
PROPERTY OF 
National Criminal Justice tRefemn~ £ ~ a ~ i ~  #, l~ ~oe~ 
lSox 6000 . . . .  - -  ' . . . . . . .  ' 

V o l u m e  6 • N u m b e r  1 Rockville, MD 20849-6000 .... 

ASELOAD HIGHLIGHTS 
tea ,ao>--k 

............... .i E X A M I  ING T H E  W O R K  OF STATE C O U R T S  

The juveni le  court celebrates its centennial 

anniversary in 1999 as many debate the viabil- 

ity of this uniquely Atnerican invention. High 

profile incidents of juvenile  violence have led 

many states to experiment with sentencing 

reforms that blur the traditional boundaries 

between the juvenile  and adult criminal justice 

systems. The juveni le  court is clearly at a 

crossroads, struggling to balance its historical 

emphasis  on individualized sentencing in an 

informal court environment against calls for 

increased accountabil i ty and punishment by 

the court 's  critics. Delinquency filings pres- 

ently comprise about two-thirds of  the juvenile  

cour r s  caseload and have been rising through- 

out the decade. Will the nt, mber of  delinquent 

filings continue to grow? Is there evidence that 

violent jt, venile crime is on the rise? How are 

deliriquency cases handled iri the courts? How 

safe are our schools? Answering such ques- 

tions requires a closer look at the changing 

nature of  delinquency in historical context. 

This issue of Caseload Highlights brings data 

together from a variety of sot, rces to exatnine 

recent trends in delinquency and patterns of  

juveni le  violence. 

S t a t e  C o u r t  D e l i n q u e n c y  C a s e l o a d s  a n d  D i s p o s i t i o n s  

After a juvenile 

complaint has 

been filed, the 

court must decide 

whether the case 

will be petitioned. 

If petitioned, the 

case may be 

handled infor- 

rna]ly of made the 

subject of more 

formal processing 

by the juvenile 

court, including 

frial, adjudication. 

and sentencing. 

As shown in the bar chart. 

juvenile courts have moved 

more toward handling delin- 

quency cases formally as 

opposed to informally. In 

1987.53 percent of delin- 

quency cases were handled 

informally, as compared to 

44 percent in 1996. But 

formal processing does 

not necessarily mean that 

the case will end up being 

adjudicated, hl fact. the 

proportion of cases foltnally 

adjudicated in 1996 (33 per- 

cent) has increased liitle 

since 1987 (30 percent). 

Manner of Handling Delinquency Cases, 
1987 vs. 1996 
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Data Source: Snyder, H., Finnegan, T., Stahl, A., and Poole, 
R Easy Access 1o Juvenile Court Statistics: 1987-1996. 
Pittsburgh, PA: National Center for Juvenile Justice {pro- 
duce,+]. Washington, D.C.: Office of Juvenile JusIice and 
Delinquency Prevention [distributor], 1998. 

The trend lines on the fol- 

lowing panel show the types 

of delmqLmncy cases being 

hmldled in state juvenile comts. 

There were 381.500 crimes 

against the person cases filed 

in 1996. The last decade 

has seen a dot,bling of these 

serious cases filed in state 

COLITIS SO that  they now make 

up 22 percent of the delin- 

quency caseload as compared 

to 16 percent in 1987. Drug 

cases have also increased sub- 

stantially, rising from 72, 100 

cases in 1987 to 176,300 

cases in 1996. Property cases 

still comprise the largest share 

of state court dockets, making 
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Juvenile Caseloads and Dispositions 

State Court Delinquency Caseloads and Dispositions 
c o n t i n u e d  

up half of the delinquency 

caseload in 1996. and the 

number of public order 

offenses grew 58 percent 

between 1987 and 1996. 

