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Models for Change
Models for Change is an effort to create successful and replicable models of juvenile justice 
reform through targeted investments in key states, with core support from the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. Models for Change seeks to accelerate progress toward 
a more effective, fair, and developmentally sound juvenile justice system that holds young 
people accountable for their actions, provides for their rehabilitation, protects them from harm, 
increases their life chances, and manages the risk they pose to themselves and to the public. 
The initiative is underway in Illinois, Pennsylvania, Louisiana, and Washington and, through 
action networks focusing on key issues, in California, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida, Kansas, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Texas, and Wisconsin.
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Making Court the Last Resort: 
A New Focus for Supporting 
Families in Crisis
Many parents struggle with youth who skip school, abuse drugs or alcohol, or exhibit 
rebellious behavior.  Those who cannot pay for private care to address these problems
sometimes turn to the government for support.  In the 1960s government officials created 
status offender systems to respond to such youth, who may be chronically disobedient but
not committing crime.  Until recently, youth in status offender systems were frequently
referred to juvenile court and subject to the same punitive interventions as youth charged
with criminal activity—even though court involvement and responses like detention tend

to exacerbate the problems that first led 
families to seek help.  Current research and 
best practices now suggest that youth and 
families in crisis require a faster response 
than courts can offer and that juvenile 
justice systems are often ill-equipped 
to provide the services these youth and 
families need.

To better help youth and their families,
many status offender systems are 
implementing immediate, family-focused 
alternatives to court intervention.  As
momentum builds from these efforts, a 
new paradigm for status offender services
is emerging: refer at-risk young people and 
their families to social service programs 
in their communities and use the juvenile
justice system as a last resort.  The new
paradigm is guided by the belief that 
families have the potential to resolve
issues without the courts; they simply need 
guidance and support to do so.
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This paper describes this new paradigm by highlighting successful reforms in 
Florida, New York, and Connecticut.  These three case studies tell a reform story about 
a customizable approach to status offenders that is yielding positive outcomes in 
disparate jurisdictions.  

The report begins by describing Florida’s status offender system, which relies on a 
statewide consortium of nonprofit organizations that offer crisis services to youth and 
families.  It next examines Orange County, New York, where a suburban community has 
reinvented its response to status offenders over the past five years.  Finally, this report 
describes newly implemented reforms in Connecticut that are the result of a series of 
legislative changes and investments in new services.  Although there are differences in 
context, process, and daily practices, all three reforms share a commitment to responding 
to status offenders and their families swiftly, individually, and in the community. 

Serving Families, Saving Dollars
Florida’s FINS/CINS System

Florida has built a comprehensive array of services for status offenders and their 
families.  Its goal is to keep families together in the community and out of the courthouse.

Status offenders in Florida are known as Children in Need of Services (CINS); families 
who voluntarily seek help when their child is skipping school, running away, or otherwise 
acting out are known as Families in Need of Services (FINS).  Before youth qualify as 
CINS, they and their families must first have tried, and been unable, to resolve their 
challenges through services provided by the FINS system.  Neither category of services 
is available to children in the juvenile justice or foster care systems. 

A new paradigm is emerging: refer at-risk youth and their 
families to social service programs in their communities and use 
the juvenile justice system as a last resort. 
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Although the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) manages FINS/CINS 
services, all services provided to this population are privatized. DJJ contracts with the 
Florida Network of Youth and Family Services, Inc., (the Network)—a statewide nonprofit 
association representing 32 community-based agencies that serve troubled juveniles 
and their families—to oversee both programs.  Network services include non-residential 
intervention and outreach services, as well as respite shelters at most locations.  The full 
continuum of residential and non-residential services is available 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week. 

