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Introduction  
 

In Los Angeles County, an alarming number of children and youth live in unsafe, impoverished 

communities with entrenched violence, have struggling and isolated parents, and attend poorly 

performing schools. As a result, many of these children and youth end up in the Countyõs health, 

mental health, child welfare, human services, and juvenile justice systems. Children who enter the 

juvenile justice system, in particular, face myriad challenges. Research demonstrates that these 

vulnerable young people often have risk and need factors that include: low academic achievement, 

mental health and/or  substance abuse issues, negative peer networks, and lack of appropriate 

parental supervision. Los Angeles Probation-involved youth, for example, often face the following 

risk and need factors: 

 

¶ Education: Standardized tests indicate that youth placed in probation camps are, on average, 16.7 

years old and therefore are in the 11th grade but are achieving at a fifth grade level in math and 

reading (McCroskey, 2006, p. 2). California High School Exit Examination 2003-04 results for 

graduates from 492 Los Angeles County Office of Education (LACOE) students in juvenile hall 

and Community Day School programs show that only 26% passed the English Language Arts 

exam, compared with 70% of all students in the County who took and passed the exam 

(Education Coordinating Council, 2006, p. 2). Additionally, LACOE data show that the 

percentage of students identified as requiring special education was higher than the national 

average of 13.7%.1 Of the 2,047 students enrolled in juvenile hall schools as of November 2005, 

79% (n=1,617) were classified as regular education students and 21% (n=430) were classified as 

special education students.  

 

¶ Mental Health: In 2008, a UCLA research study on Los Angelesõ juvenile Probation camp 

population reported that 58% of youth had received counseling or mental health services prior 

to being placed in Probation Department camps, with 65% receiving such services during their 

stay at camp (Abrams & Fields, 2008, p. 12). The same study also found that the most common 

mental health problems reported by youth who self-identified with a mental health problem 

were depression and anger. 

 

¶ Substance Abuse: An external survey conducted with youth in Probation Camps found that 58% 

of Probation-involved youth reported they had received a prior diagnosis of substance abuse and 

dependency. Additionally, according to a UCLA study on Los Angeles Probation Camps, over 

one-third of Probation-involved youth have been in an alcohol or drug placement in the past, 

including 43% of girls and 36% of boys (Abrams & Fields, 2008, pp. 12-13). 

 

                                                             
1 Education Next identified this as the national average in 2004. See Education Next (2007). 
http://educationnext.org/debunking-a-special-education-myth/ 
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Because so many Probation-involved youth enter the juvenile justice system with these factors, the 

Probation Department may be viewed as the primary agency responsible for resolving these issues. 

Probation, however, cannot address all of these risk factors alone. Instead it relies on collaboration 

with other County departments, including Health Services, Mental Health and Public Health, whose 

staff have expertise in health, behavioral health and other child and family issues. For example, an 

early study (1995) using cross-departmental data linkages to identify families being served by 

multiple Los Angeles County departments underscores this point. Findings from this study showed 

that, during that year, 59.4% of Probation families also received services from DPSS, 25.5% also 

received services from DCFS, 30.3% also received services from DHS, and 18.2% also received 

services from DMH (Los Angeles County Childrenõs Planning Council, Data Analysis and Technical 

Assistance Committee, 1995). Despite these findings, identifying and documenting shared 

connections across County agencies is nearly impossible because agency data systems are seldom 

integrated, and the interpretation of confidentiality protections limits the exchange of information 

across agencies. Without interagency coordination, though, youth and families may not receive the 

services they need, they may receive duplicative services, and/or they may receive inappropriate 

services.  

 

A starting point to better serve Probation-involved youth and families is a better understanding of 

the characteristics and needs of Probation-involved youth and their outcomes over time. 

Unfortunately, defining and consistently reporting outcomes for youth under Probation supervision 

has been elusive for at least three reasons.  

 

First, Probation lacks the data and sophisticated data systems necessary to produce meaningful 

outcome measures. In 2010, Harvard Kennedy School researchers conducting a review of juvenile 

reentry in Los Angeles County reported that the Probation Department was unable to provide the 

following information in a timely and comprehensive manner: 

 

¶ educational outcomes in camps and after (high school/GED completion rates, drop-out 

rates, rates of re-enrollment in school after camp); 

¶ percent of youth receiving mental health services; 

¶ percent of youth receiving substance abuse services; 

¶ percent of youth participating in reentry programs; 

¶ what reentry programs youth are currently accessing; 

¶ rates of recidivism that capture camp return and entrance in the adult criminal justice system 

(beyond six month subsequent sustained charge); and, 

¶ number of youth violating their Probation terms (Newell & Salazar, 2010). 

 

Second, the use of data produced by Probationõs information system is often driven by compliance 

rather than case management, quality improvement, or assessing practice over time.  In other words, 

the most readily available and used Probation data elements tend to reflect whether a required 

protocol was completed, rather than the impact of that practice on youth outcomes.  
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Third, Probation is limited in what it can collect, share and have access to ð particularly in terms of 

mental health and education data ð based on legal restraints and confidentiality concerns. Despite 

knowing that many youth òcross overó between the child protective services and juvenile justice 

systems, for example, shared access to the Child Welfare Services/Case Management System 

(CWS/CMS) has been limited due to strict interpretation of statutes and regulations designed to 

protect confidentiality (see, for example, the Federal Statewide Automated Child Welfare 

Information Systems [SACWIS] regulations).  