The most frequent juvenile 

court disposition is proba- 

tion. In 1996. there were 

306.900 juveniles placed on 

probation, representing over 

half of all adjudications for - 

delinqDency cases. Dismissal 

of the charges is relatively 

rare (4 percent o1' the cases). 

and can be contingent on 

the juvenile successfully 

completing a court-ordered 

program. Of those adjudi- 

cated delinquent in 1996.28 

percent received a residential 

placement. The less tradi- 

tional "'other" (or ahernative) 

dispositions, inchlding fines. 

restitution. COnlnltmity ser- 

,+,ice. and various types of 

referrals to treatment or so- 

cial service providers, have 

sho`+vn the greatest propor- 

tionate increase since 1990. 

Delinquency Cases by Offense, 1987-1996 
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Data Source: Snyder, H., Finnegan. T.. Stahl. A,, and Poole, R. Easy Access 1o Juvenile 
Court Statistics: 1987-1996. Pittsburgh, PA: National Center for Juvenile Justice [producer]. 
Washington, D.C.: Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention [distributor}, 1998 

Adjudicated Delinquency Cases by Disposition, 1987-1996 
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Note: Cases are categorized according to their most severe disposition. 
Data Source: Snyder, H., Finnegan T., Stahl. A., and Poole. R. Easy Access 1o Juvenile 
Court Statistics: 1987-1996 Pittsburgh, PA: National Center for Juvenile Justice [producer]. 
Washington, D.C.: Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention [distributor], 1998. 

Juvenile Population 1950-2020 

The number of juveniles under age 18 reached a high 

of 69.9 million during 1966-1968, a level not ex- 

ceeded until 1998 (70.2 million). Forecasts indi- 

cate that the immber of juveniles will increase to 

77.6 million by 2020. Some speculate that juvenile 

crime rates will increase dramalically dtiring the next 

decade, fueled not only by the growing nLunbers of 

juveniles, but also by a gro`+ving nLilllber of youth 

with a high propensity toward crime and violence 

(called "'temporary sociopaths" by James Fox and 

"'superpredators" by John Dihilio). Other schokus 

such ;.is Howard Snyder, Michael Tonry, and Franklin 

Zimring seriously dispute these conchlsions and 

view them as "'akirmist." 

While the number of people under 18 is increasing, 

juveniles as a share of total popLilation are actually 

declining. The percentage of juveniles in the popu- 

hltion increased from 31 percent in 1950 to a high 

of 36 percent in the early 60s. before declining to a 

new low of 26 percent in 1998. This downward trend 

is expected to continue through 2020. when only 24 

percent of the popukllion will be udder 18 years of 

a<,e in contrast, aduhs 65 and older have increased 

as a percenta<,e of the total population fl'om 8 per- 

cent in 1950 to 13 percent in 1998. By 2020. older 

Americans are projected to comprise 16 percent of 

the total popukition. The,'efore. while the Dumber 

of juveniles will increase through 2020. their share 

of total population will decline, tempering specula- 

lion about looming juvenile critne waves. 

Juvenile Population and Percentage of Total 
Population, 1950-1998, and Projected 1999-2020 
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The good news about the 

drop in juvenile violent crime 

has been overshadowed by 

several recent incidents of 

school violence. How pre- 

valent is serious school vio- 

lence and is it on the rise? 

The table below shows that 

I 0 percent of  public schools 

reported at least one incident 

of a serious violent crime 

during 1996-1997, while 

43 percent did not report 

any crimes at all to the 

police during this period. 

Victimization surveys indi- 

cate that both the nunlber 

and rates of crimes occurring 

at school have declined in 

recent years ( 1992-1997"). 

The adjacent graph shows 

that since its peak of 155 

crimes per 1,000 students 

in 1993. the total juvenile 

crime rate in schools has 

declined by 34 percent to 

its lowest recorded level of 

102 per 1.000 students in 

1997. Serious violent crime 

rates at schools have fallen 

by 38 percent from 13 pet" 

1,000 students in 1994 to a 

new low of eight pet 1,000 

students in 1997. Likewise. 

theft and violent crime rates 

are also down substantially 

itl s choo l s .  

