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AC'VC] ncinq Com pe’lencq Developmenf
I

Oneof thefundamenta purposesof Pennsylvania sjuvenilejustice
system, according to theexplicit language of the JuvenileAct, isto
develop“ competencies’ indelinquent youth. What doesthat mean?
How isit done? Thismonograph attemptsto answer those questions,
articulating basi ¢ principlesand identifying research-supported
practices, outcomes, and measuresfor competency devel opment that
conformtothe JuvenileAct’slanguage and purposes. It'sadigtilled
version of amore detailed document entitled Advancing Competency
Development: A White Paper for Pennsylvania, produced by a
focusgroup of stateand local practitionersmeeting over the course of
two yearsunder the auspices of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention Committee. Whileit should be of immediate practical useto
juvenilejustice plannersand decision-makersin Pennsylvania, itisnot
intended to bethelast word on thisvital issue, but rather the start of an
extended discussion.

The Five Domclins o]( Compe’lencq

Competency development isthe processby whichjuvenileoffenders
acquiretheknowledge and skillsthey need to become productive,
connected, and |aw-abiding membersof their communities. Thesefal
intofivebasicdomainsor kill areas:

1. Pro-Social Sillshelp adolescentsincreasetheir chances of
navigating their interactionswith others. Godsfor thisdomain
include better socia interactions, problem-solving, andimpulse
control.

2. Moral Reasoning Sillshelp adolescentsto understand how
their thinking, values, and choicesaffect their behavior and
recognizethought processesthat rationalize negative behaviors.
Effortsto strengthen skillsin thisdomain invol veteaching young



people principlesto live by and guidelinesfor making good choices.
Thegoa ismaking theright decisionsfor theright reasons.

3. Academic Skillsinclude basic reading, writing, and math skills
aswell asgenera study and learning skillsthat help adolescents
improvetheir chancesof having asuccessful educational
experience. Althoughthejuvenilejustice systemisnot
responsiblefor “fixing” faling studentsor failling schoals, it
should takerespons bility for advocating on behaf of offenders
with educationa gaps. Godsfor thisdomainincludecatching
up with peersin school and advancing to the highest possible
level of academic achievement.

4. Workforce Sillshelp older teensimprovetheir chances of
being economically salf-sufficient after schooling iscompleted.
Thisdomainincludesaset of genera skillsfor getting jobs,
keeping jobs, and achieving promotions, aswel | asspecialized
skillsneeded for particular typesof jobs. Thegod for this
domainiseconomic saf-sufficiency.

5. Independent Living Skillshelp older teens, particularly those
coming out of placement/foster carewho areunabletoreturn
home, toimprovetheir chancesof living successfully ontheir
own. Skillsinthisdomain relateto such thingsasmoney
management and budgeting, educationa and career planning,
and knowing how to get financial aid, housing assistance, and
medical insurance. Thegod for thisdomainissalf-sufficient
living.

Builc]inq Compefencies —”wouqh Tmininq

Building competenciesin any of thesefivedomainsstartswith direct
trainingin pertinent skills. Effectiveskill training programstendto
incorporate someor al of thefollowing eements:



+  Presentation of theskill in such away asto convey its
benefits.

Modeling that demonstratesuse of the skill.
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Role-play/guided practicethat engagestraineesin active,
experientia learning, then affordstimeto reflect and
opportunity to discuss.

#+  Correctivefeedback that hel pstraineesidentify what they
didwell intherole-playsand what they need toimprove.

#+  Generalizationthat helpstraineesidentify avariety of settings
or situationsinwhich the skill can be used.

+  Coachingthat encouragestraineesto use specific skillsin
specific Situations, followsup periodically, and re-teachesa
point or principleasnecessary.

#+  Positivereinforcement for appropriate use of thelearned
ill.

##  Recycling of theskill.

Connecjlinq TPoininq \X/I”] peol Li][e
in ”19 Communijlg

Very littlelong-term, redl-life change can be expected from training that
stopsimmediately after theyouth learnsthe skill in counseling,
classroom, or role-play sessons. Juvenile offendersneedred-life
opportunitiesto practice and demonstrate their new skillsinthe
community, for onething. But they al so need to establish positive
relationshipswith law-abiding adultsand peers, toformtieswith pro-
socid community groupsand ingtitutions, and to receive servicesand
supportsdesigned to reinforce the skill-building. Because competency
development isnot just about training: it’sabout training and
connecting.



For ingtitutionalized youth in particul ar, that means new approachesare
caledfor, incorporating work furlough and community service
opportunities, off-site vocationa training, and other pre- and post-
release activitiesdesigned to bridgethetrangition from learning skillsto
using them incommunity settings. Residentia service providers,
probation departments, and familiesmust collaboratewhiletheyouthis
in placement so that skillscan be sustained during homevisitsand upon
reentry into thecommunity.

Thetrain-and-connect principlemay call for arethinking of community
serviceaswell. Typicaly, probation departments haveimposed work
obligationsprimarily to address accountability goals. But work service
activitiescan develop and reinforce competenciesaswell, if they
provide opportunitiesto reinforce skills, strengthen rel ationshipswith
pro-socia adultsinthe community, and increase bondsto positive
groups/inditutions.

