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Introduction

For my thesis, I used a case study approach to analyze what we can learn about the

Criminal justice system by exploring the life history of a juvenile offender. Research data was

collected through an interview with a juvenile offender. Secondary sources such as literature

review will also be examined to better understand the juvenile justice system. The interview will

have several questions to better understand the life of the juvenile prior to them becoming part of

the criminal justice system and also the question about life while in the youth correctional

facility. Through those questions, I hope to better understand the criminal justice system. Also, to

have a better understanding of how the criminal justice system has affected the life of an

individual who has been part of it.

Review of Literature

American activist for children's rights Marian Wright Edelman, once said “I’ve been

struck by the upside-down priorities of the juvenile justice system. We are willing to spend the

least amount of money to keep a kid at home, more to put him in a foster home and the most to

institutionalize him. As a “society” the community is more invested in institutionalizing young

people instead of seeking ways to help them find their passion in life. This has been an ongoing

struggle for many years. The problem is the criminal justice system has failed many young

individuals who have become a part of it.

Examining different methods of incarceration is important in order to better understand

how various methods could help people who are incarcerated. In his classic ethnography study,

Gresham M Sykes (1958) was the first to coin the term “pains of imprisonment”. Sykes describes
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five separate categories of “pains”: the deprivation of liberty, the deprivation of goods and

services, the deprivation of heterosexual relationships, the deprivation of autonomy, and the

deprivation of security (Skyes, 1958). These categories are significant in understanding how the

pains of imprisonment can have a positive and or negative impact on the alternative forms of

incarceration.

Alternate forms of incarceration have been analyzed for many years in the Criminal

Justice field, these alternative forms allow for a better understanding of how the Criminal Justice

system can intervene in the life of a young offender (Chamiel Elad, 2018). Looking at different

forms of incarceration is important because it gives a better understanding of what helps reduce

recidivism. For example, in a study done by Chamiel Elad, “House Arrest” or “Developmental

Arrest”? A Study of Youth Under House Arrest. International Journal of Offender Therapy and

Comparative Criminology : Official Organ of the Association for Psychiatric Treatment of

Offenders the study examined fourteen different young people who were under house arrest. The

study established six key themes. They were: “the experience of detention and its challenges, the

use of regular routine and time, emotions and self-reflection, peer relationships, relationships

with parents and supervisors, and interaction with therapeutic staff and probation services”

(Chamiel Elad, 2018). The two research questions were: “How do adolescents experience house

arrest? How does house arrest affect them and affect the developmental processes of

adolescence?” Overall the research delves into the significance of each theme as well as the

results which found it was very difficult for the participants to complete their time under house

arrest without any kind of difficulty (Chamiel Elad, 2018).  The chart gives examples of each

theme and its findings, the number next to each theme is the number of participants. The terms

the boys used to describe their time under house arrest were, “Not an easy time,” “Very
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difficult,” “Frustrating” (Chamiel Elad, 2018). These terms demonstrate how difficult it was for

these boys to serve their time under house arrest. They served their sentence but also had to

adjust to their new form of incarceration resulting in a frustrating environment. The chart helps

better understand the research in this thesis by looking at different forms of incarceration and

examining what the effects of an alternative form of incarceration has on the adolescents under

house arrest. Moving on, the study also found there were aspects which included difficulty

sleeping, damaged relationships with family members and friends (Chamiel Elad, 2018) these

aspects demonstrated the difficulty of serving time for the boys and family members. It did not

only affect the boys ,but also those who were living in the same house. It is important to examine

how different forms of incarceration methods can help different types of people. Taking into

consideration how this form of incarceration harmed the social relationships with family

members and the added difficulty the youth faced with personal obstacles as well, it can be

concluded that this form of incarceration is not suited for everyone. Nonetheless, it is important

to analyze and learn about house arrest as a different form of incarceration because it offers an

alternative way of serving a sentence.