The FINS/CINS process begins when a youth and family make contact with a Network 
provider.1  Although some seek out the contact themselves, most are referred, usually by 
law enforcement or school staff.  Upon establishing contact, the youth and family receive 
immediate crisis intervention to assess their eligibility for services and their psychological 
and social needs.  After the assessment, the youth and family may be offered a range 
of interventions, including a bed in a runaway or crisis shelter, or other non-residential 
service options, such as referrals to case management services. 

If, after some time, FINS interventions are insufficient to address the family crisis, 
Network providers convene a conference with the child, parents, school staff, a DJJ 
representative, and other family advocates to identify next steps.  Together, they decide 
whether to alter or extend the service plan, refer the youth to other community or 
government prevention services, close the FINS case without further involvement, or send 
the matter to juvenile court to be considered as a CINS case.  Should the case go to court 
and qualify as a CINS, judges may order the youth to participate in treatment and services 
or place him or her in a secure shelter for up to 90 days.2  In practice, however, few youth 
and families require this level of intervention.  In each of the past three years, only about 
6 percent of FINS cases were petitioned to court as CINS.3

The Network requires participating providers to report comprehensive performance 
information, which it collects through a centralized, statewide database.  It, in turn, 
submits monthly and more detailed quarterly reports to DJJ.  The Network also 
aggregates, analyzes, and publishes statistics in an in-depth annual report.  This oversight 
ensures that providers are meeting established performance benchmarks.  In particular, 
providers must show that at least 90 percent of youth are not arrested for committing a 
crime during the time they are receiving services, and that 85 percent do not commit a 
crime within six months of exiting the program.  The providers also seek to verify that 60 
percent of all services are provided to young people who reside in high-crime zip codes. 

To date, Florida’s approach to treating troubled youth and their families has been 
successful.  In fiscal year 2005-2006, the most recent year for which data is available, 
96 percent of youth served by the Network were crime-free while receiving services, 
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90 percent successfully completed the services, and 90 percent of those successful 
completers were crime-free during the six months following their exit from the program. 

By diverting youth from court, Florida’s FINS/CINS system has saved the state a 
significant amount of money.  Florida TaxWatch, a nonprofit research institute, calculated 
the financial savings from the prevention-focused, diversionary approach and the system’s 
social benefits to families and communities.  They estimated that the Network saved the 
state and DJJ, combined, between $31.2 million and $37 million in fiscal year 1997-1998.4
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The FINS/CINS model that Florida developed demonstrates that youth at risk of 
entering the status offender system can thrive when provided immediate, tailored crisis 
intervention.  “We’ve been working long and hard to offer responsive services to youth 
and families in crisis,” says Mary Dee Richter, executive director of the Network.  
“By helping families stay together, we are saving taxpayer dollars and strengthening 
ties between families and their home communities.  Just as important, we are serving 
habitually truant youth and stemming the flow of youth into the juvenile justice system.”

Local Partnerships, Statewide Impact
PINS Reform in New York

The status offender system in Orange County, New York—about a one-hour drive 
north of New York City—has seen many changes in the past five years.  Before 2003, 
parents seeking assistance for a child who was skipping school, running away, or 
otherwise acting out would contact the Orange County Probation Department.  Probation 
officers would then conduct an intake and assessment and develop a service plan.  
Typically, families could wait as long as two months to be linked to helpful services.  
During this time, the crises that led them to seek help in the first place often escalated.  
Referrals to family court were common, and many youth were removed from their homes.  
Outcomes from this approach were both grim and costly. 

Resolving to do better, leaders in Orange County came together to change the 
county’s strategy for serving status offenders, who in New York State are referred to 
as Persons in Need of Supervision (PINS).5  As in Florida, Orange County’s new model 
was based on evidence suggesting that families in crisis respond best when they get 
help quickly and do not rely on the family court for support.  An interdisciplinary group 
of stakeholders comprising representatives from juvenile justice, social services, mental 
health organizations, and nonprofit agencies began a planning process to realize this goal. 