Serious violence in schools is 

primarily an urban phenom- 

enon. being ahnost nonexist- 

Percentage of 
Type of Cr ime Public Schools Report ing 

None ............................................................... 43% 

Less serious or nonviolent crime, 
but no serious violent crime ............................ 47% 

Serious Violent ................................................ 10% 

Note: Serious violent crimes include murder, rape, or other type of sexual 
battery, suicide, physical attack or fight with a weapon, or robbery. Less 
serious or nonviolent crimes include physical attack or tight without a weapon, 
theft/larceny, and vandalism. Schools were asked to report crimes that took 
place in school buildings, on school buses, on school grounds, and at places 
holding school-sponsored events. 

Dala Source: U.S. Deparlment of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics, Fast Response Survey System, "Principal/School Disciplinarian 
Survey on School Violence," FRSS 63, 1997. 

Crimes Against Students Ages 12-18 at School or Going to or 
from School per 1,000 Students byType of Crime, 1992-1997 
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Data Source: US. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
National Crime Victimization Survey, 1992 to 1997. 

ent in rural schools. A 

serious violent crime is 1.5 

times more likely to happen 

to art t_lrbatl than to  a subur- 

ban student, and six times 

more likely to hapl)en to art 

urban than a rural student. In 

addition, Hispanic sttidents 

are more likely to become a 

victim of serious violent 

crime than black or white 

students. Finally, younger 

stt,dents are more likely to 

become victims as compared 

to older s tudents-- those ages 

12-14 were 1.67 times more 

likely to be a victinl than 

those ages 15-18. 

Nonfatal Serious Violent Crimes Against  Students Ages 12-18 
at School or Going to or from School  per 1,000 Students by 
Selected Characteristics, 1997 

Total 

Urbanicity 

Urban 

Suburban 

Rural m 

Race-Ethnicity 

Hispanic 

Black, Non-hispanic 

White, Non-hispanic 

Other, Non-hispanic 

Age 

12-  14 

15- 18 

5 1'0 1'5 

Data Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau ol Justice 
Statistics, National Crime Viclimization Survey, 1992 to 1997. 



nily justice and several other 

delinquency prevention ini- 

tiatives (e.g.. Weed and 

Seed. Youth Violence Inter- 

diction, etc.).  Some ['eel that 

the decline in juvenile violent 

crime is due in part to the 

success of these new com- 

munity-based justice pro- 

grams, a healthy economy. 

and reduced gang violence 

in "'crack" cocaine mmkets. 

The greatest potential for 

serious jt, venile violence 

o c c u r s  \ ' , ,he l l  f ] le ;_l l 'n ls  a r e  

used dr, ring the commission 

ofacr ime.  In 1983. half of 

juvenile homicide offenders 

used a firearm in the com- 

mission of their crime. The 

graph below shows the num- 

ber of juvenile homicide of_ 

fenders increased during the 

late 1980s and early 1990s 

wilh lhe proportion of homi- 

cides involving firearms ill- 

creasing sharply to a high 

of 76 percent in 1994 before 

dropping ill 1995. The num- 

ber of juvenile homicide of_ 

fenders not using a firearm 

has remained remarkably 

constant over the 16-year 

period shown. 

Policies and prevention strat- 

egies that target youth vio- 

lence will be most effective if 

they CaR anticipate where and 

at whal lime violent incidents 

will occt, r. For example, a 

community's response to 

juvenile crime can involve 

setting curfews or developing 

after school programs to 

provide children with a s l r t l c -  

tured and safe environment. 

When should curfews be in 

effect? At what time of day 

should after school programs 

start and how long should 

they last? The answers to 

these questions also have 

Known Juvenile Homicide Offenders by Weapon Type, 
1980-1995 
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Data Source: Snyder, Howard. "Known Juvenile Homicide Offenders 
by Weapon Type, 1980-1995." September 1998 FBI's Supplementary 
Homicide Reports 1980-1995 

Time of Day Juveniles are Most Likely to Commit Serious 
Violent Crime 
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Note: Serious violent crimes include murder, violent sex assaults, robbery, and 
aggravated assault. 