The experience of detention and its difficulties (14) The boys noted difficulty and the feeling that they were being

punished. Difficulties included mental emotional difficulties,

dependence on others, lack of independence, loss of privacy,

and social hardship

Daily schedule and utilization of time (14) One group of boys managed to formulate a clear and
productive daily schedule compared with a second group
whose agenda was chaotic

Emotions and self-reflection (12) The boys felt various emotions alongside feeling of having
grown and learned from the difficult situation
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Relationship with peers (12) Friends constituted a significant support factor for the
detainees. Distance from friends increased negative feelings
among detainees

Relation to parent and supervisor (13) An absolute majority reported improvement in the level of
contact with parents fro various reasons

Contact with therapeutic worker and probation service An ambivalent attitude toward the probation service was
reported, which was perceived as a contributing factor, but
also as an aggravating factor

(Chamiel Elad, 2008)

Peter Greenwood, a researcher in juvenile delinquency, analyzed programs that help

youth not go down a path of delinquency and helped intervene in their negative lifestyles. In his

article Greenwood reviews the methods used to identify the best programs, explains how

program success is measured, provides an overview of programs that work, and offers guidance

on how jurisdictions can shift toward more evidence-based practices as well as discusses the

difficulty in identifying the outcome of the programs (Greenwood, 2008). Greenwood makes a

great point by saying the following, “The passage of time cuts both ways. On the one hand,

interventions in childhood may have effects on delinquency that are not evident until

adolescence. Likewise, interventions during adolescence may reap benefits in labor force

participation only in young adulthood. On the other hand, an intervention may initially lessen

problem behavior in children only to have those effects diminish over time” (Greenwood 2008).

Examining at what point in the youths life intervention is done is significant because there is a

difference between intervention at a young age in comparison to intervening during adulthood. In

this passage the question regarding at which point someone should intervene in a child's life is

raised. Furthermore, in that same passage Greenwood states, it is important to look at programs

which help adolescents however, it is just as important to keep in mind how each individual may

have a different reaction to the intervention. As stated in the quote, intervening at a younger age

may benefit only a select part of their life. The problematic behavior found in the youths early



5

life can be changed, but sometimes that same behavior can return later on in their lives.

Researching different types of interventions is significant to analyze how each interventional

method benefits individual young adults. Research found that home visits by the registered

nurses involved in the program had a positive effect on the life of the child and the mother.

Children who were part of the program did experience less child abuse, showing us how early

prevention can have a positive impact on the life of the child. Not only were home visits

significant but also programs that focus on specific skill issues such as behavior management,

interpersonal skills training, family counseling, group counseling, or individual counseling also

had positive effects on institutional settings (Greenwood, 2008).

Overall, Greenwood has discussed the techniques used to classify the best programs in

his report “Prevention and Intervention Programs for Juvenile Offenders The Future of

Children”. In the study, Greenwood discusses the importance of analyzing the effectiveness of

the programs. Greenwood states, “In summary, defining successful programs is challenging, both

because of design flaws in many research studies and because comparing inconsistent findings is

difficult. But some metrics must be designed to allow jurisdictions to begin to implement

programs that have been proven effective. Blueprints is the most promising of these techniques,

though others such as meta-analysis hold promise” (Greenwood, 2008). Therefore it is important

to examine the lives of those who have been impacted by the criminal justice system because it

allows for an inside look at the different impacts the system has on the individual's life. Also, the

findings serve as an opportunity to better understand the system and areas of improvement.

Those areas of improvement are significant for the future of youth who may fall victim to

recidivism and struggle to stop their cycle of committing crimes.
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The prevention of delinquency is important to examine because by doing so one has a

better understanding of what can be done to help someone not become part of the criminal justice

system. Too often there is hope someone will not recidivate once part of the system but, what is

significant is to look at what is being done in order to prevent delinquency before the youths

become part of the system. Therefore, research conducted by Jackline Berghal provided a better

understanding of the prevention of juvenile delinquency. Prevention of juvenile delinquency is

also important to analyze because it is important to examine different ways in which prevention

can be achieved. A great point of prevention was discussed in the literature stating that

examining the correlation between school dropout rates and delinquency is important because a

strategy is needed to recognize early school disengagement and potential dropout from education

(Berghal, 2015). Early warning systems can be an invaluable tool for identifying school

disengagement trajectories and preventing High School dropout in teens. The research that is

conducted nowadays is focused on developing early warning systems that identify youth who

have started to disengage and are at risk for dropping out of high school. The intent of these

efforts is to identify at-risk youth early enough so that effective intervention strategies may be

implemented (Berghal, 2015). The following are taken into consideration when looking at

potential warning signs: indicators of course failure, poor attendance, GPA, a low achievement

on standardized test scores, and school suspensions. The purpose of Berghal’s report, therefore,

is to address the gap in the literature by examining the utility of the school disengagement

warning index to predict school dropouts and the set of problem behaviors that emerge during

adolescence and continue into young adulthood (Berghal, 2015). The main focus was the court

records in the research which focused on the effectiveness of a prevention program administered

by a county juvenile court. The study was significant in the understanding of how such a
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program can have a positive impact on the life of someone who has not fully become part of the

juvenile justice system yet. This study differed from others because it did not have youth who

were part of the criminal justice system, instead it’s focal group was teens who were at risk of

becoming part of the Juvenile Justice system. Overall, the support given to the youth allowed

them to better their behavior and be successful. An important finding was the significance of

having both parents in the life of a youth. Those who had both parents had a less probability of

engaging in delinquency.