Orange County’s collaborative planning process culminated in 2003 in the launch 
of the Family Keys program.  Family Keys, a part of Southwest Key Programs, is a 
community-based, nonprofit organization that aims to decrease the number of PINS cases 
that go to court and the number of PINS youth placed in out-of-home care.6  Under the 
new system, parents seeking help for a chronically misbehaving child still contact the 
probation department.  After an initial screening by a probation officer, eligible families 
are now referred—immediately—to Family Keys.7  Family Keys sends a case worker to 
visit and interview the family within 48 hours of referral.  In severe cases, a case worker 
may be dispatched within two hours.  After conducting an assessment, the case worker 
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helps to develop a service plan in which Family Keys has up to three weeks to connect 
the family to useful services.  In some cases, this is sufficient to resolve the problems that 
led the family to seek help.  If not, a family may be referred to longer-term therapeutic 
programs in the community. 

Between March 2003 and March 2008, Family Keys received 2,375 referrals.  Of the 
2,180 families who accepted Family Keys’ services, 98 percent, or 2,136 children, avoided 
out-of-home placement.  In 2007, the program served 396 families, with an operating 
budget of approximately $422,000.  The average program duration that year, from referral 
to discharge, was 22 days. 

County leaders have been pleased with Family Keys and the collaborative 
conversations that have flourished since its inception.  Victoria Casey, probation 
commissioner for Orange County, praises Family Keys as a significant change from the 
previous system, which was less helpful to kids and families.  “We now invest in them 
and have an entire continuum of services that only begins with Family Keys,” she says. 
Dave Jolly, commissioner of the county’s Department of Social Services, agrees.  
“The immediate crisis intervention is best equipped to mitigate family conflicts,” he says.  
“It’s user-friendly, client-friendly, and leads to better outcomes for youth and families.” 

Orange County’s status offender reforms were at the forefront of a larger movement 
across New York State.  Effective April 1, 2005, New York’s Family Court Act was 

Immediate Response to Runaways
Family Keys was expanded in 2005 to provide a tailored response in runaway 
PINS cases.  Since 2005, Family Keys has been meeting runaway youth and their 
families at probation immediately after they have been brought in by the sheriff’s 
department.  Using the crisis intervention model described above, program staff 
work with the family to develop a responsive service plan and then present 
this plan to a judge in the presence of the youth’s parents at the initial court 
appearance.  In 2007, Family Keys served 57 runaways; all of these young people 
avoided residential placement. 
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amended to enhance diversion requirements for status offenders, discourage status 
offender petition filings, and narrow the circumstances under which PINS youth may 
lawfully be detained.8  The legislation endorsed the approach adopted by Orange 
County and other jurisdictions, including New York City.  As a result, the Family Keys 
program became a model of how to effectively serve youth and families in crisis through 
community-based partnerships.  

As more New York State counties meet legislative requirements and adopt best 
practices, they are relying less on the family court in PINS cases.  Statewide, PINS court 
petitions have steadily decreased by almost 41 percent, from 12,429 in 2004 to 7,362 in 
2006.9  Also, admissions of PINS youth to non-secure detention facilities have fallen by 
39 percent across the state—from 5,038 in 2005 to 3,090 in 2006 (excluding New York 
City), and PINS out-of-home placements have decreased by 28 percent between 2004 and 
2006, from 1,421 to 1,027. 10
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Legislation, Investment, and Research
Building Effective Responses for Connecticut’s Families

Until 2007, Connecticut’s courts were the state’s primary response to status
offenders—referred to in Connecticut as Families with Service Needs (FWSN).  In fiscal 
year 2006-2007, Connecticut’s judicial branch received more than 4,000 FWSN
referrals.11  Yet there were virtually no community-based resources targeted to respond
to these youth and families.  Once petitioned to court, many youth were incarcerated
in the state’s detention centers because they did not strictly follow the judge-mandated
rules relating to their behavior—not because they committed a criminal offense.12 Kim
Sokoloff, a program manager at the Court Support Services Division of the judicial branch,
describes this system as one that “held a stick over young people’s heads, instead of a
carrot.  It was based on the delinquency system, and focused mainly on criminogenic risk.” 