 

Collectively, the challenges to interagency coordination and the urgent need for clear and consistent 

outcomes make a compelling argument for increased attention to the data systems that undergird 

Probation practices and program, so that County decisions are guided by standardized data 

collection based on desired outcomes for youth and shared information can drive better interagency 

coordination and collaboration.  

 

To this end, The W.M. Keck Foundation funded the Advancement Project in 2012 to support a 

unique practice-policy-research partnership comprised of representatives from Advancement 

Project, the Los Angeles County Probation Department, researchers from California State 

University Los Angeles, School of Criminal Justice & Criminalistics and the University of Southern 

California, School of Social Work, and the Childrenõs Defense Fund-California to conduct a study 

examining the characteristics and experiences of youth exiting from suitable placement and camp 

placement in Los Angeles County. 2   

 

Specifically, this study focuses on youth placed in suitable placement and camps (i.e., youth who 

penetrate deeply into the juvenile justice system) because their experiences and stories arguably 

provide the unique opportunity to:  

 

(1) identify how agencies, communities, and families can better prevent youth entry into the 

juvenile justice system;  

 

(2) provide insight into how to prevent youth who enter the juvenile justice system from 

reaching the point of being placed in out-of-home care (suitable placement) and/or 

Probation camps; 

 

(3) provide direction on how to build an integrated and coordinated response system that would 

address the complex needs of youth and families, particularly those who penetrate deeply 

into the system; and,  

 

(4) identify key outcomes that can be measured consistently and regularly (e.g., annually) by 

Probation, LACOE and allied County departments.  

                                                             
2 A juvenile court may consider òsuitable placementó disposition alternatives for delinquent youth instead of returning a 
youth òhome on probationó or sentencing the youth to probation camp or youth prison. Depending on the 
circumstances of the case or the childõs home life, suitable placement may include placement with relatives, placement 
with non-relatives, group homes, or psychiatric hospitals; however, at the time of this report, most youth given suitable 
placement disposition orders by the court were placed in group homes. 
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This report begins by providing an overview of the need for and purpose of juvenile justice data as 

well as the current structures of data collection in Los Angeles County (Chapter 1). Next, it 

examines the characteristics and situational contexts of youth exiting from suitable placements and 

juvenile camp placements during 2011 (Chapters 2 & 3). Eight in-depth youth case histories taken 

from Probation records are presented to illustrate the context within which these youthsõ stories 

unfold from the perspective of the Probation Officers who supervise and oversee youth in the 

system (Chapter 4). Based on the findings presented in this report, Chapter 5 presents 

recommendations to improve practice through targeted reform and improved use of data.   
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01 

Juvenile Justice Data Collection ðð 
Its Importance and Structure in Los Angeles County 

 
Numerous efforts to improve juvenile justice practice are underway in Los Angeles, and each of 

these efforts requires data to better understand the youth served, deficiencies in current practice, and 

the impact of new practices on youth outcomes. While some of the data needed can be extracted 

from the existing Probation information systems, most of the information required by reform 

initiative planners, department leaders and line staff ð including (but not necessarily limited to) 

school attendance, school performance, and behavioral health needs ð are either not available at all, 

limited in their availability, and/or require time-consuming and costly special studies to locate and 

analyze the information. Consequently, decisions about policy and practice, as well as evaluation of 

existing programs, are often based on outdated data from a previous time period, manual counts 

that depend on case reviews, staff surveys of a small sample of youth, and/or anecdotal information.  

 

The absence of easily extractable data to guide decision making in the nationõs largest juvenile justice 

system may seem surprising, but the absence of meaningful timely data is not unusual in juvenile 

justice. In fact, many jurisdictions throughout the state and across the nation face similar struggles. 

The reason for such a shortage of data in Los Angeles and other jurisdictions is largely due to 

outdated data systems and/or systems programmed for compliance rather than for case 

management and data-driven practice decisions. But, there are exceptions to this rule. A few states, 

(e.g., Washington, Georgia, and Florida) as well as individual local jurisdictions (e.g., like those in 

Oregon and Pennsylvania) have successfully built data systems to support data-informed practice, 

transparency, and accountability. In each of these cases, data systems were built to support the 

overall mission of juvenile justice and to serve multiple, interrelated purposes.3  

 

Strong juvenile justice data systems serve at least three critical purposes. They provide (1) descriptive 

data to document and monitor system operations; (2) individualized data to assess how individual 

youth are doing in real time, inform case planning and assess the impact of practice on outcomes; 

and (3) program data to evaluate specific approaches and/or programming. These three tiers of data 

are not separate and distinct; rather, they build on one another to comprehensively describe the 

contemporaneous reality of the system and how effectively and efficiently the juvenile justice system 

is operating. To better understand these three objectives, each one is described in more depth on the 

next page.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3 For a more in-depth discussion of juvenile justice data and states/jurisdictions implementing best practices in this area, 

please see Newell (forthcoming), M. (2014). Juvenile justice data collection: An assessment of the literature and best 

practices. Los Angeles: Childrenõs Defense FundñCalifornia.  
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Descriptive Data to Document and Monitor System Decisions and Operations 