There is significant research about programs helping youth steer from a life of

delinquency and not become part of the criminal justice system. The debate surrounding the

importance of education from an early age is also significant when discussing points of

intervention in the criminal justice system. In a study done by Emily A. Mann titled “Early

Intervention and Juvenile Delinquency Prevention: Evidence from the Chicago Longitudinal

Study”, found that children who had attended pre-school were associated with decreases in

juvenile delinquency incidences, frequency and severity by 18 years of age. (Emily A. Mann,

2006). The study was significant in demonstrating the importance of early education in the life of

a child. The study found that not only is it important to incorporate education into the life of a

child early on but also maintain the child in an environment where they will continue their

education (Emily A. Mann, 2006). It is important to note that children who had the support of

their parents were more likely to continue with their education.

Methodology

A case study was chosen as the research method because it would allow for a close

examination of the data collected. An interview was conducted to answer the research question,
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“Using a case study approach, what can we learn about the Criminal Justice system from

exploring the life history of a juvenile offender?” This research was conducted under PSU

Institutional Review Board (IRB) #217195-18. Through an interview, the thesis question was

answered by exploring the life history of someone who was part of the juvenile justice system. A

series of questions were created by the researcher for the interviewee, who had agreed to be part

of the research, to answer. He was chosen for this research because of his life experiences and

involvement in the juvenile justice system. For privacy reasons, the name of the interviewee was

stripped from this thesis, the name  J was used to identify him. The questions were created by

having questions centered around the life of the interviewee, the juvenile justice system, and

points of intervention in his life. Questions asked during the interview can be found in the

appendix section of this paper along with the IRB forms. Additional questions were asked as

they arose. All identities such as name, date of birth, hometown, and other locations were script

from the interview. The interview was structured with the interviewee sharing his life story and

how he became part of the juvenile justice system. A second interview was conducted with

additional questions. The interview was done through a visual and audio recording method in

March of 2021. The questions were focused on not only the life of the interviewee but also points

of intervention where the justice system failed to intervene.

Case study

Background

The interview process consisted of questions being asked to the interviewee, in this case

the offender, about his time within the criminal justice system. J was raised by his father and

grandmother in a suburban neighborhood for the first eight years of his life. His mother was not
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in his life from a young age. She was fighting her own battles with addiction and mental health,

his father and grandmother became the sole providers. As the years went on his father became an

alcoholic and was not as attentive to J as he once was. J enjoyed spending time with the family of

his neighborhood friend. He would spend hours with this family and they quickly became close

to him. J would spend hours with them after school, have dinner with them and they began to

form a very close relationship. The youngest boy in the family was J’s best friend, they went to

the same elementary school and would spend the evening together at his friend’s house. The best

friend's mom would volunteer at the elementary school allowing her to get to know her son's

friend, J,  even more.

With regard to J’s life, it is important to discuss a very crucial moment in his life, his first

encounters with law enforcement. That first encounter was when his father received his first

DUI, his dad later received another one, resulting in his father having to install a breathalyzer in

the car. Consequently J would have to breathe into the breathalyzer every time he got in the car

with his father. Another impactful moment in J’s life was the passing of his father, the morning

after Christmas he found his father lying dead in his bed. Shocked, he went to tell his

grandmother. Without any time to process what had happened, J was sent to his sister's home. J

was never questioned by any kind of authority about what he saw or how he was coping with his

fathers death. Instead, he was sent away from home to be with his sister, who lived down the

street, and spent time there while things calmed down. In disbelief, his sister was shocked to hear

the news of her fathers passing. She was not able to take J under her custody because she had her

family to take care of and would not be able to handle the responsibility of another kid. J’s best

friend's family was also not able to take him in because of the court process. The only other
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option was his uncle, so he moved in with his uncle and his wife. At ten years old J was now

starting a new life with his uncle and aunt in a new town.

