
Advocating for Gender-Responsive 
Treatment in Juvenile Justice 

what kinds of training 
(and training delivery 
modes) would be most 
helpful to achieve effec-
tive services. The results 
of our initial needs as-
sessment are reported 
below.  

across Washington State; 
specifically, our purpose 
is:  To expand expertise 
in gender responsive/
specific programming 
for females in the juve-
nile justice system and 
use that expertise to 
help influence policy 
and program develop-
ment toward sustainable 
improvements while ac-
knowledging current 
programs. 
 
One of our immediate 
goals is to support gen-
der-responsive program-
ming by providing 
needed training to justice 
agencies. We wanted to 
know what agencies cur-
rently do to support girl 
specific services, and 

Background 
 As an initial step 
towards providing train-
ing in gender-responsive 
treatment, we wanted to 
know what programs for 
girls involved in the juve-
nile justice system al-

ready existed in Wash-
ington State. We devel-
oped a 14 item question-
naire that assessed per-
ceptions of effectiveness 
in responding to girls’ 
needs, current programs 
and training preferences. 

The questionnaire was 
developed to be adminis-
tered online through an 
email link, and this link 
was sent out to all Court 
Administrators (who for-
warded to probation and 
detention staff), 

The academic literature 
suggests that while girls 
and boys share many of 
the same risk factors for 
entry into the juvenile 
justice system (poor par-
enting, environmental 
stressors, and peer delin-
quency), girls also have 
unique developmental 
factors which facilitate 
their entry into the sys-
tem and impact the effi-
cacy of treatment while 
in the system.    
 
For about a year now a 
group of juvenile justice 
and social services pro-
fessionals have been 
meeting to discuss how to 
address this issue and to 
increase gender respon-
sive/specific services 
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Facts 
• It’s estimated that 60-80% of 

girls in the juvenile justice 
system have trauma histories. 

• Girls are disproportionately 
charged with status offenses. 

• In a CA study, justice staff 
indicated that working with 
females requires additional 
training.  
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group.” When asked to rate the effective-
ness of the overall juvenile justice system 
in responding to the needs of girls, the 
responses tended towards the middle 
range on a scale of 1 (not effective) to 5 
(very effective).  
 
Figure 1: Effectiveness of Overall Juvenile Jus-
tice System in Responding to Girls (in percents) 

 Both Court and JRA staff were 
likely to rate overall effectiveness at a 2 
or 3, indicating low to moderate effec-
tiveness.  Male respondents were 

slightly, but nonsignificantly, 
more likely to report higher ef-
fectiveness (m = 2.81, st = .66; 
females, m = 2.55, st = .91).  
 From qualitative re-
sponses to this question, even 
those that reported higher levels 
of effectiveness stated that there 
is still progress to be made in 
the area of gender-specific pro-
gramming, e.g. “I think in our 
unit we really focus on trying to 
empower our females. I think 
we can always improve.” Other 
comments focused on the need 
for specialized services includ-

ing trauma counseling and sexual educa-
tion, including STD and pregnancy coun-
seling. 

Washington State Public Defenders, Ju-
venile Rehabilitation Administration 
(JRA) staff , Gender and Justice Com-
mittee members as well as community 
agency partners. The final sample in-
cluded 45 respondents, 16 (35.6%)  male 
and 29 (64.4%) female. Half of the re-
spondents reported working for a Juve-
nile Court, n = 23 (51.1%), the rest re-
ported working for JRA, n = 13 (28.9%), 
public defense, n = 3 (6%) or a com-
munity agency, n = 5 (11%).  The ma-
jority of respondents at the Courts or 
JRA were at the manager, director and 
administrative level.  
 

Results 
 We asked respondents 
whether they knew of any gender-
responsive programs currently being 
implemented in their agency. Table 1 
below illustrates the range of responses.  
 
Table 1: Current Gender-Responsive Programs 

 Nearly half of the same reported 
not being aware of any gender-specific or 
responsive programs in their agency. The 
most commonly reported program was 
“girls circle” or a more generic “girls 
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erence for Screening/Assessment 
(100%) and Conducting Groups (75%) 
trainings, while Court managers were in 
more agreement on needing information 
about Programs (85.7%) and Risk/
Protective factors (71.4%).  
 In addition to asking about topic 
preferences, we also asked respondents 
to choose their preferred mode of train-
ing.  
  
