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This research used in-depth interviewing with fifteen girls on probation, their 

parents and their probation officers to explore how these three parties explain the girls’ 

delinquency; these three groups hold widely divergent definitions of the situation. 

Although the girls stressed their agency in their explanations, neither their parents nor 

their probation officers thought them principally culpable for their legal problems. The 

probation officers tended to blame the girls’ parents for their daughters’ misbehavior. The 

parents, on the other hand, were aware of our cultural tendency to blame parents for their 

children’s misdeeds, but overwhelmingly refused responsibility for their daughters’ 

misdeeds; instead, the parents offered other reasons for their daughters’ misconduct. 

These parties’ explanations of the girls’ runaway behavior contribute to the long-standing 

debate over how much of female offending is attributable to volition and how much is 

due to women’s victimization. The girls sometimes left home to gain independence; other 

times, they left to avoid volatile home situations. Yet, rather than running away to escape 

abuse, participants’ narratives revealed that the girls often had a hand in the turmoil and 

violence in their homes. This study also uncovered how girls and their parents experience 
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juvenile justice including probation and located a constellation of tensions that exists 

among these parties. Four primary tensions decrease families’ collaboration and 

ultimately harm the success of girls within the juvenile system: role conflicts, 

disagreement over solutions, expectations that do no match actual experiences, and 

system practices that undermine parental authority and parental cooperation. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction and Literature Review 

Introduction 

 

Steel handcuffs clamp down on her wrists as they are pulled roughly behind her. 

She is led away amid disapproving looks. From the backseat of the police car, she sees 

onlookers trying to catch a glimpse of her—the criminal cargo.  

After being fingerprinted and “mug-shot,” the officers deposit her with strangers.  

Her one phone call home yields a barrage of rebuke. And after a battery of questions and 

hours of waiting, she is ready to be moved to the detention center.  

She is instructed to remove, shake out, and deposit her garments one at a time in a 

laundry bag. Stark naked, she is visually inspected for drugs or weapons before she can 

shower. She is issued a bright orange outfit, rubber sandals, and well-worn 

undergarments. She is assigned to a room the only contents of which are a sink, a seat-

less metal toilet, linens, and a five-inch mattress on a concrete block. A heavy, steel door 

with a small window locks behind her.  

At 6 a.m., she confronts unfamiliar faces and ponders what they might be “in for.” 

Throughout the day she is bombarded with orders: be quiet, line up, sit down, tuck in 

your shirt, go to your room, make your bunk, and scrub your toilet. She has to ask 

permission to go to the water fountain, restroom—to move around at all. 
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Later with her feet bound in shackles, she shuffles into the courtroom. Her 

mother, who missed work and has been waiting several hours for her case, sits with 

folded arms and pursed lips. The charge is read aloud. The probation department’s 

representative and her mother pepper the judge with all her other transgressions: she’s 

“out of control”—she’s been skipping school and staying out late. She has a history of 

running away and drug use. The judge decides to release her on house arrest with a set of 

strict rules. 

Before her court date, she and her mother must meet with a pre-trial officer to 

provide extensive personal information for the officer’s report to the court. And though 

she is financially strapped, her mother must hire an attorney for her daughter. 

Weeks later in a crowded courtroom, her initial allegation is rehashed. The girl 

pleads “true” and receives six months’ probation, including a set of rules she must follow 

and a probation officer to ensure that she does. Now constantly under surveillance, she 

must submit to drug tests, an early curfew, and any court-ordered programs. 

This scenario describes a girl’s typical entry into the juvenile justice system. The 

experience is unpleasant. It is humiliating and perhaps even chilling— at least the first 

time. But risking hassle, embarrassment, and restriction of their freedom, some girls get 

in trouble anyway, and some repeatedly. Why do they do it? Why do they have such 

difficulty following their probation despite the possible consequences for non-

compliance? It seems irrational, yet more girls than ever are experiencing and re-

experiencing the process. 
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My research examines this conundrum from the perspective of “insiders”—

specifically delinquent girls and those close to their delinquency. I conducted in-depth 

interviews with girls on probation, their parents and their probation officers. I was 

interested in their interpretations of each individual girl’s delinquency and whether or not 

these parties agree on its cause(s). I also explored in the interviews with the girls and 

their parents their experiences of different aspects of the juvenile justice system. 