Living with his uncle was not what was expected. J was abused mentally, physically, and

emotionally. Not only was he abused by his uncle he also had very high expectations of J. He

was expected to be the best at all he did, do his best at anything assigned to him. They lived on a

farm and with that came many responsibilities. J was expected to do many different kinds of

chores throughout the farm.  These chores were to be done after he came home from school. He

had to balance his academics, sports and the responsibilities of the farm all at once. This became

very difficult, tiring, and overwhelming for him but he needed to get everything done in a timely

manner or else there would be consequences. Such as abuse mentally and physically.

As the years went on J was abused and neglected by his uncle until one day J could not

take it anymore and killed his uncle. It is important to look at the reasons why J committed the

crime and what led him to do it. From an early age, J was abandoned by his mother and not cared

for by his dad. Both parents had a history of drug abuse that did not allow them to give as much

attention to J as he needed. During the interview J shared his story from his early childhood to

where he is at today. His story was heartbreaking and it is a story that needs to be told to better

understand how different systems failed him and to look at points of intervention. Throughout J’s

life, there were three main points where someone could have intervened. The three main points

of intervention were the family encounter with the Department of Human Services (DHS), an

ultimatum given by his grandma, and a time a state trooper was sent to his school to see how J

was doing. Overall, his story is an example of how the system failed him.



11

Themes

The interview process was important in regards to learning more about the life story of J.

Throughout the interview he shared his life experiences, such as: childhood, upbringing, living

with his uncle and his time in the juvenile correctional facilities. As he shared his story there

were several themes that came up such as: resilience, mentorship, ability to set short and long

term goals, interactions, and self-blame. Each of these themes are significant in learning about J

and how he was able to navigate through the justice system.

Resilience

Throughout the interview, one of the themes brought up by J was resilience. The capacity

to recover quickly from an event or situation was something J had to do. At the age of eight  J

had to face the tragedy of finding his dad dead the morning after Christmas. J did not have time

to process what had happened, as he was quickly sent to play with the neighborhood kids. In the

interview J states “The morning after Christmas, I woke up and I went to basically wake my dad

up like I used to every morning and he was unresponsive, he had passed in his sleep. I was nine,

it was in 2005, December 26, he passed. That was a big turning point. That's when things really

changed so my grandmother pretty much told me to like to go play with my friends in the

neighborhood. I wanted to go hang out with Jackson and basically  go see his parents, but I

wasn't I wasn't able to. Cause they were kind of further out from where we lived. So I hung out

with a couple of different friends and then I went to my sister's apartment complex, where she,

my niece and my nephew lived. I told them what happened and they were like, pretty tore up

about it. My sister's freaking out because she couldn't take me in because she already had two

kids, she had no space in the apartment complex to take another kid. She didn't know where I

was gonna go. No one knew if DHS was gonna take me or anything like that. So I hung out for
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the better part of the day just walking around the apartment complex, not really knowing what to

do. Then a bunch of cops showed up eventually after that, when I saw the cops, I just pretty

much bounced. Then I came back later that night, and my uncle and my aunt had shown up on

my father's side, on the Baker side of my family. They pretty much said that they were going to

pack us up and move us down from where I was living to my uncles” (J, 2021). J did not have

time to process what had happened or what was going on. Not only did he not have time to

grieve the death of his father, but there were also no DHS workers who checked up on him or

any police officer. Nonetheless, J was able to find the strength as a young boy and move forward.

Another example of J’s resilience is his overall story. Throughout his time incarcerated J was

able to find ways to better himself, graduate from high school, college, receive his personal

trainer license, barbering license along with many other accomplishments. He beat all odds that

were stacked against him.

Mentorship

Throughout his incarceration J quickly learned the importance of using his time

productively. He began to read books, hang out with the “elite kids”, work out, learn new skills,

etc. J became a mentor while serving his time at MacLaren Youth Correctional Facility. J states

during the interview, “So I ended up transferring from Chemeketa after I got my two year started

going to Oregon State University full time. Then I started teaching the barbering program at

MacLaren full time. I decided to spend most of my afternoon time either mentoring kids or I was

in the gym. After a while, I got certification as a personal trainer, and I would spend hours at the

gym, working with staff members working with youth. And then I was offered a position after a

while to be a living mentor and what we call the intake unit of McLaren. And pretty much my

role was to live full time with kids age pretty much 12 to like 18 or 19 years old. And these kids
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were going to be with me for 30 to 45 days, and it was my job to basically get them ready for

long-term living. Now, these kids would come in, they need to do three to six months of

treatment. Some of them needed to do three to five years, some kids were doing life. It was my

job to try to connect with them. And kind of instill within the kind of mindset that I had

developed over all those years and help them give them an advantage. A lot of it turned out to be

a lot of the escalation tactic stuff, getting kids to slow down and really think about the decisions

that they're trying to make and help them think really, really long term” (J, 2021). J became a

mentor to other kids because he knew how difficult it was to navigate the system. He became

that role model that for so many years he did not have. J was given the opportunity to be a

mentor for younger kids and he did an amazing job.