Figure 3: Top Training Mode Responses (in 
percents) 

 
The respondents were directed to pick 
up to three of the following options:  
• Informational brochure 
• Onsite, multi-part training 
• Workshops at conference 
• Onsite training with computer 

course follow up 
• Supervisor, train the trainer model 
• Technical support for supervisor 
  

Detention mangers preferred a computer-
supported training (75%) or train the 
trainer model (75%), while Court manag-
ers were the most agreement for an on-
site, multi part training (71.4%). JRA  

 The next set of questions in the question-
naire focused specifically on what types 
of training would be useful to juvenile 
justice staff in meeting the needs of girls 
in the system. The respondents were di-
rected to pick up to three of the following 
options:  
• General Principles and Examples of 

Gender-Responsive/Specific Pro-
grams 

• Girls’ Adolescent Development 
• Risk and Protective Factors for Girls 
• Cultural Competence and Girls 
• Screening & Assessment for 

Girls 
• Conducting Groups with Girls 
 
Figure 2: Top Training Topic Preferences 
(in percents) 

Training on Girls’ Adolescent Develop-
ment was consistently high for all respon-
dent types. Both JRA and Court respon-
dents also rated information on General 
Principles and Examples of Gender/
Responsive/Specific Programs highly. 
JRA indicated a lower preference for 
training on Conducting Groups with 
Girls as compared to the “other” category 
(community agencies, public defense).  
Detention managers exhibited strong pref-

“Specific evidence-
based programs for girls 
are underdeveloped and 
underfunded. There is no 

emphasis on gender 
programming from 
sustainable funding 

sources.” 
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“This is a new area. . . 
there is no training for 

judges and little for staff.” 

“I think safety for girls is a 
big concern . . .physical 

safety of girls involved in 
trafficking and then 

released to a pimp or put 
back on the streets.”  

 



informing relevant agencies about these 
trainings as they develop.  
 We are also collaborating with 
the Administrative Office of the Courts 
to analyze the risk and needs data from 
the Washington State Juvenile Court 
Assessment, completed for every youth 
entering the justice system in Washing-
ton State. We will be looking at rates of 
trauma and abuse as mediators of the 
pathways into the justice system. This 
information will give us a good base of 
information regarding the prevalence 
rates of mental health and trauma 
amongst justice-involved girls in Wash-
ington State to inform program develop-
ment and implementation.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Administrators indicated preference 
for onsite training as well (71.4%). 
The brochure was chosen the least fre-
quently of all the options. 

Summary  
 The needs assessment revealed 
a general consensus among Court, JRA 
and community partners that Washing-
ton State needs additional resources 
and training to support adequate gen-
der-responsive programming for girls 
involved in the juvenile justice system. 
Current programs in place include 
Girls Circle and court-developed girls’ 
groups, but little is provided in the way 
of evidence-based treatment sensitive 
to trauma history and sexual education. 
This is in part due to the emerging 
status of the field in general.  
 The most needed areas of in-
formation identified by the sample in-
cluded information on risk and needs 
as well as principles of gender-
responsive treatment and programs. 
Detention managers also reported the 
need for screening/assessment train-
ing and conducting groups with girls. 
 The clear preference for train-
ing delivery amongst Court managers 
(probation) and JRA was for onsite, 
multi-part trainings. Detention man-
agers indicated a preference for com-
puter-supported or train the trainer 
models. An informational brochure 
was infrequently endorsed as a good 
delivery model for training.  
 

Next Steps 
 We are using the results of this 
needs assessment to develop trainings, 
in consultation with OJJDP and other 
gender-responsive organizations, that 
will be made available to interested 
juvenile justice agencies. We will be 

 
For more information 

Contact 
Sharon Pearson 

Governor’s Juvenile 
Justice Advisory 

Committee 

Phone: (360) 407-0202 
Fax: (360) 407-0152 

E-mail: 
pearssl@dshs.wa.gov 

Girls Group 

For more information on the needs assessment, contact Sarah Cusworth Walker, University of 
Washington, at secwalkr@u.washington.edu. Special thanks to Kenyatta Etchison, Ph.D. for set-
ting up the survey and analysis work and Emily Brulotte, B.S. for editing output and tables.  This 
research was funded through the Evidence-Based Practice Institute established by HB1088. 
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