Note from the Director
When I arrived at the Vera Institute in 
2002, one of my first projects was to 
provide technical assistance to New York 
counties seeking to improve local services 
for status offenders—  youth who come 
to the authorities’ attention not because 
they broke the law, but because of their 
age.  We call them Persons In Need of 
Supervision (PINS) in New York. The state 
had just passed legislation raising the 
age of PINS jurisdiction from 16 to 18, 
and counties were concerned about their 
capacity to handle the projected influx of 
new cases (and the costs associated 
with them). 

As we began the work and looked 
under the hood at the status offender 
process in our first group of client sites, 

we saw systems that 
were substantially 
broken: families in 
crisis looking to the 
PINS system for help 

often waited weeks before receiving an 
assessment or service referrals, and young 
people were routinely being referred to 
family courts that were ill-equipped to 
help them and their families.  Courts faced 
with a non-compliant adolescent had few 
options other than to take the youth out of 
the home.  Non-secure detention facilities 
were bursting at the seams with status 
offenders, and officials were spending 
millions on out-of-home placements. 

Over three years, the Institute helped 
23 counties develop improved programs 
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and services for status offenders.  These 
included new strategies grounded in 
immediate crisis response, individualized 
service plans, and a commitment to 
relying on the family court only as a last 
resort.  The more we learned, the more 
we realized that New York’s experience 
was not unique.  In 2004 we documented 
the growing momentum behind PINS 
reform in our report Changing the Status 
Quo for Status Offenders: New York State’s 
Efforts to Help Troubled Teens. After 
it was published, we received inquiries 
and requests to speak from jurisdictions 
around the nation that were struggling with 
similar challenges and wanted to do more 
for young people in their communities. 

Today, looking back, I see a profoundly 
different policy landscape for status 
offenders, both in New York and nationally.  
More and more leaders recognize the 
urgency of this issue and are taking steps 
to improve services and systems for 
truants, runways, and youth who act out 
but are not committing crimes.  There are 
emerging service models, robust reform 
dialogues, and outcomes that demonstrate 
young people do better when offered 
immediate crisis services instead of 
juvenile court.  With nearly seven years of 
perspective, it is now time to document 
this reform movement and, with awe, 
appreciate this important policy shift and 
new paradigm for best practice. 

—Sara Mogulescu
             Director, Center on Youth Justice

To make matters worse, historically, more 
than half of the young people involved 
in the FWSN system were charged with 
delinquency offenses down the road.13

To reform this system, the state 
legislatively overhauled its approach 
to serving status offenders and their 
families.  First, in 2005, the legislature 
prohibited judges from using secure 
detention in FWSN cases.14  This statutory 
change acknowledged the importance 
of supporting therapeutic programs in 
the community rather than depending 
on detention to address FWSN needs.  
The effective date of this change was 
postponed until October 1, 2007, to allow 
stakeholders to plan and implement an 
alternative paradigm.  Accordingly, 
in 2006, the legislature established the 
FWSN Advisory Board and charged it 
with monitoring progress toward the 
development of system changes for status 
offenders and issuing recommendations 
for reform. 

With guidance from the FWSN 
Advisory Board, the legislature passed 
a second series of reforms in 2007.15  The 
legislature mandated that every child 
who is referred to the juvenile court for 
a status offense be diverted in the first 
instance.  After a brief screening of the 
FWSN referral by a probation supervisor, 
children who are currently in crisis or 
deemed high need are referred to Family 
Support Centers (FSC) immediately.16  Other 
children who appear to have lower-level 
needs are referred to a local youth service 



11

bureau or other existing programs in the child’s community.  If these children and families 
develop a crisis or if risky behaviors escalate, the probation officer may then refer them 
to the FSC. 