 

Descriptive system data represent the òbackboneó of juvenile justice data because they document 

and provide feedback on system operations for juvenile justice personnel (both senior leadership 

and line staff), policymakers, and the general public. These data should capture all arrests/referrals 

that come into the juvenile justice system, characteristics of the population served (i.e., 

demographics and current charges at a minimum), and the processing decisions related to these 

referrals beginning at arrest and ending with case dismissal or termination. This information is 

critical ð without it, no other meaningful questions related to the effectiveness of the juvenile justice 

system can be answered.  

 

The benefits of these data to jurisdictions include but are not necessarily limited to the following:  

 

¶ the ability to document the current demands on various parts of their juvenile justice system, 
track population flows and predict future demand; 

¶ the capability to monitor trends that drive funding requests and allocation (e.g., trends 
related to referrals, use of detention, number of youth on Probation, in camps, etc.); 

¶ the capability to make targeted staffing decisions ð for hiring as well as resource allocation ð 
based on demand; 

¶ the ability to see, at a basic level, whether initiatives (e.g., new programming, more staff, 
better screening, etc.) are having the desired impact on the juvenile justice population ð for 
example, these data document when and to what extent detention intakes are increasing or 
decreasing in correlation to department new initiatives or changes; 

¶ the capability to identify and correct for disproportionalities in the system, like 
overrepresentation of youth of color or those from certain communities in various parts of 
the system; and, 

¶ the accessibility of data necessary to pursue and receive grant dollars from the government 
and/or private foundations. 

 

Descriptive system data also serve to fulfill mandatory reporting requirements at the local, state, and 

federal levels. Without well-structured and automated data, production of mandated reports is time 

consuming, laborious and expensive for agencies. With well-structured and automated data, such 

reports are easier to produce. Most jurisdictions with automated systems arguably built them in 

order to comply with such mandates. Indeed, from a historical perspective, most jurisdictions have 

developed their information systems largely to track court records and processes, and even today it 

is estimated that the majority of data generated by juvenile justice systems is òprimarily related to 

documenting case flow for funding requirements or legal liabilityó (Bazemore, 2006, p. 1). In 

California, for instance, counties must report data to the Department of Justice for the Juvenile 

Court and Probation Statistical Systems (JCPSS) data warehouse and to the Board of State and 

Community Corrections to receive state funds (e.g., Youth Offender Block Grant and the Juvenile 

Justice Crime Prevention Act)4 (California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, State 

                                                             
4 The four core components driving data collection around compliance are: a) deinstitutionalization of status offenders, 
b) removal of juveniles from adult jails, c) sight and sound separation of juveniles and adults in secure institutions, and d) 
reduction of disproportionate minority contact (DMC). See Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act of 1974.  
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Commission on Juvenile Justice, 2009, p. 2).  Currently, many jurisdictions across the nation, 

including Los Angeles, spend an inordinate amount of time and resources to produce reports 

because staff must translate and organize information from different sources in order to compensate 

for data systems that cannot easily derive essential information. 

 

Individual Data to Monitor and Assess How Youth Are Doing 

 

Collecting individual information on youth under Probation supervision is important for at least two 

reasons. First, in-depth information on the youth and his/her situation should be used to inform the 

development of targeted case plans, and secondly, progress in critical areas can be monitored and 

used to assess program and service effectiveness over time. With regard to developing case plans, 

the following kinds of data should be collected in addition to descriptive system information: risk 

level, educational status and performance, mental and physical health needs, and substance abuse 

needs.  

 

Risk level is a composite measure of the youthõs likelihood of committing another crime in the 

future. As long as a risk assessment tool is used (for example, Los Angeles County currently uses the 

Los Angeles Risk and Resiliency Checkup or LARRC for this purpose), many factors empirically 

related to increasing the risk to reoffend are measured. Factors include current offense seriousness, 

past criminal history, evidence of substance abuse problems, individual propensity (e.g., indication of 

low self-control) as well as other critical information. Additionally, mental health information, 

including trauma history, educational performance issues, family issues, and youth strengths should 

be identified and incorporated into the youthõs case plan because they play a critical role in 

developing comprehensive treatment and rehabilitation plans. Youth and family strengths, for 

instance, can be leveraged to incentivize participation in programming and to make their experiences 

more engaging and positive. Automating this information reduces the time involved in putting it 

together, makes it easily accessible to supervising Probation Officers and their teams, and allows 

other caseworkers and departments to access it as necessary (with attention to confidentiality 

concerns). Additionally, updating youth progress reports (i.e., services received, accomplishing key 

benchmarks, etc.) within an automated case plan is simplified and progress can be monitored over 

time in a consistent and accurate manner.  