Additionally, I was interested in how these three parties view each other, and how their 

opinions of each other and the system’s interventions shape their interactions.  

This research exposes the sociological problem that exists because these three 

parties have vastly different “definitions of the situation;” not agreeing on the causes of 

girls’ delinquency and how it should be approached is detrimental to all involved. It is 

also harmful to the larger society because such disagreement causes social actors to work 

at cross-purposes and thus, societal resources to be misspent on the social problem of 

female delinquency. This study is intended for three audiences with different priorities. 

One audience is social scientists with scientific and social change interests. A second is 

comprised of probation departments and justice professionals with programmatic 

concerns and a duty to work to decrease recidivism. And a third audience is girls and 

their parents who have grappled with questions like, why did I, or why did my child, 

break the law and what can I do to keep this situation from reoccurring. 

In this chapter, I highlight the social problem of girls’ increased entry in to the 

juvenile justice system and how girls’ delinquency is related to a host of negative 

outcomes for girls and their progeny. I discuss the sociological problem of girls’ 
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invisibility in the formulation of our criminological theories and the debate over whether 

existing theories can be applied to girls. I argue that there is an additional sociological 

problem if girls and those close to their delinquency hold widely different definitions or 

interpretations of the situation.  

Finally, I detail the primary foci of the literature on delinquent girls, and I identify 

gaps in the literature I am attempting to fill with this study. I conclude by explaining why 

I believe girls on formal probation in Texas made a great case study and in what ways 

this project’s concerns are in line with those of feminist criminology.  

THE SOCIAL PROBLEM OF DELINQUENT GIRLS 

 
Overwhelmingly, girls commit fewer and less serious crimes than boys their age. 

Nevertheless, throughout the 1980s and most of the 1990s, girls’ involvement in the 

juvenile justice system grew steadily (Budnick and Shields-Fletcher 1998; Johnson 

1998). The proportion of all juvenile arrests involving girls has increased steadily from 

21 percent in 1983 to 26 percent in 1997 (Poe-Yamagata and Butts 1996) to 29 percent in 

2003 (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:125). Between 1992 and 1996 alone, there was a 25 

percent increase in the number of girls arrested for violent crimes and a 21 percent 

increase in girls arrested for property crimes (Budnick and Shields-Fletcher 1998).  

Girls’ delinquency is associated with negative outcomes when they become 

adults. Pajer (1998) reviewed available data on the adult outcomes of girls who had 

exhibited antisocial behavior, defined as conduct disorder or delinquency. Adults who 

had been delinquent girls experienced increased psychiatric morbidity rates, increased 
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mortality rates, increased recidivism rates, increased multiple service utilization rates, 

and increased involvement in dysfunctional or violent relationships. Rosenbaum (1989) 

found that 96 percent of girls who were committed to the California Youth Authority, the 

juvenile equivalent of prison, in the early 1960s for status offenses were later arrested as 

adults; 70 percent were arrested four or more times and 82 percent were convicted of at 

least one moderately serious offense. 

Girls’ delinquency is also associated with negative outcomes for their children. In 

a longitudinal study, Waldron et al. (1999) found that the delinquent behavior of girls 

between 15 and 22 years of age predicts later behavioral difficulties among their children. 

They suggest that young women in the top quartile of self-reported delinquent behaviors 

were much more apt than their non-delinquent peers to become never-married or 

divorced parents. 

Given the negative outcomes associated with girls’ delinquency, the climb in the 

rates of girls’ involvement in the juvenile justice system over the last two decades should 

concern us. Girls now comprise more than one-fourth of all delinquency cases, yet their 

needs are often ignored by a system that was designed for boys.  