Data Source: Snyder. Howard. "Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 1999 National 
Report." FBrs National Incident Based Reporting for 12 States: Alabama, Colorado, 
Idaho. Illinois, Iowa, Massachusetts, Michigan, North Dakota, South Carolina, Utah, 
Vermont. and Virginia. 

clear implications for the 

workload of the juvenile 

courts---expanded curfews 

may translate into more 

juvenile apprehensions, and 

the lack of after school pro- 

grams can mean more idle 

time for children. 

The National Center for Ju- 

venile Justice recently exam- 

reed the time of day juveniles 

were most likely to commit 

serious violent crime. The 

analysis uses the FBI's 

National Incident Based 

Reporting data (1991 - 1996) 

from 12 states (Alabama. 

Colorado. Idaho. Illinois. 

l o w a .  Massachusetts. Michi- 

gan. North Dakota. South 

Carolina. Utah. Vermont. 

and Virginia). 

The graphic above shows the 

percentage of serious violent 

offenses commiued by young 

people each hour of the day. 

Violent crimes committed on 

school days peak at 3:00 PM 

and remain high between the 

hours of 4:00 PM and 7:00 

PM. For non-school days. 

there is no clear peak period 

of violence. Instead. offenses 

tend Io occur during both day 

and nighllime hotlrs--from 

roughly 12:00 PM lo 2:00 

AM. Will1 respect to pre- 

venting juvenile violem crime 

on school days, the analysis 

suggests thai programs and 

prevention strategies may be 

best targeted for the hours 

immediately after school. 

This issue of Caseload Highlights bcncfiled greatly by ttlc analysis conducted in two previous rcscarch reports, lnfornmtion on delinquency 
caseloads and dispositions and serious violent juvenile crimc was obtained flom Juvenile Offenders and Victims." 1999 Natiomd Reporl. prepared 
by the National Center for Juvenile Justice. Tile information concerning school violence was found in the series Indicatm:~ qfSchool Crime am/ 
Safety. prepared jointly by NPR Associalcs. Inc.. the Nalional Center for Education Statistics. and tile Bureau of Justice Statistics. 



delinquerJcy arrest 

rates--p:.uticularly for violent 

c r ime- -have  important impli- 

cations for the workh)ad of 

the juvenile court and tile 

adult courts as well. The 

adj;.lcetlt tll.;_tp shows how 

juvenile violent crime arrest 

rates changed between 1992 

and 1997 (violent crime in- 

chides inurder/tlon-negligellt 

tll;.illsl;.ltighiel-, rape. robbery, 

and aggravated assatlh). 

About half the slates experi- 

creed incre:.ises while the 

tither half sllowed decreases. 

The ;.iVela~e decrease for 

those SlzileS experiencing a 

decline was -25.5 pelCelll: 

the aVClage change for those 

sl;.ites with incre;.ises ,,'-.,;.is 

percent. Decre;.fses o f  

nlore than 10 lYercem were 

fotmd in t~mr of the five nlost 

popuh)tts states. 

After peaking in 1994 ;.tt 528 

:.u-rests per 100.000 juveniles.  

arrests for total violent crime 

dropped 23 percent, ending 

;.it :.ill :.u't'est I'~.tte of 407 in 

1997. Juvenile ;.tllCSl rules 

f,,ir violent ClJllle show ~l 

S',lrnewhat different p;.lltern 

fr,,im the trend in ju\ 'enile 

court "'F, erstm'" filings, as 

disph.lyed in the previous 

ch:.tll Delinquemy Cases 

lay OJJ~,n.ve. 1987-1996. 