 

Since the primary goals of juvenile justice agencies are improving public safety and positively 

impacting system-involved youth, measuring how these youth progress in terms of achieving case 

plan objectives and desired outcomes is critical. Traditionally, recidivism has been the dominant 

measure used to assess both public safety and youth outcomes in juvenile justice.5 Recidivism alone, 

however, is insufficient to assess whether a youthõs well-being has improved (Peters & Myrick, 2011, 

p. 1). Youth well-being is not only measured by the absence of future system involvement but also 

with demonstrated improvements in the following areas:  

                                                             
5 There has not, however, been agreement around a standard definition of recidivism in the field. Some recommend that 

recidivism should be measured as only adjudication/conviction of a new offense (i.e. a new sustained petition), while 

others assert that arrest data is also key, or that including technical violations and re-incarceration is important. See 

Newell (forthcoming), 2014 for a review of literature on this point. Regardless which definition is used, there is value in 

collecting enough data around youth behavior and contact with law enforcement so as to not be limiting or misleading. 
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¶ educational attendance, performance and achievement; 

¶ family relationships and stability in living situation; 

¶ social support and positive relationships;  

¶ progress of treatment addressing mental health, substance abuse and trauma issues (when 

applicable); and, 

¶ employment (Bazemore, 2006, p. 13).  

 

Collecting these types of data on a regular and consistent basis while youth are under the supervision 

of Probation allows Probation Officers to evaluate individual youth progress over time and modify 

case plans as necessary to reach the best outcomes possible. Additionally, these data allow 

jurisdictions to examine youth success in the aggregate. The results, in turn, can be used to inform 

and improve practice and partnerships across aligned agencies by identifying (1) elements of case 

management that work, (2) challenges to accessing services and/or benefiting from services, and (3) 

areas for improvement in the long-term (Center for Juvenile Justice Reform, n.d.).  

 

Program Data to Evaluate Specific Approaches and/or Programming 

 

A much deeper level of data collection and assessment is possible once descriptive data systems and 

individual data collection systems are in place. At this level, youth are tracked relative to the services 

they receive and specific outcomes related to those services are measured. This aligns with an 

evidence-based programs approach (Coldren, Bynum & Thome, 1991). Program evaluation helps 

jurisdictions determine whether they are investing in the right programs, implementing these 

programs consistently and well, employing resources successfully, and using cost-effective and 

successful interventions.  

 

Data collected for program evaluation requires enough detail at the individual level to parse out the 

impact of a specific intervention (California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, State 

Commission on Juvenile Justice, 2009, p. 33) as well as program level-information around 

implementation and fidelity to the model. Although the threshold for the quantity and quality of 

data is high for the evaluation of programs, jurisdictions that build their data infrastructure to collect 

basic system data and meaningful individual data have the basics necessary to accomplish this level 

of data collection and analysis.  

 

The Importance of Strong Data Systems 

 

Ultimately, the quality of data systems depends on the way data are collected and how they are 

stored. Thus, juvenile justice information systems should be built on updated data platforms that are 

dynamic (i.e., have the ability to interface with other systems and to support additional programming 

as it becomes necessary).  They should have a standardized system design (i.e., screens and methods 

for data entry are the same across users), and perhaps most importantly, systems should be user-

friendly ð designed with the primary users in mind ð and òfitó the flow of juvenile justice system 

processing and decision-making.  
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Finally, key data contained within the system should be quantified. Collecting additional or 

supportive information in narrative form may be desirable for providing context and communicating 

special issues across staff responsible for supervising the same youth; however, when data are only 

captured in narrative form, it is impossible to produce reliable measures of the critical data elements 

needed to address the issues raised in this chapter.  

 

Data systems that do not fit these criteria will be less likely to produce the types of information 

needed to build and maintain effective practice, and the information they do produce will be subject 

to errors that threaten the validity of the data. Both situations throw the usefulness and accuracy of 

the information into question.  

 

How Are Juvenile Justice Related Data Collected in Los Angeles County? 
 

Descriptive data related to the juvenile justice system in Los Angeles County are primarily captured 

in the Juvenile Automated Index (JAI) and the Probation Case Management System (PCMS). JAI 

was established in 1977 and is managed by the Los Angeles County Superior Court. It is a 

centralized system intended to maintain all arrest records, District Attorney decisions, and court 

decisions for youth processed in Los Angeles County. Multiple criminal justice agencies have access 

to JAI in order to enter or review juvenile justice decision-making information.  

 

In addition to JAI, the Los Angeles County Probation Department utilizes the Probation Case 

Management System (PCMS). PCMS was implemented in 2009 by the Probation Department, 

creating a unified information system by merging nine database systems (including information from 

the Juvenile Halls, Camps, Field Services etc.). In addition to descriptive data, PCMS was intended 

to also capture individual data to inform the case management process. In contrast to JAI, only 

Probation personnel have access to the system.  

 

JAI represents the òhubó of juvenile justice processing data in the County and PCMS interfaces with 

JAI to some extent. Separately, these systems do not contain all decision points and information 

related to a youthõs progression through the juvenile justice system, but data drawn from both of the 

systems can capture most of the descriptive data essential for measuring key processing decisions for 

youth in the juvenile justice system. To more fully understand the juvenile justice data collection 

process, each step in the process is described below ð see also Figure 1.1 for a simplified flowchart 

of this process.  