This project addresses these concerns by offering a new way to think about the 

reasons girls engage in delinquent behavior and the impact the juvenile justice system has 

on them. By examining girls’ own explanations for their misconduct and their 

experiences of legal consequences, as well as those of their parents and probation 

officers, we gain a more profound understanding of girls’ delinquency than we have had 
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up to now. And this new knowledge should inform our science and the way juvenile 

probation departments handle and treat female clients.   

THE SOCIOLOGICAL PROBLEM OF DELINQUENT GIRLS 
 

Boys were the focus when our sociological theories of delinquency were first 

formulated. A content analysis of four major criminology journals found that males 

continue to be the focus of sociological research (Hannon and Dufour 1998).  Chesney-

Lind (1997) explains how the exclusion of girls from most research has been detrimental 

to them: 

Invisibility works against girls in several ways: despite numbers arrested, 
explanations for the "causes" of delinquency explicitly or implicitly avoid 
addressing them; reform efforts in juvenile justice were crafted with no 
concern for girls and their problems within the system; the silence at the 
academy and policy level means that those who work with girls have no 
guidance in shaping programs or developing resources that can respond to 
the problems many girls experience (p.10).  
 

She and others assert that explanations for female delinquency and crime should 

incorporate gender as an analytical tool. Such a model will take into account the reality of 

girls' lives and the relationships between their problems and their delinquency (Chesney-

Lind 1997; Hannon and Dufour 1998). 

Scholars debate whether new theories that incorporate the realities of girls’ lives 

are needed or if existing theories can be used to explain girls’ delinquency. Many authors 

agree that girls are different from boys; they are socialized differently and their lived 

experiences, including their delinquency, dramatically differ. Besides the gender gap 

between the rates of boys’ and girls’ offenses, girls and boys tend to take different 



 7

pathways into the juvenile justice system. For instance, curfew violations and running 

away account for approximately a quarter of girls’ arrests but not for nearly as many of 

boys’ arrests. Also, unlike boys, girls have historically been referred more often to 

juvenile court by their parents for status offenses (Chesney-Lind and Shelden 1998).  

Also contested is how much of girls’ offending stems from their victimization and 

how much can be attributed to their agency (Britton 2000). Some accuse feminist 

criminology of becoming to a large extent, “victimology” (Green 1993). But radical 

feminists insist that more needs to be known about girls’ victimization before a 

comprehensive theory of delinquency is developed. They locate the underlying causes of 

girls’ delinquency in patriarchal and exploitative forces that shape girls’ lives, 

particularly the physical and sexual abuse many delinquent girls have endured (Chesney-

Lind and Shelden 1998).   

Some recent qualitative research has expanded our understanding of the lives of 

women who commit crime. Moreover, “the best of this work is moving toward a nuanced 

and contingent conception of women’s agency, one that sees women as neither 

exclusively victims nor as unfettered actors” (Britton 2000:62). This project contributes 

to such a nuanced understanding.  

Once we have a clearer picture of the disjuncture between the realities of girls’ 

lives and our delinquency theories, we may begin more effectively to find solutions to 

girls’ delinquency and the problems that it presents for formerly delinquent women. 

Despite gains in the literature about delinquent girls, there are some questions that no one 

has adequately addressed: How do delinquent girls interpret their own situations? Why do 
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they think they get in trouble and do they think they need any help? How do they view 

the juvenile justice system, its presence in their lives, and its interventions? And finally, 

how do they see themselves and to what extent do they internalize the labels associated 

with being a “bad kid?”  These are important questions because unless we hear from the 

girls themselves and understand their interpretations of their behavior, their situations and 

their experiences of the juvenile justice system, we will waste limited societal resources 

and not really help delinquent girls and their parents or protect the larger society. 

DIFFERENT ROLES, DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS 

 
My study examines how girls, parents, and their probation officers explain the 

girls’ delinquency. My project’s design was shaped by my work experience in juvenile 

justice. I worked as a juvenile detention officer for a Texas county for two and a half 

years and a juvenile probation officer (JPO) for five and a half years. For three of those 

years as a probation officer, I supervised children on probation. This position also 

allowed me to have frequent contact with my clients and their parents and to be privy to 

my clients’ continued delinquency as well as their family histories and dynamics. It also 

enabled me to interact regularly with other probation officers and to gain some 

understanding of the inner-workings of a juvenile probation department.   