Ability to set short and long term goals

Setting goals for oneself is very important because by doing so we feel accomplished

when the goal has been reached. J set several goals for himself throughout his time incarcerated.

He knew his time could be used to better himself and accomplish the goals he had. His ability to

set both short and long-term goals allowed him to become a better version of himself. “I started

looking at how people were doing their time. I mean, you got the knuckleheads and the idiots

that are just kind of fucking off. And then you got another group of guys that are trying to figure

it out, but they keep slipping up. And then you had the kind of what I considered more the elite

kids. They were going to college, they were getting certifications, they were taking their time

seriously, they never got in trouble. They had a really good way of communicating in terms of

like with other youth, with other staff members, with volunteers, everybody they were well

respected. I started emulating and basically hanging out with them a lot more. And then I made

what they did what I did. After a while I was one of the older guys that was living on the unit
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that had a lot of privileges. I had a lot of opportunities to pursue the things that I wanted to when

I first got locked up at a 1.1 GPA. I only had 11 credits, I was about to be 19 years old, and I was

supposed to graduate that spring summer term. The first school that I saw myself with my

parents or with my best friend's parents was basically to graduate high school. I told him that I

not only wanted to graduate high school, but I wanted to graduate with three points that spring or

summer. I took accelerated courses, I took about seven, eight classes a term. I ended up

graduating on time with three points. Immediately after that, I was pretty surprised with myself.

I'm just saying, Okay, I'm not as dumb as hell, I can't learn. I'm like, Alright, what else do I want

to do? And my best friend's parents are like, well, you need to go to college, you need to

basically find a way to give yourself an edge when you eventually come home. So I graduated

when I was 19, I decided to be hard headed and go a different route. I wanted to be a barber, they

had a barber program offered there. Entered the barber program when I was 19. A lot of the older

guys that were kind of like in the living unit that was living on at the time and everybody else

that I kind of hung out with were all barbers. They were all doing really good with their time.

And that's what the plan was to become a barber then go home. Basically cut hair, make money,

and be productive. So I wanted to get that because I didn't want to just rely on a college

education to get me far because even with a college education, you still got to check that box. So

I'm just I'm gonna pick up a trade. So I went to the barber program for two years and ended up

getting my barbering license. And then from there, I started taking part time classes at

Chemeketa” (J, 2021). J turns his life around the moment he begins to realize his potential. He

begins to set short and long term goals for himself and in the process he realizes all he can do. J

begins to believe in himself and sees all the great things he is capable of. It was not expected of

him to graduate high school considering his low GPA. Nonetheless, he turns all that around and
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not only graduates high school but also college and gets certified as a personal trainer and his

barber license. Another example is the goal he set for himself to run and finish the MacLaren

Marathon. During the interview J shared his experience with the marathon and the discipline he

learned from it. He stated, “I think I was about 21 or 22. When I decided I wanted to try out the

marathon program that they had offered there, they had a running program. And each year they

run a marathon. So my first year I ran a marathon. I ran in like 5 hours 15 minutes. After I ran

that marathon, I started adapting a lot of what I learned from that process to how I kind of did

stuff with school with youth with kids everything. When you think about doing something really

hard or difficult, you see, you see Everest, you see the thing that you're trying to accomplish, and

it feels like it's like overbearing, and it's really difficult and hard. What I would do is, I would tell

myself, okay, so I want to run a marathon in April. So I'm going to back this up six months in

October, this is what I'm going to do in November, this is what I'm going to do, December and so

on. Then I would break it down, not just for that month, I'd break it down by week, and then I

would break it down by day. Next thing, you know, I have a workout blog, I have a diet log, I

have what stretches I need to be doing, I know what weight I need to be at. I took that example. I

applied it to different areas where basically kids that struggle with either school akademia losing

weight, how to build relationships and trust with staff members, how to rebuild relationships

with family members. I started using it to really help as many kids as I could. I lived in that unit

roughly for about two years, ended up running some more marathons and then I got fully

certified as a personal trainer” (J, 2021).

Self Blame
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One of the most important themes discussed during the interview was self blame.

Throughout his childhood J blamed himself as the reason why his mother had abandoned him.