 

Arrest/Citation  

 

When a law enforcement officer arrests or cites a juvenile, the arrest/citation must be entered into 

JAI. At the time of the arrest, the law enforcement officer can òcounsel and release,ó divert the 

youth to a local program, issue a citation and release the youth, or transport the youth to a juvenile 

hall for detention. It is important to note that if the arrest does not result in a referral to Probation 

for diversion consideration or is not adjudicated through the delinquency court, the youth and the 

associated arrest information will only be contained in JAI.  
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Detention at Juvenile Hall 

 

Youth transported to juvenile hall are screened by Probation to determine if detention is warranted. 

If the youth is detained, Probation records this decision in PCMS; however, Probation can detain 

the youth for up to 48 court hours (dependent on the time of arrest) prior to a court hearing by a 

judge who determines whether the youth will remain in detention or be released to a 

parent/guardian. If the judge detains the youth at the detention/arraignment hearing, this decision is 

recorded in JAI by the Court and PCMS (by interface).  

 

Diversion from Adjudication 

 

Youth who are arrested for less serious crimes (under the State of California Welfare and 

Institutions Code (WIC) 652) and not detained are reviewed by Probation to determine whether the 

youth can be diverted from the court process. If diverted, Probation inputs this decision into PCMS, 

which interfaces with JAI to populate this information. Youth not diverted are sent to the District 

Attorneyõs Office for further review and filing consideration, if deemed appropriate.  

 

Adjudication 

 

If the District Attorneyõs Office files a petition, the outcome of the adjudication hearing (i.e., trial) 

will be recorded in JAI by the court. Specifically, this information will be available on the court 

minute orders and in narrative form in the JAI system. Possible outcomes for the adjudication 

hearing include non-wardship or wardship orders as defined by the State of California Welfare and 

Institutions Code (WIC).  

 

Non-Wardship Dispositions 

 

Non-wardship dispositions include: WIC 654.2, WIC 725(a), and WIC 790. These are non-custodial 

supervision outcomes often thought of as informal probation. Successful completion of these 

dispositions results in no further court processing of the case. In addition to being entered into JAI, 

these decisions are entered into PCMS through an interface. 
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Arrest/Referral

Law Enforcement enters data into 
Juvenile Automated Index (JAI) 
System if they do not informally 

divert

Probation Diversion 

(WIC 652, if applicable)

Probation enters decision into the 
Probation Case Management System 
(PCMS)ςPCMS interfaces with JAI 

to populate the information

Detention in Juvenile Hall

(if youth is detained)

Probation Intake decision is entered 
into PCMS; detention/arraignment 
hearing outcome entered by courts 

into JAI 

Charging Decision by District 
Attorney

Available in JAI through Court 
Minute Orders (CC10 Screens) & 
Prior Record Section in JAI/JINQ 

Screen

Adjudication

(Trial)

Disposition

Court outcome ("non-wardship" or 
"wardship" dispositions) are entered 

into JAI by Courts

WIC άNon-WardshipέOrders      
(WIC 654.2, 725a, and 790) 

entered by courts in JAI

WIC 602 άWardshipέOutcome: 

Home on Probation, Suitable 
Placement, or Camp 

Court enters disposition in JAI and 
Probation case supervision 

information into PCMS

WIC 602 άWardshipέOutcome: 
Division of Juvenile Justice (DJJ)

Court enters disposition in JAI and 
supervision data is entered into DJJ 
database at the state levelςthese data 

are not entered on County level

The Juvenile Automated Index (JAI) was established in 1977. This is a court-based system currently managed by the Los Angeles Superior Court. 
It represents the hub of juvenile justice data and is limited to activity within Los Angeles County. The Probation Case Management Information 
System (PCMS) is a Probation-based system that begins with the youthõs first referral to Probation. Any citations or actions that did not result 
in a Probation referral would not be recorded in PCMS but should be recorded in JAI.  

Figure 1.1: An Overview of the Juvenile Justice Data Process in Los Angeles County 
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Wardship Dispositions 

 

Wardship dispositions include: WIC 602 Home on Probation; WIC 602 Suitable Placement; WIC 

602 Camp Community Placement; and WIC 602 DJJ with the California Department of Corrections 

and Rehabilitation, Division of Juvenile Justice (DJJ). Youth receiving òHome on Probationó remain 

in the community while they adhere to supervision requirements imposed by the court and 

Probation. Youth who receive a òSuitable Placementó order return to the community, but they are 

required to live with a relative or in a group home. Currently, the majority of youth (over 90%) with 

suitable placement orders are placed in group homes. Youth placed in camp at disposition are placed 

in one of 13 Probation Camps. Finally, youth who are placed with DJJ are transferred to state 

custody for placement in a state juvenile correctional facility.6 

 

Supervision Progress 

 

Once Probation supervision begins, updates on the youthõs progress and any new decisions related 

to the case (e.g., new arrests, violations, etc.) are recorded in PCMS (by Probation or through the 

JAI interface). It is important to note, though, that progress related to educational performance, 

family stability, peer relations, and behavioral health needs/treatment is usually submitted by the 

youth or requested by Probation in narrative form and placed in paper case files or in PCMS 

progress notes rather than being recorded in a way that yields quantified data in a regular and 

consistent way over time. The only exception is for the Los Angeles Risk and Resiliency Checkup 

(LARRC) ð a risk assessment tool administered at regular intervals while youth are on Probation 

supervision. The LARRC measures risk levels in several domains, including: Delinquent Behavior, 

Delinquent Affiliations, Delinquent Orientation, Substance Abuse, Family Interactions, 

Interpersonal Skills, Social Isolation, Academic Engagement, and Self-Regulation. This information 

is entered into PCMS and risk levels are calculated based on predetermined thresholds.  

