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One County's Approach to the Diversion of 
Youth From the Juvenile Justice System 

By JAMES J. FOWKES 

Executive Di?'ector, Youth Services Agency, Doylestown (Bucks County), Pennsylvania 

WITH the development of more systematic 
diversion, communication and planning, 
hundreds of Bucks County youth are being 

seen just prior to or soon after imtial contact with 
the law enforcement system and are being of
fered service options other than juvenile court. 
In 1975, nearly 1,000 youth were petitioned to the 
County's juvenile court for status offenses. Hun
dreds were adjudicated delinquents for status 
offenses. As of the first 3 months of 1978, less 
than 25 status offenders have been petitioned 
to court and only two have been adjudicated as 
ungovernable dependents. Bucks County efforts 
have resulted in greater accessibility and ac
countability of services requested by parents, 
police, school personnel and agencies as well as by 
youth themselves. The systematic diversion of 
youth from the court process has led to more 
appropriate resolution of crisis and conflicts 
developing around the unacceptable behavior of 
troubled youth and families as well as to greater 
cost effectiveness. Approximately 75 percent of 
the youth being diverted are directed into general 
community resources and private programs at a 
further cost benefit to public agencies of the 
County. 

The Beginning 

This was not always the situation in Bucks 

County. In 1975, despite the existence of num
erous youth serving programs and despite the 
expenditure of millions of dollars annually for 
services to deliquent, dependent and deprived 
youth, there were very few alternatives to court 
involvement for troublesome youth. There was a 
lack of active collaboration among departments 
and programs to appropriately handle the in
creased number of such youth. There was an 
absence of effective methods at the local level 
for referring status offenders to services and , 
follow up to confirm the suitability and delivery 
of services was inadequate. 

If youth were to be diverted from court in
volvement, a process needed to be mobilized to 
foster maximum use of already existing com
munity programs and resources outside the 
juvenile justice system. To achieve such utili
zation, it was considered important that mech
anisms be developed to provide for increased 
service accessibility, communication, interaction, 
and mutual support. 

Bucks County, which has a population of ap
proximately 450,000, of which approximately 
80,000 are youth between 10 and 17 years of age, 
has a total land area of over 600 square miles. 
Approximately 57 percent of the County's 160,000 
children (ages birth to 17 years) live within 155 
square miles or 25 percent of the County's total 
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land area. Approximately 43 percent of the C~~n
ty's children (ages birth to 17 years? .lIve 
throughout the remaining 464 square mIles. ~t 

t d · 1975 data from the PennsylvanIa 

the recurrent exchange of ideas and v~ewpoints of 
community representatives, professIOnals, gov
ernmental leaders, and the youth themselves. 

The youth serving and law enforcement ag~n
cies working in concert with the Y.S.A. staff m
clude those participating on the. Y.S.A. Board 
as well as the front line staff of prIvate programs, 
of district justices and magistrates, of schools 
and of police departments throughout the County. 
From the beginning, local contact wit~ yo~th ~y 
police was seen as a crucial point of dIversIOn m 
that it precedes formal arrest or petition. It was 
suggested that youngsters referred to the Y.S.A. 
at the point of police contact would not be s~b
. ected to extensive legal processing and labelIng 
that might occur if they were divert~d at ~ later 
point. The Y.S.A. explored this notIOn WIth the 
police Chiefs Association of the County at a meet
ing attended by the district attorn~y Of. Bucks 
County and the County's chief of J uvemle pro
bation. Following supportive statements o~ the 

was repor e m I 
state Police, Bureau of Research and Deve: op-
ment that between 5,000 and 6,000 of these youth 

, . t some contact with law enforcement 
c~emo . . d 
officers each year. It was estIma~ed that uPw,ar s 
of 1000 such cases involve serIOUS or ~epLated 

'ff Such behavior often mvolved status 0 enses. . . I 
running away, truancy, drinking and bemg unru y 

or uncontrollable. t 
Beginning with a resolution by the Cou~ y 

Board of Judges in February of 1975, aggresslv~ 
ction was taken in Bucks County to develop a 

:ystematic means of diverting statu~ o~en?~rs 
f m the juvenile justice system. JOInt JudIcIal 
a~d executive policy toward this end was for
malized in a County Resolution of Augm~t 1~75 
establishing the Youth Services Agency. Vi ork:ng 

. . t'on with efforts at the communIty, m conJunc 1 d' rt 
school, students, police and court levels tt~ lVe 

outh from formal court involvement, thL Yo~th 
~ervices Agency (Y.S.A.) has been able to ~m
plement effective approaches for: (1) ~xpand~ng 
the use of community resources, (2) unprOVI?g 
service accountability, (3) increasing communIty 
awareness and interest in the needs of youth, and 
(4) diverting youth from juvenile court. 

