Justice Safety, Opportunity & 

Success: Standards of Care for Non-Delinquent Youth Project: 

Contact:  Lisa Pilnik, CJJ Deputy Executive Director, 202-467-0864 

Pilnik@juvjustice.org  

Visit:   http://www.juvjustice.org/sos 

Facebook:  www.facebook.com/juvjustice  

Twitter:   @4juvjustice 

 

 

1319 F STREET NW SUITE 402 WASHINGTON, DC 20004 

http://www.juvjustice.org/sos
http://www.facebook.com/juvjustice
http://www.twitter.com/4juvjustice