For the remaining two and a half years, I worked as a probation officer in my 

department’s intake division. In this position, because I did not carry a caseload, I was no 

longer able to get to know clients and their families in-depth—over the course of a 

child’s probation term. I was however, able to briefly work with and experience the 
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breadth of children that enter the juvenile justice system and these children’s parents. In 

this position, I also furthered my understanding of the priorities of a juvenile probation 

department. 

One thing that has perplexed and troubled me as a probation officer was my 

observation that the children, their parents and the probation staff, although purportedly 

working together, in reality hold radically different interpretations of the underlying 

causes of an individual child’s delinquency. If it is true that these three groups interpret 

girls’ delinquency differently, then it follows that each person—child, parent, and 

probation officer—may be working at cross-purposes in their attempts to steer a girl 

away from further delinquency. This disconnect is a serious problem, but one that can be 

remedied at least in part by examining the perspectives of each person involved. My 

dissertation systematically investigates these triumvirates’ “definitions of the situation.” 

Each of these parties has a distinct role to play in preventing a girl’s recidivism. It 

would be helpful to look at each of their roles briefly here. Children on probation must 

follow their probation rules: they must obey all laws, follow their court assigned curfew, 

attend school every day, stay away from illegal drugs and other illicit activities, and 

fulfill any other requirements the court may impose. Such obligations often include 

participating in programs intended for their rehabilitation.  

Juvenile probation officers are mainly concerned with ensuring that their clients 

follow their probation rules. To this end, they check on their probationers at home and in 

the community and they may put kids in contact with community resources designed to 

increase their skills or to help alleviate a pressing problem.  Officers may arrange 
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prenatal or parenting classes, mentors, anger management classes, drug education classes, 

drug treatment, individual and/or family counseling, GED preparation courses, or other 

training. Officers also tend to be in close contact with their clients’ schools and work to 

support them and the education process. 

The parents of such children are expected by the juvenile court to cooperate with 

the probation if their child is to remain in their home. Parents’ duties generally include: 

making sure that their child has transportation to all probation-related appointments, 

reporting if their child violates her probation, attending all of their child’s court hearings, 

retaining an attorney for their child if one was not appointed, paying any court-ordered 

fees, and if ordered, participating in programs such as family therapy or parenting classes. 

THE DANGER OF DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS 

 
Different interpretations of the situation, specifically regarding the cause of an 

individual girl’s delinquency, may result in disagreement over solutions. For instance, the 

parent who believes that poor companion choice has caused delinquency may not be 

eager to participate in family counseling. Girls who claim complete agency may not 

comply with directives to avoid certain friends. And probation officers who see girls and 

their parents repeatedly refusing to participate in activities they have arranged may 

simply give up and recommend incarceration.  

Such disagreement can have deleterious effects as it may result in resistance on 

the part of girls and their parents and possibly, their failure to complete the programs the 

juvenile court mandates and ultimately, the child’s probation term. Resistance may lead 
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to decreased participation and less willingness on the part of girls and their parents to 

work with a girl’s assigned probation officer towards common goals.   

But the relationship between these three is not democratic: the parties do not have 

equivalent power. Probation officers can request that their clients return to court if they 

believe their clients have not sufficiently met the court’s orders. And officers are 

expected to make recommendations based on their firsthand knowledge about a child and 

his or her family. Judges place a lot of weight on the probation officer’s advice when 

making their decisions about a child. This is not to say that kids or their parents feel 

powerless; these two parties may feel that they hold quite a bit of power over the 

situation. 

But regardless of relative feelings of power, the consequences of violating 

probation are borne by girls and their families; failing at probation brings with it ever 

harsher consequences. Beyond having their time consumed with probation obligations or 

their probation extended, a child’s freedom may be increasingly restricted by house arrest 

or detention. More violations may eventually lead to a child’s removal from her home.  

