
s the Philadelphia
Department of Human Services
(DHS) continues its efforts to
become a model social service
agency, the Division of Juvenile
Justice Services (JJS) is clearly
emerging as a leader both
locally and nationally. A
renewed focus on improving
services to children and youth, addressing
staffing needs and management infrastruc-
ture, and forging new partnerships has truly
contributed to more effective and efficient
juvenile justice services in our city.

Staff and Infrastructure
Development

To fill the continuous need for youth
detention staff, in particular Youth
Detention Counselors, an intensive radio
and print recruitment campaign was
launched in September/October. As of early
October, over 1000 inquiries were received.
This, in addition to the hiring of Counselor
Supervisors, the realigning of management,
and creation of a career ladder for staff in
Residential Services has contributed to a
stronger JJS infrastructure that better

meets the needs of both the chil-
dren and staff in the juvenile jus-
tice system.

Collaboration
With so many stakeholders

involved in juvenile justice ser-
vices, change and innovation are
generally slow processes.  In

Philadelphia, a unique collaboration is now
in place to shepherd system changes and
improvements at a faster pace and in a
more coherent manner. The collaboration
team is composed of juvenile justice staff,
public defenders, the district attorney’s
office, family court judges, the Behavioral
Health System, the state department of
public welfare, the sheriff’s department, and
youth advocates.  Chaired by DHS
Commissioner Alba Martinez, meetings are
held on a bi-monthly basis.  This collabora-
tive is currently tackling systemic issues
including the reduction of the Youth Study
Center population, transportation of youth,
and the improvement of conditions within
the holding area of family court.  In addi-
tion, important planning and discussions
about the new Youth Study Center are 
well underway. 

Quality of Life at the 
Youth Study Center

Perhaps the biggest issue regarding
quality of life at the Youth Study Center is
population control.  In an effort to main-
tain an appropriate population at the YSC,
various Community-Based Detention
Alternative Resources are being utilized.  A
community-based facility for girls is in use,
and a second one is in development.  There
are also several community-based alterna-
tive facilities for boys.  In-home detention
and the Detention Diversion Alternative
Program are utilizing child advocates to
monitor youth activity and ensure court
appearances.  Electronic 
monitoring and voice tracking are also prov-
ing to be effective tools and helping to
lessen the population at the YSC.

ollaboration and cooperation between
the numerous stakeholders and the Division
of Juvenile Justice Services in such a large
city is unique to Philadelphia.  This spirit of
teamwork is providing a 
more efficient juvenile justice system and
translating into more committed staff and
better services and conditions for youth.  
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he new Juvenile Justice Court Unit,
established in August 2002, is now 
completing the first steps towards a 
consistent and comprehensive DHS pres-
ence in Philadelphia’s Delinquency
Courtrooms.  Before this new unit was 
created, Delinquency Court judges request-
ed the presence of DHS social workers only
on an as-needed basis.  If a child was
both delinquent and dependent, the judge
might solicit the assistance of staff from
the Children & Youth Court Unit.  However,
with an increasing number of children 
having dependent histories, the judges
began to request the assistance of social
workers more frequently – resulting in an
often-overwhelmed Children & Youth Court

Unit and a sometimes insufficient pool of
DHS resources for the court.  

The response to this pressing need
comes in the form of the new Juvenile
Justice Court Unit. The JJS Court Unit is
now assigned to one of the five
Delinquency Courtrooms and is staffed by
four social workers previously assigned 
to the JJS Residential Treatment Facility
unit.  The social workers bring a wealth of
information into the courtroom.  Prior to a
day spent in court, they prepare for each
child’s case.  If a child has a dependent
history, they connect with past case 
workers and managers and obtain access
to detailed background information.  The
information collected during the child’s

stay at the Youth Study Center, while not
customarily shared with the court in the
past, is now shared through this unit.  The
social workers also provide the family with
referrals to DHS-funded services that the
family might not otherwise know of –
including community-based prevention 
services for cases where the child is 
not adjudicated.

As this initiative continues, the
Division of Juvenile Justice Services will
continue to assess this unit’s capacity to
meet both the needs of children and 
families in Delinquency Court and those 
of our court partners with the plan to
change, adapt, and/or improve our 
operations as the needs grow or change. 

DHS Main Number (215)  683-4DHS           Ch i ld  Abuse Hot l ine (215)  683-61002

he integration of DHS and the
Behavioral Health System (BHS) 
officially began with the creation of 
the Behavioral Health and Wellness
Center at DHS in December 2001.  The
goals of this collaboration are to facili-
tate consistent communication between
the two systems and expand the quality
and capacity of behavioral health service
delivery for clients of the child welfare
and juvenile justice systems. 
For the Division of Juvenile Justice
Services at DHS, this means that several
new alliances with Behavioral Health and
Wellness staff have been formed to
streamline and enhance the services
delivered to court-involved and 
at-risk youth.  

■ DHS and BHS have committed to creat-
ing two specialized programs that
address the needs of delinquent boys
and girls.  The Girls’ Treatment Center,
established in November 2001, pro-
vides a comprehensive set of educa-
tion, employment, and physical and
behavioral health services to forty 13-
18 year old girls.  Two new Boys’
Treatment Centers are expected to open
later this year to provide behavioral
health, substance abuse treatment,
community involvement, health care,
and education services to approximate-
ly 80 boys identified to be at highest
risk according to past truant and delin-
quent behavior.  These two new pro-
grams challenge the child welfare sys-
tem to provide gender-specific, cultur-
ally competent programs that address
the unique needs of children involved
in the Juvenile Justice System.

■ Problem behaviors of Youth Study
Center (YSC) residents are now being
addressed through a multidisciplinary
approach to clinical rounds that
includes a team of DHS and BHS 
psychologists and social workers. 
YSC staff members are responsible 
for identifying the specific residents,
units, and/or floors which are present-
ing problem behaviors.  The team 
then meets twice weekly with staff,
supervisors, and residents (when
appropriate) to address the pertinent
issues.  The goal is to offer practical
intervention tools for the identified
problem behaviors that can help 
de-escalate situations and resolve
issues in a therapeutically appropriate
manner.  The information collected
during rounds is also extremely helpful
in identifying areas where additional
staff training is needed.

On May 29, 2002, 
the Youth Study Center celebrated

its 50th anniversary at 
2020 Pennsylvania Avenue.  

Past and present friends of the YSC
attended the celebration and 

took tours of the facility.

Working Together for Better Outcomes

New Juvenile Justice Court Unit Proving to be an Effective Tool
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