Not only his mother but also his aunt and ,later in his life, grandmother. In his eyes he was the

reason why they left and he put the blame on himself for many years. He questioned his worth

and felt like he was to blame for everything. He states, “We go back. After about three months,

things started getting worse bit by bit and then my aunt pretty much on another day when my

uncle was gonna be gone all day, she comes up to me, she says, Hey, I have to leave, I need you

to help me pack my truck. And like pretty much, I'm going to drop you off at your

grandmother's. That's when I'm just like, wow, that sucks, I'm screwed haha. And I help her pack

her bags. I remembered just being real low and just trying to like put stuff together in my head.

At first, I felt bad, I felt sad. Then I started to resent my aunt for being able to abandon me and

just leave the entire situation itself. Which felt like the same situation with my mother. Then

when my grandmother got moved out too I felt like I was getting abandoned by her, and then

when my dad passed away, I felt like I took a lot of that blame on myself, oddly, which makes no

sense. As a kid, when you have a bunch of bad stuff happen around you, and you're the only

common denominator around it, I internalized all that stuff that had happened. And I pretty much

made it seem like it was my fault, like I was the problem” (J, 2021). Having lost his mother at an

early age due to drug addiction caused a lot of harm on J. Throughout his life he did not have a

mother figure to lean on as the only two mother figures he had left him.

Throughout his life he blamed himself as the reason why his mother, grandmother and

aunt left him. He put a lot of the blame on himself from an early age without fully understanding

why his aunt decided to leave his uncle and why it was best for his grandmother to be placed in a

retirement home. After his grandmother was placed in a retirement home he visited her in hopes
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that she would intervene and take him out of his uncle's home. However, his grandmother gave

him an ultimatum of staying with his uncle or being taken into DHS custody. J continues on to

say “So I get dropped off at my grandmother's place. My grandmother's like, why are you here,

and I pretty much have to break down the situation. Then she's like, pretty much telling me that,

you know, you have two options that you can either stay with your uncle or you can go to DHS.

That is basically ‘no’ either way, it's not going to be a good situation. I didn't really trust my

grandmother at that point anymore, because I had been separated from her for like almost a year

at that point. I hadn't seen her the whole time. My uncle comes back, he goes ballistic. Then day

by day, week by week, month by month, I tried to find a way to survive” (J, 2021). These two

points in his life where he felt like no one was there for him are important because they are

examples of how alone he felt. J began to put the blame on himself for everyone leaving him.

Any adult that came into his life seemed to abandon him shortly after coming into his life. The

only adult he had was his uncle who abused, and did not care, for him. There were no female role

models in his life who would care for him. A key component in the development of a child is the

bond they share with their mother (Ben- Joseph, 2018). However, J did not have this such bond,

his mother abandoned him at a young age, his grandmother and older sister could not care for

him and his aunt left J and his uncle after many years of tolerating the abuse from him.

Points of intervention

There were three main points of intervention throughout J’s life where someone could

have intervened. Had someone intervened at any point during these three moments of his life his

life would have been very different. The points of intervention were as follows: the time his best

friend's family is not able to be granted custody of J, a conversation with his grandmother and
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when a state trooper visits him at school. However, there was no intervention and now these

moments serve as examples of how the criminal justice system failed him.

The first point of intervention was J’s best friend’s family and DHS. After the passing of

his father J was not able to be taken into custody by his half-sister for personal reasons. J’s best

friend's family wanted to take him in but were not able to because the court gave privileges to

family members. The only family member that was able to receive custody of J was his uncle

who lived out of town. This now meant J would have to move to a new city, form new friends,

join a new school and live with his aunt, uncle, and grandmother. This point of intervention is

important because DHS never fully did an investigation to determine if his uncle was a suitable

person to take care of J in the siercumatces J found himself in. This is evident because later on in

the life of J he is abused by his uncle which had a profound impact on the development of his life

later on.

The second point of intervention is the time J visits his grandmother at her retirement

home. For many years J lived with his grandmother, uncle, and aunt. As the years went on his

grandmother's health deteriorated resulting in her placement in a retirement home. J visits his

grandmother at the retirement home as a means of escaping the misery he was living with his

uncle, he was being abused mentally, physically, and emotionally. His aunt had left J’s uncle

consequently J felt alone and in need of someone to intervene with the abuse being done to him.

As a result, J visited his grandmother at the retirement home. J’s grandmother gave him an

ultimatum of either staying with his uncle or being taken away by DHS and placed in a foster

home where things may not be any better. His grandmother assured him he would be placed into

the foster care system where no one would care for him. Without an escape, J decided to stick it

out and stay with his uncle. Although his grandmother may not have been able to do much
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herself in terms of taking care of J this is another seduction in his life where someone could have

intervened but did not.