 In addition to these penalties, these differences in perspective can have undesired 

consequences for the juvenile justice system and society. Juvenile courts increasingly 

handle relatively minor cases that once may have been mediated in a different, more 

informal forum. Combine this with the aforementioned difficulties that these differences 

in perspective can create or exacerbate, and we end up with many girls in the system who 

have committed minor offenses, but who cannot exit the system because they cannot 

complete probation. Thus, a greater proportion of probation departments’ budgets then go 
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to supervising minor offenders that would be better spent on monitoring and treating 

serious offenders.  

Literature Review  

DELINQUENT GIRLS IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

 
In the Progressive Era, newly established juvenile courts stopped concentrating on 

the guilt or innocence of the girls who passed through the system and became concerned 

with assessing the conditions in a girl's life that led to her delinquency. Reformatories 

began to spring up as an alternative to jail for girls who got in trouble with the law. These 

"rescue homes" were run by female social workers who believed that delinquent girls 

could be rehabilitated if given schooling, job training, and instruction in middle-class 

morality (Odem 1995).  

Status offenses remained one of the distinguishing characteristics of girls’ 

delinquency throughout the twentieth century (Chesney-Lind and Shelden 1989). As 

early as 1920, 93 percent of the girls referred to law enforcement were referred for status 

offenses that included "waywardness," "immorality," running away from home, and 

truancy (Chesney-Lind 1997). In 2003, girls comprised 59 percent of those arrested for 

running away and 30 percent of those referred for curfew and loitering violations (Snyder 

and Sickmund 2006:125).  

In terms of petitioned status offense cases, 61 percent of runaway, 46 percent of 

truancy, 46 percent of ungovernability, and 30 percent of liquor violation cases belonged 

to girls between 1980 and 2003 (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:191). Thus, the proportion 
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of females in these status offense cases was substantially higher than in cases of offenses 

against a person (26%) and generally higher than girls’ proportion of property offense 

cases (39%) (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:162).  

Furthermore, in 1993, 24 percent of detained girls were charged with probation 

and parole violations (Poe-Yamagata and Butts 1996). And ten years later in 2003, 29 

percent of girls were detained for technical violations (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:210). 

As discussed earlier, there has been an increase in girls’ entrance into the juvenile 

justice system. The media often suggests that girls are becoming more violent or more 

criminal—or in other words, girls are behaving more like boys. But some social scientists 

have argued that societal attitudes towards women have changed and in keeping with this 

change, law enforcement and the courts have changed how they handle girls (Chesney-

Lind and Shelden 1998). They assert that historically, the justice system was paternalistic 

in its treatment of young women, but in recent decades, the system has become more 

callous, particularly as women have pushed for equality with men. Some have suggested 

that because committing crime, particularly violent crime, is in conflict with women’s 

traditional, feminine role, women who exhibit such behavior elicit more punishment. 

WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT DELINQUENT GIRLS 

 
According to Bergsmann (1989), “Young women in trouble with the law are 

typically 16 years old, live in urban ghettos, are high school dropouts, and are victims of 

sexual and/or physical abuse or exploitation. Most come from single-parent families, 
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have experienced foster care placement, lack adequate work and social skills, and are 

substance abusers. Over half of these adolescent females are black or Hispanic.” 

African-American and Hispanic girls are definitely overrepresented among 

delinquent girls. For instance, in 2003, although African-American girls comprise only 

eight percent of the entire youth population in the U.S., their cases constituted 30 percent 

of all female delinquency cases; 35 percent of all detained girls were African-American 

(Snyder and Sickmund 2006:165,170).   

Violence is prevalent in the lives of delinquent girls. In 1998, the National 

Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD) reviewed the case files of 1,000 girls in 

California's juvenile justice system and interviewed 200 girls in its juvenile halls; ninety-

two percent of these girls reported that they had been subjected to some form of 

emotional, physical or sexual abuse with 25 percent reporting that they had been shot or 

stabbed (Acoca 1999). In addition, 11 percent reported that they had experienced or 

witnessed the death of an immediate family member. Other studies have found that 

between 40 and 73 percent of delinquent girls have endured physical or sexual abuse 

(Chesney-Lind and Sheldon 1998). 