Supervision data (i.e., contacts with youth, progress at school, stability at home, etc.) are only 

collected for youth if they received WIC 602 Home on Probation, Suitable Placement, or Camp 

Placement. For youth placed with DJJ, there is no additional data entry in Los Angeles County. Any 

further information on this youth will only be contained in the state DJJ system, which does not 

interface with JAI or PCMS.  

 

Assessment of Los Angeles Countyõs Current Juvenile Justice Data  
 

As described earlier, the most desirable and useful data includes information on youth 

demographics, key processing decision points and outcomes (descriptive data), and the status of 

youth history and progress in terms of education, family relationships, treatment services, and 

recidivism (i.e., new arrest and/or new sustained petition ð individual data). All of these data 

elements should be quantified for easy extraction and analysis so they can be used to regularly report 

                                                             
6 The majority (80%) of adjudicated youth who receive a wardship disposition receive òHome on Probation.ó According 
to Probation, recent counts show that approximately 10,700 youth are in the community on Home on Probation, while 
approximately 700 youth are in Camp, 700 in Juvenile Halls, and 775 in Suitable Placement.  
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on overall and population- or location-specific system activity and performance. That is, reports 

should be available for the system overall, for key populations such as those òHome on Probationó 

(HOP) or in òSuitable Placementó (SP), as well as for those in specific Camps or Halls. Quantifiable 

data that can be easily extracted on individual youth and their progress through the system is 

minimal in both JAI and PCMS.  

 

Of the two systems, JAI, the older system, is arguably more cumbersome to use, relying largely on 

narrative entries to document decisions and youth court histories. PCMS captures a number of key 

factors related to a youthõs behavior and progress while under supervision, but this information is 

maintained in narrative form and is not captured consistently or systematically.  

 

In addition to dates and outcomes of key decision-making points in the juvenile justice system, JAI 

and PCMS contain a lot of narrative data that can provide useful information. These narratives 

include important information about court hearings and decisions, the youthsõ general profile and 

history, treatment needs, challenges, and progress while in supervision. These narratives, however, 

are not consistently collected or reported. The best way to get a sense of how a youth is doing at 

home and at school is to read the notes contained in PCMS. The content of these notes, however, is 

dependent upon the individual Probation Officerõs interpretation and decisions about whether to 

include certain types of information over others. While it is possible to determine how a youth is 

progressing from one court hearing to another and/or one placement to another, it is virtually 

impossible to understand their progress in an objective manner or at regular intervals, or to compare 

their progress to those of others with similar characteristics. Similarly, to know what types of 

services a youth has received, one must read through the narrative, and even then, information on 

services may not be available because the content of the narratives is based on what the Probation 

Officer knows and decides to put in the report. Some information may only be known to or 

recorded in the records of partner agencies. For example if the youth is receiving mental health 

services through the Department of Mental Health, this may not be reflected in the PCMS notes for 

the case.  

 

As a result, much of the information needed for management of individual cases or assessment of 

system performance is collected in multiple places or in a narrative format that makes it difficult to 

use for real time decisions. The data are limited, providing little support for efficiently and effectively 

managing youth across supervision levels (e.g., from suitable placement back to the home) or to 

inform practice. Arguably, this approach unnecessarily burdens Probation Officers, requiring 

considerable amounts of paperwork and limiting the time they have to work directly with youth and 

their families. In burdening Probation Officers with labor-intensive data collection that produces 

little benefit, this limits their investment in the process and their understanding of the impact of 

their work. 7    

 

                                                             
7 For a review of the literature related to the importance of line staff being invested in data collection, see Newell, M. 
(2014). Juvenile justice data collection: An assessment of the literature and best practices. Los Angeles: Childrenõs 
Defense FundñCalifornia. 
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Taken together, the amount and type of Los Angeles County juvenile justice data captured in 

existing systems is very limited because of the way data are captured and because of the limitations 

of the data systems themselves. A brief list of strengths and limitations is provided in Table 1.1 

below. 