Finally, the third main point of intervention was the time a State Trooper was sent to J’s

elementary school to check on him. The state trooper is sent in to check up on J by the request of

his aunt because this was her way of knowing J was okay. A normal day at school turned out to

be a moment where someone should have intervened. J was asked to visit his principal's office

where the state trooper was waiting for him. However, J does not speak with the state trooper nor

does J tell him about the abusive behavior he endures from his uncle. Instead, J leaves the

principal's office and does not speak with anyone. The state trooper arrives at the school without

a DHS worker or any state worker. What should have happened was that a DHS worker should

have talked to J and questioned him about what was going on at home. During the interview with

J, he shares this story and mentions he had visible scarring and bruising but he was still not

further questioned by the state trooper or any faculty at his elementary school. It is easy to want

to blame the little boy for not speaking up but taking into consideration the abuse and neglect he

had faced for so long it makes sense why he would be afraid to speak up. These three points of

intervention serve as examples of how the criminal justice system failed J.

Interactions with Law Enforcement

From a young age the interactions between J and police officers were not positive. The

times he did get to interact with law enforcement were the times his father was being stopped or

questioned by the police. J began to have a negative impression of police officers because all the

interactions between police officers and his father were of his father getting into trouble. J

remembers being a kid and having to breathe into the breathalyzer that was placed in his dad’s

car as a result of his DUI. J states, “And it was around, I think it was like four or five years old.
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When I first saw my dad get pulled over by a police officer and got in trouble and got a DUI.

And that was my first time having a one-on-one experience with a police officer. It happened

right outside of my house. One cop pulled him over, and then another cop showed up. My dad

failed the sobriety test, and they took him into custody and gave him a DUI. Then he got his

rights basically back to driving and stuff like that. But that kind of ingrained in my head that like

cops weren't really good because they just locked my dad up. I didn't really understand what my

dad did wrong. I knew that he drank and knew like he smoked weed and did other stuff like that.

But I didn't like to understand why it was bad. So I didn't like cops and then about a year later,

like right after that incident, he gets another DUI again, and they have to put a breathalyzer in his

truck” (J, 2021). It is clear these interactions were ingrained into his mind as negative and they

shaped how he saw cops. As a result of these interactions his perception of cops changed and

would make it difficult for him to talk to cops and later in his life open up and speak the truth

about the abuse that was going on while living with his uncle. While living with his uncle J’s

aunt had a state topper visit J at his school. J remembers the visit by saying, “This was probably

like six months to a year after my aunt left. She sent a state trooper to come check on me when I

was over Middle School. I got pulled out of class by the principal. I'm thinking that I got in

trouble for like, I don't know, selling weed or something like that. You know, I thought it was like

screwed. Then the first thing I was going through my head was like, Well, you know, uncle was

gonna hear about me having to talk to a cop so i’m fucked. I got pulled into the office and was

like, Hey, we want to know about your living situation. We want to know how things are going.

What's up with you and your uncle? I'm just like, why do you want to know any of this? I'm fine,

leave me alone. It's like, well, we were basically sent here by your aunt, she was worried about

you. We were told to basically inquire about your safety and what's really going on. I pretty
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much associated them like so you want me to basically talk to you and you were sent by the

person that abandoned me let me on my own. No, I don't want to talk to you. From that moment

on, I pretty much like you know, chalked it up in my head that like whatever is gonna happen is

gonna happen. I'm just gonna get through it on my own. I spent the remainder of six or seven

years living with my uncle up until I was 17” (J, 2021). Although the trooper was sent by his

aunt to check up on him, neither the principal nor any faculty member from the school ever

followed up with J after the trooper came to the school to check up on him. J did not open up

about what was going on at home because as he mentioned “why would cops care about my

wellbeing if all interactions I had were negative” (J, 2021). The visit is significant because there

should have been more of an investigation from the trooper and the school on what was

happening at home. The trooper had mentioned the reason for his visit which was to check up on

J however, J did mention he would not be speaking to anyone about what was happening at his

uncles. At this point in J’s life there should have been someone who intervened in the abuse that

was being done to him. His aunt had all the right intentions to send the trooper in hopes he could

help but it failed and no one intervened. Another interaction with law enforcement that failed to

intervene was during the interrogation for the killing of his uncle. The detectives that spoke to J

wanted to know more about why he had killed his uncle, and what were his motives to kill.