The NCCD also reported that 95 percent of these girls did not have a stable home 

environment. At the time of the interview, 15 percent of their fathers were incarcerated 

and 54 percent reported that their mothers and 46 percent reported that their fathers had 

been arrested or incarcerated.  

As for their mental health, 53 percent of the girls the NCCD studied indicated that 

they needed psychological services with 21 percent having previously been hospitalized 
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for psychiatric help. One fourth of the girls said they had seriously considered suicide and 

three-fourths reported regular use of drugs including alcohol.  

Finally, 91 percent of these girls reported at least one school suspension, 

expulsion, repetition of a grade, or placement in a special classroom. Also, 29 percent 

reported having been pregnant at least once (Acoca 1999). 

Self-report data suggests female delinquency is more prevalent and more similar 

to male delinquency than official statistics suggest. But regardless of whether one looks 

at self-report or Uniform Crime Report data, there remains a significant gender gap 

between boys’ and girls’ delinquency rates; males are more delinquent and are more apt 

to commit the most serious offenses (Chesney-Lind and Shelden 1998).  

Besides the gender gap in the overall delinquency rates of boys and girls, there is 

a substantial difference between girls; some girls are much more likely to have 

experienced legal trouble than others.  

Much of what we do know about girls’ delinquency has come from 

criminologists’ attempts to explain the gender gap or why some girls are more prone to 

legal trouble than others. Researchers have focused on family structure, parenting styles, 

friendships or peer groups, or attachment to school or family to explain these differences.  

Some studies have focused on girls’ friendships. Mears, Ploeger and Warr (1998) 

found that girls are substantially less likely than boys to be exposed to delinquent friends 

and this accounts for some of the gender difference in delinquency. They also found that 

girls are less susceptible to delinquent peer influence than boys. They argue that girls’ 

moral evaluations act to restrict the effect of delinquent friends. They suggest that Carol 



 16

Gilligan’s theory, which proposes that girls’ socialization instills values that strongly 

discourage behavior that hurts others, may explain some of the gap.    

Morash (1986) contends that girls’ lower levels of delinquency are the result of 

their belonging to less delinquent peer groups than boys. She acknowledges that her work 

does not explain why girls tend towards less delinquent groups but it does contradict 

theories which suggest that group members effectively socialize one another to hold 

delinquent orientations. 

Anderson, Holmes and Ostresh (1999) found that girls with lower levels of 

attachment to peers and school had higher amounts of delinquency. Giordano, 

Cernkovich and Pugh (1986) maintain that delinquent and non-delinquent girls are very 

similar in their views of their friendships and both are likely to have intimate friendships. 

They found no differences between the two groups’ reports of friendship duration or in 

the frequency of contact with friends. Also, delinquents and non-delinquents were almost 

as likely to report that they can “be themselves” with their friends. However, Giordano et 

al. (1986) found real differences between these groups: delinquent girls reported 

significantly higher levels of conflict with friends, placed greater emphasis on loyalty, 

were somewhat more likely to self-disclose to one another, and were more likely to 

believe that they may be influenced by friends and that they exert influence on friends.  

Several studies have found that relational problems are linked to girls’ 

delinquency. Agnew and Brezina (1997) put a spin on strain theory by suggesting that 

female delinquency is the function of interpersonal strain rather than blocked 

opportunities. They assert that women experience greater distress than men when 
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relational problems arise. Furthermore, they are more concerned with reaching 

interpersonal goals, such as friendship or marriage, than men. Therefore, not attaining 

relational goals may lead to girls’ delinquency. Other authors have similarly suggested 

that female delinquency is more likely than male delinquency to reflect problems at home 

(Rosenbaum 1989).  

But in a later study, Broidy and Agnew (1997) found that interpersonal strain 

actually explains boys’ delinquency more than girls. Nonetheless, such strain leads girls 

to perform externalizing, delinquent behaviors such as fighting. They did not find that 

interpersonal strain leads girls to internalizing behaviors such as illegal drug use. They 

also found that girls who reported that they were very popular with the opposite sex were 

somewhat more likely to engage in delinquency. They indicate that this might lend more 

support to theories of social control and social learning as these girls are likely to have 

less supervision, fewer structured activities, and more likely to learn deviant behaviors 

from peers.  