 

Table 1.1: Summary of Strengths and Challenges Related to the  
Juvenile Automated Index (JAI) and the Probation Case Management System (PCMS) 

 Juvenile Automated 
Index (JAI) 

Probation Case Management 
System (PCMS) 

Strengths ¶ Connects law enforcement 
information to court 
information 

¶ Relevant agencies all have access 
to this information 

¶ Interfaces with PCMS to some 
extent 

¶ Serves as a òdata hubó for basic 
juvenile justice system data 

¶ Newer system  

¶ Captures law enforcement and court 
information through JAI interface 

¶ Has the capacity to collect data and 
utilize data for case management 

¶ Currently designed to collect a wide 
array of information on youth under 
Probation supervision 

¶ Program flexibility to achieve the data 
needs for Probation 

Limitations  ¶ Older system 

¶ A lot of relevant processing 
information is in narrative form 

¶ Does not allow sharing of 
information between Probation 
and DCFS without special 
access 

¶ Current programming does not always 
align with practice/Probation 
operations, making data collection a 
more cumbersome practice for DPOs  

¶ Navigation within PCMS can be 
cumbersome for DPOs 

¶ Although screens exist for important 
information, most of the information is 
entered through case notes (i.e., 
narrative) instead of the screens 

¶ Programming òbugsó still exist and are 
in the process of being resolved 

¶ The merging of multiple databases into 
PCMS created millions of records that 
need to be reviewed and òcleanedó for 
merging accuracy 

 

The most critical issues for JAI are its age and programming flexibility to be user-friendly and to 

collect information through close-ended or multiple choice coded items rather than narrative. 

However, the foundational basis of JAI could be a significant advantage for Los Angeles County if it 

could be updated and used to facilitate interagency communication and data sharing in the ways 

discussed in this chapter.  

 

The most critical issues for PCMS are the extent to which it is programmed to align with practice 

rather than simply programmed to capture information that is required by the court or for 

compliance; back data cleaning issues; and programming òbugsó in the system. The core strength of 
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PCMS is its potential to provide a system that would address all three data collection objectives ð 

documentation and monitoring of system operations, timely assessment of individual youth for case 

planning and practice outcomes, and evaluation of specific approaches and/or programming utilized 

by the department ð discussed in this chapter. However, real and persistent obstacles to addressing 

these limitations and achieving more effective use are the lack of data staff and the need to integrate 

a sense of Probation operations/practice into the design of the system. For example, data cleaning 

and fixing programming òbugsó are common issues that must be addressed when implementing and 

maintaining an information system, particularly one as large as PCMS; however, these issues take a 

tremendous amount of staff time and expertise at the òfront-endó of implementation.  

 

Similarly, because system design was not guided by the perspective of practice, officers are less likely 

to understand how to use the system and less likely to be able to retrieve valuable information that 

supports their work. Thus, they are less likely to enter consistent and accurate data or to use the 

information system to guide their case management of youth. Appropriate attention to these issues, 

could enhance the usefulness of the system tremendously because the value of the information is 

only as good and as accurate as the data entered into the system.  

 

Connections between Juvenile Justice and Other Agency Data Systems 
 

One of the main focal points of this study is to document the array of needs and backgrounds of 

youth involved in Probation and placed into suitable placement and camp placements. Many youth, 

for example, have learning disabilities or are failing or behind in school. The Juvenile Court can 

order the youth to go to school and Probation can monitor whether the youth is attending, but 

Probation is limited in its capacity to ensure the youth is receiving an effective educational program 

at school. It cannot, for example, require a school to assess a student for learning disabilities. Yet, 

unless a youthõs educational issues are adequately addressed, the likelihood of success, regardless of 

the court order, is minimal.  

 

Given the multisystem needs and contacts of youth entering Probation, the need to coordinate data 

collection around needed services for youth involved in multiple systems seems obvious, but Los 

Angeles County, like many other jurisdictions across the nation, continues to struggle with barriers 

that prevent seamless coordination and collaboration across agencies to serve these youth. As Figure 

1.2 depicts, JAI and PCMS are connected to some degree, but only two other County agency 

systems are connected to these data systems for youth involved in the juvenile justice system. The 

two areas of connection are: (1) Referrals and court activity related to the Department of Children 

and Family Services is reflected in JAI; and (2) An interface with DMH for information related to 

the youth while in juvenile hall and/or camp placement can be made through the Probation 

Electronic Medical Records System (PEMRS).  

 

With regard to the DCFS/JAI interface, the information entered into JAI for dependency is not 

shared with Probation. An application has been created to allow Probation staff to check whether 

youth with Probation referrals have a DCFS open case, but concerns about the accuracy and 

timeliness of the information have been expressed.  More recently, DCFS gave a limited number of 

Probation Officers access to its information system (CWS/CMS). 
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Services 
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Data for youth involved in DCFS is also housed within JAI; however, there is limited access to this information by Probationñi.e., Probation and 

DCFS agencies do not have unlimited access to youthsõ involvement in both systems through JAI. Additionally, DMH provides limited 

information into PEMRS for incarcerated youth. No other agency data system is connected to the juvenile justice system even though the vast majority of youth are 

involved in one or more of these systems. Thus, it is currently impossible to determine which youth cross into other agency populations as individuals or 

through family involvement.  

Department of 

Health 

Services 

 

Figure 1.2: The Relationship between Agency Data for Juvenile Justice-Involved Youth in Los Angeles 

County 
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The second interface across agencies is through PEMRS, which is an application that contains data 

related to mental health diagnosis, treatment goals, and progress notes for youth treated by 

Department of Mental Health staff working in the juvenile halls and camps. Only selected Probation 

Officers with some level of clinical training have access to PEMRS. Both of these examples 

demonstrate that shared information is possible, but the exchange of information is limited both in 

scope and in quality since the majority of information is provided in narrative form.   