Six —nlinqs Juvenile Drol)ajlion Musjl Do

Probation departments, working under thedirection of juvenilecourts,
play acentra rolein advancing competency development. Thoughthat
rolemay vary from caseto case, juvenileprobation officersshould, at a
minimum, do thefollowing six thingsfor every ddinquent youth, whether
theyouthisplaced on probation or ordered into aresidentia program:

1. Assess. Conduct astructured assessment acrossall five
domainsfor the purpose of identifying competency
devel opment strengths and needs (especially thoseclosaly
associated with thejuvenil€ soffending behavior).

2. Plan. Develop asupervision plan based upon the assessment
results. Clearly state expectationsregarding the competency
development god and identify specific activitiesthat each
party (juvenile, parent, probation, provider) will engagein
pursuant tothegoal. Explain criteriafor successor failure,



how theyouth’s progresswill be monitored, and consequencesfor
noncompliance.

3. Connect. Provide opportunitiesto practice and demonstrate
new skills(e.g., community service projects) and make
connectionswith pro-socia adultsand peersand community
groups(e.g., mentoring, clubs, church groups). Identify
servicesand supportsin thecommunity that will facilitate
mastery of skillsand makereferralsto them.

4.  Oversee. Monitor participation and progressand make
adjustments as needed.

5.  Motivate. Encourageand support individua’sparticipationin
the selected sKkill-training curriculumand reinforcelearning.
Apply incentivesand sanctionsto reinforce accountability.

6.  Document. Record intermediate outcomesat case closing.

Compe’[encg Developmenjl Qesponsil)ilifies ol( thep
Sgsfem Ac’[ors

Because advancing competency devel opment isthe collective
respons bility of thejuvenilejustice system, other system actorshave
worktodointhisareaaswell:

#+  Prosecuting and defense attor neys should advocate for the
devel opment of good skill training, community serviceand
other positiveyouth devel opment programsin the community
and recommend offender involvement inthem.

#+  Detention staff should devel op relationshipsand apply a
strength-based approach that isfocused onrecognizing a
young person’sstrengths, potential and ability to becomea
productive, connected and law-abiding member of the
community.



#+  Residential programsshould provideskill training, develop a
rel ati onshi p-strengthening and community-connectedness
focusinorder to overcomeisolation, and find crestive,
positiveand activerolesfor youth asleadersand mentorsfor
other youth.

##  Schoolsshould work to remove barriersto re-enrolIment
following releasefrom placement, provide educational
assessment and remediation of court-involved youth, and
partner with juvenile probation to encourage good attendance
and retention.

##  Businesses, churches, and community groups should create
and support pro-socia community activitiesinwhichyouth
can succeed and provide support to familiesand positive
youth devel opment opportunities.

##  Parentsand guardiansshould actively partner with the court
insupporting thedevel opment of youth competencies.

Measurinq Compejlencq Developmenf

If thejuvenilejustice systemistotakeitsfull measure of responsibility
for competency devel opment, it must begin by consistently measuringits
own performance and theresultsit achieves. For thispurpose,
measurement at case closing—the point of servicetermination, at which
thedirect and immediate effect of serviceddivery isknowableand
relatively easy to document—makesthe most sense.

Onebasic kind of competency-related information that must be
collected at case closing isoutput information. Outputsinclude any
skill-building or reinforcing activitiesengaged in whileunder supervison.
A probation officer recording outputsrel ated to competency would
indicate (1) whether individua juvenileswere assessed with respect to
each of thefive competency domains described above, (2) whether
activitiesaddressing needsin any of thesedomainswereincludedinthe



caseplan, and (3) whether those activitieswere partialy or successfully
completed.

Probation departments must al so collect outcomeinformation at case
closing. Outcomesincludeall goal-related results, at least asfar asthey
can beknown asof thetimeacaseisclosed. Specifically, probation
officersshould document evidence of god attainment—the degreeto
which an offender isleaving the system more competent interms of
being productive, connected and law-abiding.

##  Indicatorsof productivity at thetimeof case closing would
includethejuvenil€ sattending school and passing, attending a
GED preparation or aternative education program,
participatinginvocationa training, working or actively seeking
work.

##  Indicatorsof connectionwith the community wouldinclude
such things as active engagement with amentor, positive peer
group, club or other organized school or community group or
activity.

##  Indicatorsof being law-abiding wouldinclude having

completed theterm of supervisionwithout new adjudications,
convictionsor pending court cases.

NQXJ[ Sfeps

Clarifyingandimplementing Pennsylvanid svisonfor juvenilejusticewill
bean evolutionary process. Although the White Paper beginsthetask
of defining and giving substanceto the system goal of competency
development, much morework isneeded. Inthe coming years, our
effortswill bedirected at dl of thefollowing:

##  Assessment and case-planning protocols: developing
statewide protocolsfor assessingindividua needsand using
theresultsto devel op goal -directed supervision plans, match
clientswith resources, and justify expenditure of resources.



##  Promising practices: compiling acompendium of proven and
promising competency development practicesand skill-
traningcurricula

##  Case-closing form: improving the caseclosing formand
encouraging and supportingitsuseinal counties.

#  Aftercaremode: devel oping an aftercare model that will
incorporate best practicesin competency devel opment.

#+  Professional training and devel opment: ingtituting a
program of competency development training and technical
assistancefor judges, attorneys, juvenile probation officers,
serviceproviders, and placement staff.

For moreinformation, download the detailed white paper at
WWW.NCjj.org, or contact:

Pat Torbet

Senior Research Associate
Nationa Center for Juvenile Justice
3700 S. Water St., Suite 200
Pittsburgh, PA 15203

(412) 227-6950

torbet@ncjj.org