Broad Based Support 

The general management of the Y.S.A. is vested 
. th Y S A Board of Directors. Members of In e .. , .. 
this Board consist of: three county C?mmiSslon: 

th 'udges' three school supermtendents, ers ; ree J, . t . t 
th adult citizens from the prIvate sec or, wo 
YO~t~s under age 18; the presi~ent of the County 
Police Chiefs Association; ChIef ?f the JUv:~
ile Probation Department; the Dlrec~or of e 
Child Welfare Department; the DIrector o! 

C E T A Programs; the Director of the Drug an 
. . . . . t f Mental 

Alcohol Commission; the Dlrec or 0 

Health and Mental Retardation Department; ~he 
Director of Special Education for ~h~ count~wlde 
Education Unit; the County Adml?lstrator, .and 

h t · 'patI'ng from time to tIme on varIOUS ot ers par ICI 
task force groupS. . h 

t by the district attorney and the chIef of 
~~ . d 
juvenile probation, the police chIefs e:x:pres~e 
their interest in implementing the dl~ersIOn 
system and suggested that regio?al meetmgs ~e 
arranged to discuss the concept WIth the officers. m 
their respective departments. O.ne of the maJor 
efforts of the three regional meetmgs subsequently 
conducted was to convince the. office~s that the 
Y.S.A. would be effective in deal~ng Wlt~ troubled 

th and in obtaining alternatIve serVIces. 
YO~n addition to regional meetings, .staff also met 
individually with police officers assIgned to work 
with youth. The staff assured them that the Y.S.A. 
would be able to handle disruptive an~ troubled 
youth brought to their attention ani! hst:ned to 
the concern and advice of officers regardmg ~he 
problems of youth and the need for servlc:. 
Through repeated contacts and close commUnI
cation with these police officers, the staff eventu
ally established a personal rapport with them. The 
mutual respect and commitment developed ~e
tween the Y.S.A. and the police ·has been essential 
to the successful diversion of youth from the 
juvenile court. 

Although local contact with troubled youth by 

The Y.S.A. Board meetings are held tWIce eac 
month. One meeting is held to discuss c~rrent 
business and issues pertinent to the ope::atIon of 
the Y.S.A. The second meeting is set aSIde for. a 
panel discussion on related youth needs and lS-. 

sues. These panel discussions serve as a form fo~ 

school personnel was viewed as a st~p r~moved 
from the law enforcement communIty, l~ wa~ 
nevertheless considered an important p~mt 0 ... 

d· . A pro··cess similar to that carried out IverSIOn. .' h I 
with the police was conducted wlthm the sc 00 

community. Presentations were made to the Bucks 
County Student Forum (High School Students) ; 
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the Association of School Administrators and to 
groups of school teachers and guidance staff 
throughout the 13 school districts of the County. 
The establishment of close working relationships 
between the Y.S.A. staff and the school personnel 
has been a key factor in the succlBssful diversion 
of the youth from involvement with the juvenile 
justice system. 

The shared benefits most often expressed by 
the police and schools has been a reduction in the 
extended time and confusion that often resulted 
previously when they attempted to obtain help 
for a youngster. In addition to working Monday 
through Friday from 8 :30 a.m. to 5 :00 p.m., the 
Y.S.A. is available for 24-hou.r on-call crisis 
coverage through the police radio room which 
functions as a central emergency communications 
center for the entire county. 

Agency Operations 

Y.S.A. operations consist of several components. 
Staff operates from two offices 'iiVhich are located 
22 miles apart. There are currently 11 full-time 
employees. Field placement opportunities are of
fered for student interns, and volunteers are 
utilized. To date 3}OOO hours of service have been 
rendered on behalf of youth by approximately 100 
volunteers. Forty of these volunteers make up a 
network of overnight and weekend housing re
sources for youth who were formerly placed in a 
lockup facility. 

The intake and referral component receives re
ferrals from juvenile probation officers, police, 
schools, parents, youth and agencies; classifies 
the youngster's need; links the youth with ap
propriate public and private resources in the 
community; and maintains regular followup on 
each youth. A minimum of one followup is 
scheduled 1 week after the first contact with the 
youth. Subsequently, a minimum of three follow
ups occur in 3-week intervals and then monthly 

c thereafter if all is proceeding smoothly. Regularly 
scheduled followups generally involve: contact 
with family and youth; contact with the agency 
actively addressing the problem; and contact 
with the initial referring agent. 

Additional contacts and field interaction also 
occur. For instance, crisis intervention is provided 
for youth who require more immediate attention. 
With waiting lists of 3 weeks to 4 months in 
existing agencies, there are youth who police and 
school authorities feel are not getting service 
when need or when alternatives to court are 

requested. These youth receive more active Y.S.A. 
contact while waiting for an appointment with 
an agency or while displaying what some ca!! a 
ulack of motivation." In some cases, Y.S.A. sug
gests behavioral contracting. Contracts are pre
pared in positive terms and involve a direct 
exchange of responsibilities and privileges be
tween youth and parents. Staff serves as tempo
rary facilitator, performance evaluator, and arbi
trator. 