 

Summary 
 

While Los Angeles County has the potential to build a strong data infrastructure, outdated systems 

(JAI) and limited programming for case management of youth (PCMS) constrain the usefulness of 

the Countyõs current juvenile justice data systems. Data infrastructure and interfacing are critically 

important to building systems that provide effective support for case management and overall 

system performance and accountability. This is a widely accepted proposition, but implementation 

of data systems that effectively support data-driven practice is less common due to costs and 

barriers, regulatory or otherwise, to information-sharing.  

 

Although building a better system requires commitment and dedication of time and resources, it is 

not impossible to do. The benefits of such a system would far outweigh their short-term costs, as 

jurisdictions across the country like Florida, Georgia, and Washington have demonstrated. 
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The intent of the current study is to explore the characteristics of youth before, during, and after 

their placement in a Probation suitable placement or camp, and their experiences in other systems 

such as the Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS), the Department of Mental Health 

(DMH), and the Los Angeles County Office of Education (LACOE). This chapter describes the 

methodology and samples used in this study.  

 

Study Methodology 
 

The target population for this study included all youth who exited suitable placements between 

January 1, 2011 and June 30, 2011, and all youth who exited from camp placements between July 1, 

2011 and December 31, 2011. Once a youth is found responsible for the charges filed against 

him/her in the delinquency court, he/she receives a court disposition. Dispositions range from 

òHome on Probationó to òSuitable Placementó to òCamp Placementó to òPlacement with the 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation Division of Juvenile Justice (DJJ).ó When 

given suitable placement as a disposition, youth are most often placed in a group home or 

congregate care setting, although a few of these youth are placed with a relative. These group homes 

have contracts with Los Angeles County for use by the Department of Children and Family Services 

and the Probation Department. When placed at a group home, the youth supervising Probation 

Officer is responsible for overseeing the youthõs progress, but Probation Officers are not often on 

site nor does the Probation Department have responsibility for running these facilities. For camp 

placements, youth are placed in one of several juvenile correctional settings operated by Probation 

throughout the County. Although operated by Probation, the Department of Mental Health and the 

Los Angeles County Office of Education co-locate staff in all camps to address mental health needs 

and to provide educational services.   

 

Both suitable placement and camp placement represent the òdeeper endsó of the juvenile justice 

system within Los Angeles County. Youth within these populations were the focus of this study 

because the pathways and case characteristics of these youth were expected to provide the most 

insight about the data systems used to track these youth as well as their òstories.ó In other words, 

what factors impacted their involvement and what were their experiences in the juvenile justice 

system as well as other social service agencies? This information, in turn, can significantly inform 

efforts to improve delinquency prevention, outcomes for youth who do enter the juvenile justice 

system and data systems within Probation and across relevant County agencies.   

 

The timeframes used to select youth exiting from suitable placement and camp differed across 

groups for two reasons. First, data collection for the study was expected to commence in June 2012 

in order to provide one year of tracking. Suitable placement reforms had been made prior to January 

2011, but reforms in the camps (due in part to compliance with conditions of the Department of 
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Justice MOU with the County and the educational lawsuit at Camp Challenger) were still in process 

during this time. As a result, Probation recommended choosing a later time period for camp 

placement exits to reflect these reforms. Secondly, the study did not begin until June 2013 due to 

delays in research approvals ð despite the change in timeline, however, the original target 

populations were retained to ensure sufficient time for tracking both groups. 

 

The total number of exits for suitable placements during the study timeframe was 561, and the total 

number for camp placements was 1,102. Cohorts of 250 youth were randomly drawn from the two 

respective populations for a total of 500 youth. With the exception of five youth who appeared in 

both the suitable placement and camp cohorts, youth were distinct across groups. Since in-depth 

case file reviews were not possible for all 500 cases due to time and resource constraints, samples of 

50 youth were randomly selected from the cohorts. Figure 2.1 illustrates the process undertaken to 

identify study samples.  

 

To maintain the distribution for gender and race/ethnicity in the suitable placement cohort, 

stratified random sampling was used. Stratified random sampling for gender and race/ethnicity was 

also used to select the camp cohort. In addition, females were oversampled in both groupsð from 

10% to 20% in the camp cohort and 20% to 40% in the suitable placement cohort. Similar 

procedures were used for the selection of case file samples as well ð see Appendix A for a 

comparison of population and sample statistics.  

 

When case file data collection began, it became apparent that some of the selected youth had to be 

removed from the sample because they fell into one of the following categories: 

 

1. The case was terminated by the delinquency court at the time the youth was released; or, 

2. The case was terminated less than six months after the youthõs exit from suitable placement 

or camp.  

 

In both of these situations, the termination of the case did not provide enough time for tracking 

data to accumulate, so cases that fell into these categories were removed from the case file samples 

(but remained in the larger cohort data) and were replaced with new cases from the larger cohort. 
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Figure 2.1: An Overview of Study Structure & Data Sources 
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