This is h.ugely :.lttribul;.ible 

to the hnge proportiotl of 

simple assatflts included it+ 

,e dclmqueticy filings data. 

lt)wever, when the focus 

narr()ws It) lhe lllOSl vii)lent 

juvenile cr l tne--nlurder ,  

C h a n g e s  in J u v e n i l e  V i o l e n t  C r i m e  A r r e s t  Ra tes ,  1 9 9 2 - 1 9 9 7  

decreased more than 10% decreased 0 -10% [ ]  increased 0 -10% • increased more than10% 

J u v e n i l e  A r r e s t  Ra tes ,  1 9 8 1 - 1 9 9 7  (per  100,000 pe rsons  

ages l O t o  17) 
r;.lpe, robbery, and .:lggr;.tvated 

;.iss;.tuh--the ;.llTest dat+l sht)w 

a signific:.mt downw:.ud trend. Curfew 

Moreover. llltlrder arrest r;.lles 
600 700 

have decreased even me, re [ f ' P - >  l ,/"1 

sharply th:.m total violent 4oo . . . . . .  / f / ]  \"] 525 / / .  

crime. Arrests invoh, ing ',ve;.t- i 350/.... _ ~ . ~ . .  j . j -  

ports offenses have also de- 200 175 

creased since tile early 1990s. o 0 

In c(imp,uison, the Ctltmtfy 

iS ROW experJeilcing dr;.mlatic 

IllCl'e;.ISeS ill .juvellilC ;_tl't'eSt 

l';+ttcs for certain llt)t1\'it)]Cllt 

td:fenses. For exalnple. +tlleSts 

ft)r eurfev.., ;.rod drug vioh.i- 

tions have doubled since the 

late 19SOs. Unlike violent 

(..'l'inlCS. ;.Irl'cSts for ntmvJolent 

tl[:['CIISCS arc 111tllC SellSltiVe It) 

changes in police policies tlr 

shifls in resources. I>,,ecenl 

increases rnay reflect tile 

ct, rrent f<+)cus ',m low-level 

offer+ses targeted by comm[,- 

Total Violent 
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The Violent Crime Index includes the 
offenses of murder and non-negli- 
gent manslaughter, forcible rape, 
robbery, and aggravated assault. 

Data Source (including map): Fed- 
eral Bureau of Investigation, unpub- 
lished arrest data front 1981-1994, 
and Crime in the United States 1992- 
1997. Bureau of the Census Popu- 
lation Reports. 



There is no reason to believe 

that the nation's juvenile 

violent crime problem is 

worsening. Out most reli- 

able data sources indicate 

that juvenile arrest rates for 

violent crime have been 

decreasing since 1994, al- 

though the rates have not 

returned to the lower level 

of the early and mid- 1980s. 

Victimization surveys find 

that both total and serious 

violent crime in schools has 

also declined in recent years. 

Unfortunately, it is difficult 

to link recent changes in 

arrest rates to juvenile court 

caseloads, since the most 

reliable juvenile court case- 

load data lag arrest data by 

two to three years. We do 

know. however, that through 

1996, the nation's state juve- 

nile courts continued to 

experience increases in the 

four major delinquency cat- 

egories--person, property, 

drug, and public order case- 

loads. The last decade has 

seen a doubling of person 

offense filings, with these 

cases now comprising 22 

percent of the delinquency 

caseload as compared to 

16 percent in 1987. We 

must wait for juvenile court 

data to become available 

for the 1997-1999 period 

to assess the impact of 

changing arrest rates on 

the juvenile courts. 

The Court Statistics Project (CSP) 
In existence since 1975, the CSP is adnfinistered by the Na- 

tional Center for State Courts. with generous support by the 

State Justice Institute (Grant SJI-91-N-007-O99-1 ) and the 

Bureau of Justice Statistics. The CSP receives general policy 

direction from the Conference of State Court Administrators 

through its Court Statistics Project Advisory Committee. 

Those wishing a more comprehensive review and analysis of 

the business of state trial and appellate courts are invited to 

read the CSP's latest publication, Examining the Work of State 
CourTs, 1998. 
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Points of  view expressed herein are 
those of the authors and do not neces- 
sarily represent the official position or 
policies of the State Justice Institute or 
the Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
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