A life skills component has also been' imple
mented to support the development of practical 
living skills by 16- and 17-year-olds caught in the 
situation of being "on their own" before various 
personal and social adjustment issues have been 
resolved. A Life SkUls Counselor assists these 
youth in pursuing community resources such as 
employment, living quarters and educational pro
grams. 

To succeed in the above efforts and to have 
some impact on the goal orientation of the so
called problem youngsters, approaches need to be 
inclusive of the broader community. To this end, 
the Y.S.A. is actively engaged in the develop
ment of ways to increase opportunities for 
communication and interaction between govern
mental officials, school personnel, law enforcement 
officers, citizen volunteers, service agencies, com
munity organization, parents and youth. 

Growing from the Y.S.A. Board structure es
tablished to bring the various sectors of the 
community together, three examples of such com
munication and interaction include: (1) A 
monthly panel discussion on youth related issues 
and needs; (2) the publication of Closer-Ties, a 
bimonthly newsletter; and (3) the provision of 
the Resource Information Bank Service (RIBS). 

As mentioned earlier, the panel discussions 
have provided an informal forum for regularly 
scheduled dialogue on various youth related issues. 
Each discussion has been transcribed by a court 
stenographer, and an edited compilation of the 
discussions is being prepared. Topics have in
cluded: "Parer.. Child Conflicts"; "Integrated 
Service-Delivery"; "Law Enforcement"; "Parent 
Training" ; "Youth Needs" ; "The Status Of
fender" ; "Addiction"; and "Interdepartmental 
Cooperation. " 

Publication of Close?'·,Ties is intended to keep 
the community informed of Y.S.A. activities and 
to serve as an additional opportunity for commu
nication. Articles are written by local govern
ment leaders, youth, volunteers, school officials, 

_A ___ ._ .. ___ _ 
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agency representatives, and police officers. The 
assumption behind this newsletter is that the 
sharing of information can promote closer ties 
among those interested in the successful develop
ment of youth. 

The Resource Information Bank (RIBS) is a 
cross-referenced library on a wide assortment of 
programs, services, community issues, legislation, 
regulations and other subjects related to childl'en 
and youth. Anyone wishing to include information 
on their programs or area of interest can submit 
it to the Y.S.A. offices for deposit in this central 
"bank." The resource bank is open to anyone: Cl_ 

terested in reviewing or using material for 
reference purposes. 

One final aspect of Y.S.A. operations is its 
research and planning work. Research has cen
tered on the assessment and identification of youth 
needs. Steps are being taken to develop services 
for youth in accordance with needs based plan
ning. During 1976 and 1977, the Y.S.A. conducted 
a Community Resources Inventory 'and Needs 
Survey among 30 youth serving agencies and 40 
police departments in the County. A Youth Needs 
Survey was also administered in 1977 by the 
Y.S.A. in nine public school districts and four 
parochial high schools to a total random sample of 
1,289 youth between the ages of 12 and 18 years. 
The data collected in these surveys is currently 
being analyzed. Interim reports will be prepared 
to assist in planning activities during 1978 and 
1979. The first report was scheduled to be com
pleted in June of 1978. One purpose for this re
search is to provide the County with base:"line 
information concerning the needs of youth as per
ceived by youth as well as by professionals 

working with them. It is assumed that such in
formation will foster more responsive planning 
for and with youth. 

Y.S.A. planning efforts during 1977 also in
cluded preparation of the 1978 Annual Plan for 
Children and Youth Social Services in Bucks 
County. This Plan projects those services to be 
funded under the Pennsylvania law known as Act 
148 and as mandated by the Pennsylvania Public 
Welfare Code. Services involved include: adop
tion, counseling, service planning, day treatment, 
foster care, shelter care, day care, protective ser
vices, child abuse services, group homes, insti
tutional facilities, secure residential and detention 
services, homemakers and supervised independent 
living. These services will reach about 6,000 
children and youth during 1978. 

Conclusion 

As described above, the organization and ac
tivities of the Y.S.A. demonstrate one County's 
determination and commitment to deal more ef
fectively with an acting out but noncriminal 
segment of the youth population. However, the 
task called for more than diversion from court. 
It called for the organization of resources which 
would impact the situation of the youth following 
diversion. 

Action taken on the County's 1975 Resolution 
. has engendered: (1) broader use of existing 
community resources, (2) greater service ac
countability, (3) increased awareness and interest 
in the needs of youth, and (4) expanded oppor
tunities for youth to resolve problems they 
encounter while growing up., 

T HE NEED for effective diversion programs to help the juvenile offender has led 
to many innovative approaches to reduce juvenile recidivism. Effective' alter

natives are sorely needed within the field. 
-THOMAS R. COLLINGWOOD, PH.D., et al. 
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