FSCs are “one stop shops” that offer various services for families with service 
needs, including immediate contact with a referred family (within three hours of referral), 
24-hour crisis intervention, case management, family mediation, educational advocacy, 
psycho-educational and cognitive-behavioral support groups, and one-on-one therapeutic 
sessions.  They also have ready access to respite care for youth.17  Each FSC is equipped 
to “assess services and/or treatment needs for children and families that require an 
immediate response (high risk/needs) and offer access to appropriate and effective 
services and interventions.”18  Only if a child’s behavior escalates, or the child and family 
have repeated crises during the FSC intervention, does a formal status offender “FWSN” 
petition get filed in the juvenile court. 

In 2007, the legislature allocated $2 million to support implementation of four FSCs 
in the state’s most populated districts: Bridgeport, Hartford, New Haven, and Waterbury.  
Following a competitive bidding process, the Court Support Services Division awarded 
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contracts ranging from $400,000 to $550,000 to four private, nonprofit entities to run 
the FSCs.19

Concurrent with the investment in the FSCs, the legislature allocated funding to 
support research and evaluation of the state’s new approach to working with status 
offenders.  The Justice Research Center, a Florida-based organization, was awarded 
$100,000 to conduct process and outcome evaluations over a two-year period. 

Like Florida and New York, Connecticut’s approach to serving FWSNs is now 
grounded in the philosophy that youth and families in crisis respond best when they are 
offered immediate, tailored services in their communities.  Connecticut youth and families, 
and the juvenile justice and child welfare systems, have already begun to benefit from 
this change.  Although the FSCs are quite new, early data indicates that, for the first time 
in more than six years, the number of status offenders referred to court, the number who 
come before a judge, and the number who are housed in secure detention is declining.  
Between October 2007 and March 2008, after the implementation of the first four FSCs, 
there were 1,267 status offense court referrals in the state, compared to 2,131 referrals 
during the same period in the prior year—a 41 percent decrease.  Moreover, Sokoloff 
reports that, “prior to implementation of the FSCs, we had about 300 status offenders in 
secure detention per year.  Since the FWSN law was enacted in 2007 launching the FSCs, 
there have been none.”20

Connecticut stakeholders report that the state’s approach to working with children 
at risk of becoming status offenders has evolved in step with these system changes.  
According to Martha Stone, co-chair of the FWSN Advisory Board and director of the 
Center for Children’s Advocacy at the University of Connecticut School of Law, the 
introduction of the FSCs “shifted Connecticut’s policy paradigm.  Now we are treating 
status offenders in a non-punitive, non-criminalized way.” 

“Prior to implementation we had about 300 status offenders in 
secure detention per year. Since the FWSN law was enacted 
launching the FSCs, there have been none.”

—Kim Sokoloff, Program Manager, Court Support Services Division
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Conclusion
Jurisdictions across the country are working to build more effective responses for 

status offenders.  By providing supportive services to young people and their families 
outside of the juvenile justice system, Florida, Connecticut, and New York are achieving 
strong results.  These states are exemplars, but they are not alone in their efforts to 
improve the systems that support troubled youth and their families.  With the aid of the 
MacArthur Foundation’s Models for Change Initiative, Louisiana and Washington are 
taking a close look at how they respond to status offenders and are drawing lessons from 
these model sites.  In these states and elsewhere, a critical mass is developing around a 
new policy paradigm: offer immediate, family-focused services to youth at risk of entering 
the status offender system, and make juvenile court the last resort. 
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15

Families with Service Needs Advisory Board, p. 6.17

Families with Service Needs Advisory Board, p. 37.18

Families with Service Needs Advisory Board.  In its final report, released in February 2008, the19
advisory board recommended the funding and implementation of six more centers in 2008.  As of 
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16 Making Court the Last Resort: A New Focus for Supporting Families in Crisis
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