However, J did not share any of the information with the detectives, instead he kept it all to

himself. J stated the following, “But the two detectives that were talking to me weren't trying to

confirm whether or not I did it. They were just trying to clarify what life looked like when I was

actually living there. They wanted to know why I have so many scars on my body? Why do you

have fresh wounds? Why do I have xy & z and I wouldn't say. I didn't comply and really didn't

answer those questions. I just pretty much told him I didn't know shit” (J, 2021). This was yet
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another moment in his life when someone could have intervened and found out the reason why J

committed the crime but instead nothing was done.

Positionality

After the first time hearing J’s stories I could not help but feel so many different

emotions. Shortly after the interview was done I began to reflect on how I was feeling at that

moment. Upon hearing what J was telling me about his life I thought “I'm feeling fortunate to

have lived the life I did and had the opportunities I had. I attended good schools, lived in a good

neighborhood, participated in extracurricular activities at school and enjoyed my life as a kid. As

I grew up I continued to live a very similar lifestyle. Both of my parents were always there for

me, I never questioned if I mattered, I always had the support of my family and a great support

system. My older siblings paved the way for my academic life. I was always compared to my

older siblings in a positive way but I always knew I had the freedom to do and be whatever I

wanted to be. I was never in trouble with the police. The group of friends I had were positive.

Growing up my neighborhood friend lived a different lifestyle than me but we were just kids and

that did not matter. The system has failed so many times, so many children, we cannot blame the

kids for their reactions to situations they have no control over. They never learned how to handle

their emotions'' (Cordova-Perez, 2021). Before the first interview I had never heard his life story.

Listening to him tell his life story allowed me to better understand the abuse he went through and

why for so many years he decided to keep quiet about the abuse he lived. I also questioned how

the adults in his life did not intervene when the opportunities arose. There were three main points

of intervention and not once were any of them successful. For some people it would be easy to

put the blame on someone and hold resentment for not doing something to help the innocent boy.

When J spoke about how pointless it is to hold a grudge I found it surprising that he would think



23

like that because I could not wrap my head around the fact that there were so many people who

did nothing to help him out and yet he felt no anger toward those people. Weeks after the

interview I continued to feel the same emotions of sadness, anger, astonishment but also

happiness that at the end he worked on becoming a better person. He became the person that for

so many years he did not have. Self- efficacy is a word I continued to think of as he began to

share all of his accomplishments. Although I do not know him personally I was so proud to hear

how far he had come and all the wonderful things he has yet to accomplish. It fills me with joy to

know  he now has an amazing support system and family who loves him.

Implications

There were various takeaways from the criminal justice system research that came from

looking at the life of a juvenile offender. The most important being the missed opportunities for

intervention before J's involvement in the Criminal Justice system. The three main points of

intervention were the failure of placing J in a home where he would be cared for properly, the

ultimatum given by his grandmother, and finally the visit to his elementary school by the state

trooper. Everyone one of these interactions was significant in the hopes someone would

intervene and save the little boy from the abuse happening at home. However, that was not the

case and as the years went on those around him ignored the signs of abuse. Throughout this

research I also learned the importance of structure within the Criminal Justice system. However,

this is limited to the person who is incarcerated. The story of J is sad and inspirational seeing all

he accomplished while incarcerated. Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge this is not the

case for everyone who goes through the Criminal Justice system. J had the ability to set long and

short term goals for himself which led him to accomplish a lot while incarcerated. He realized it

was up to him to change his ways or else it would be an ongoing cycle of going in and out of the
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Criminal Justice system, as he saw with other offenders time after time. The story of J is

inspirational for all he was able to accomplish and overcome on his own and with the help of a

great support system.

Conclusion

The purpose of this case study was to find what can be learned about the criminal justice

system by exploring the life history of a youth offender. After the researching and interview one

can conclude there were three main points of intervention in the life of the offender. The first was

the incident with DHS and the family of J's childhood friend. There was never a time when DHS

fulfilled an investigation on what would happen with J after his fathers passing. Also, DHS did

not question J’s uncle prior to him moving in nor did any social worker ask J how he was doing.

Although this was mainly a concern of DHS ,had there been someone there to intervene, who

knows what would have happened to J’s life. Similarly with the other two situations, the second

being the visit to his grandmother's care home and the visit from the state trooper to his school.

During both of these visits there was no intervention from any adult or state worker. Overall, the

conclusion is there were several points throughout his life where someone could have intervened

and perhaps prevented him from being involved with the juvenile justice system.
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