Several studies locate associations between female delinquency and parenting 

styles. Some have suggested that in terms of delinquency, rather than the amount of 

parental supervision or control, what is important is the quality of the parent-child 

relationship. Mak (1994) found that girls who perceived that their parents cared little but 

were highly protective exhibited higher levels of delinquency than girls who believed 

their parents cared more but were more permissive.   

Similarly, Goldstein and Heaven (2000) suggest that there is a significant 

relationship between the delinquency of both girls and boys and their perceptions that 
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their parents have withdrawn their love or care little about them. Hill and Atkinson 

(1988) propose that while both maternal and paternal support have statistically significant 

negative effects on delinquency for both girls and boys, maternal support is more strongly 

and negatively related to females’ involvement in delinquency than is paternal support, 

and girls are more often the objects of maternal support and curfew rules.   

Taylor, Biafora, and Warheit (1997) located the best predictors of vandalism and 

theft by adolescent girls: low family pride and family substance abuse for Hispanics, low 

family communication for African-Americans, and low family pride for white, non-

Hispanics. 

Hagan et al.’s (1985) power-control thesis argues that daughters are subject to 

more control than sons and that balanced family class structures, in which both parents 

hold positions of authority in the paid labor force or neither do, reduces the gender 

difference in delinquency and unbalanced family class structures, where only the father 

holds a position of authority, perpetuates the disparity.   

Contrary to the power-control thesis, Singer and Levine (1988) found that girls in 

“unbalanced families” are more inclined than boys to follow peers in group-related risk-

taking, making them more delinquent. They propose that the unexpectedly high 

delinquency of girls relative to boys in unbalanced families suggests that these girls may 

be displaying a subcultural form of resistance—in this case, perhaps resisting their 

household’s patriarchal power arrangement. 

Nevertheless, even if we understood why girls universally commit fewer offenses 

than boys, or why some girls are more likely to get in trouble than others, it would not 
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explain why some girls continue to get into the trouble that they do. In this study, we hear 

from delinquent girls themselves (and people close to their situations) why they believe 

they have been in the trouble; their narratives provide valuable and largely overlooked 

pieces of the female delinquency puzzle.  

MY CASE STUDY: GIRLS ON FORMAL PROBATION IN TEXAS 
 

One night, in a private conversation with a girl who frequented detention because 

she often violated her probation by using illegal drugs and running away from home, 

addressed her chronic delinquency:  

The staff here, they think I do this on purpose. They think I like coming 
back in here. I wish they could trade places with me and be in my shoes. I 
get into trouble and do what I do because I can't accept the way my mother 
is. I can't do well in school even though I know I'm smart because I'm 
always thinking about her.  I'm always worried about her, wondering if 
she is okay. I wish she could have gotten the help I am going to get when 
she was my age. She is on the streets. She is a drug addict. She is sick and 
will probably die in a few months. Her liver is diseased. Her stomach is all 
ballooned out. Her nails are all yellow. My grandma went to take her a 
plate of food because she called and said she was hungry. She was all dirty 
and looked bad. She is on the streets around 7th street. My grandma 
wouldn't let her come home (her mom had asked). I just wish the staff here 
understood that I don't do what I do on purpose (paraphrased from Misty, 
13 years-old). 

 
Misty believed she had some insight to offer as to why she keeps getting in 

trouble. And although she does not make the connection between her mother's illness and 

her continued violations explicitly clear, she does relate that her mother's condition is 

paramount on her mind, and she implies that her behavior is in response to her mother's 
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situation. Ultimately, Misty does not blame her delinquency on her mother’s absence or 

behavior but rather on her own inability to accept and respect her mother. 

