
 

  

Point of View:   

Wiser ways to approach teen criminals 

ANN BREWSTER 

DURHAM - There's been much debate about 
the N.C. Sentencing and Policy Advisory 
Commission's recommendation to move 16- 
and 17-year-olds from the adult criminal justice 
system to the juvenile justice system. While the 
debate has been contentious, advocates on 
both sides appear to have common goals: to 
increase public safety and lower rates of repeat 
offenses by teens. 

Is the public really safer when 16-year-olds are 
tried in adult court for minor offenses, and does 
it really result in lower rates of repeat offenses 
by teens?  

Years of research say no. A 2002 Florida study 
found that of youths who were transferred to 
adult courts, 49 percent were arrested again, 
compared with only 37 percent of youths who 
remained in the juvenile justice system. 
Research by a team of Duke experts shows 
that when youths are placed with other 
delinquents, such as imprisoned adults, they 
are more likely to commit additional and more 
serious crimes.  

The Sentencing Commission and lawmakers 
should consider reframing the debate away 
from age and focusing more on ensuring that 
the punishment fits the crime.  

Currently, 16-year-olds convicted of offenses 
such as drug possession, theft and vandalism 
carry a criminal record for the rest of their lives, 
making it harder to get good jobs or enter the 
military. They also risk being placed in adult 
prisons, which research shows increases the 
likelihood that they will continue to commit 
crimes.  

Perhaps a wiser approach is to learn from the 
success of programs such as North Carolina's 
Youth Drug Treatment Courts, which are 
proven to work for delinquent juveniles.  

Youth Drug Treatment Courts provide an intensive, yearlong program for nonviolent youths. The 
program mandates involvement from parents and includes bimonthly court appearances, routine drug 
testing, mandated school attendance, substance abuse treatment and access to community 
resources.  

An evaluation of the program found that the youths are more likely to stay in school, reduce their 
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substance use, find jobs and have better relationships with their parents. Research also shows that 
juveniles who go through this kind of rigorous program are less likely to commit future crimes.  

The Sentencing Commission's recommendations to try 16- and 17-year-olds in juvenile courts may 
provide a wiser, more cost-effective approach to public policy. However, if not followed up by 
meaningful, evidence-based approaches that reduce crime and set teens on a path to successful 
adulthood, age doesn't matter.  

(Dr. Ann Brewster is a research associate at the Center for Child and Family Policy at Duke 
University. She was one of the lead researchers in a process evaluation of the N.C. Youth Drug 
Treatment Courts.) 
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