Most of what we “know” about delinquent girls we have obtained through survey 

research. But such research has told us little about how girls themselves make sense of 

their delinquent behaviors and their subsequent legal entanglements. Delinquent girls, 

like Misty, occupy a unique and critical vantage point in the understanding of their 

delinquency. Their viewpoints are crucial to designing programs and policies that will 

abet the future success of the young women who pass through the juvenile justice system.   

Feagin et al. (1991:2) defined a case study as an “in-depth, multifaceted investigation, 

using qualitative research methods, of a single social phenomenon. The study is 

conducted in great detail and often relies on the use of several data sources.” Daly and 

Chesney-Lind (1988:519) have called on those who seek to understand how females 

become involved in crime to “plunge more deeply into the social worlds of girls and 

women.” 

My study addresses gaps in the literature and addresses other theoretical questions 

about delinquent girls by allowing girls to tell us about their lives and share their 

interpretations of their situations.   

Another piece missing from the literature are the perspectives of these girls’ 

parents and their probation officers. They too have valuable insight into the explanations 

behind girls’ delinquency. In this case study, I explored their views. Furthermore, parents 

and probation officers were able to elaborate biographically, historically, and legally 
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about individual girls and in doing so, they shed more light on the context of these girls’ 

delinquency. 

WHY GIRLS ON PROBATION? 

 
To examine the questions of why some girls repeatedly behave delinquently and 

what they think of the juvenile justice system’s involvement in their lives, I have chosen 

as my case, girls on formal probation. I believe this segment of the population of 

delinquent girls will be a good case for three reasons.    

First, probation is a common outcome to a child’s legal trouble, and it suggests 

significant legal entanglement. One in every 2.6 delinquency cases referred to juvenile 

court in 2002 resulted in probation; 62 percent of adjudicated youth received formal 

probation (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:174,177). Unlike deferred prosecution, if assigned 

formal probation, she is publicly notified of her deviant status through court proceedings 

and documents and the child’s offense becomes part of her juvenile record. And 

depending on her offense history, a child can be held on probation until her 18th birthday 

or until sentenced to the Texas Youth Commission (TYC). Having a juvenile record then, 

connotes official delinquency, and thus, girls on formal probation are a clear subgroup of 

the population of delinquent girls.  

Second, by the time they receive their probationary sentence, many girls have 

already experienced some negative consequences as a result of their delinquency—they 

have been arrested, appeared in court, and many have been detained. Once on probation, 

and aware of what her misconduct might elicit, a girl must decide whether to follow her 
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probation or act delinquently by either re-offending or violating her probation. By 

studying girls on probation, I examined one of the primary questions of this project: why 

do some delinquent girls continue to misbehave despite “known consequences?” 

Third, by choosing girls on probation, I was able to explore this project’s central 

questions using girls’ recent delinquency. Unlike incarcerated girls, I thought girls on 

probation would be able to more easily recall their offenses and what their lives were like 

before their involvement with the juvenile justice system. Also, I feared that girls 

committed to TYC or its parolees, would give “programmed” answers. I believe girls on 

probation had more novel ideas about their own delinquency and their needs. 

THE LARGER SETTING: TEXAS’ JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM 

 
Juvenile crime has been prominent on the national agenda for decades.  Juvenile 

delinquency has been viewed as a primary indicator of societal breakdown and is a major 

correlate of a litany of social problems. Heavily reported instances of teen violence, 

especially school shootings, have heightened the public's concern about juvenile crime 

and stepped up their demands to lawmakers to "get tough" on juveniles who commit 

serious crimes.    

In recent years, Texas, like other states, has experienced a decrease in the juvenile 

crime rate of most serious crimes (Texas Juvenile Probation Commission 1999). 

Nevertheless, legislators’ acquiescence to popular opinion is illustrated by the fact that 

many states have passed new legislation designed to stiffen the penalties on serious, 

violent or habitual juvenile offenders. One reason why Texas is an appropriate setting for 
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this case study of girls on probation is because changes in Texas’ juvenile law and 

policies are similar to how many other states have been responding legislatively to 

concerns about juvenile crime.  

Like other states, Texas has hardened its response to juvenile delinquency. Texas 

has opened once closed juvenile hearings to the public, has made juvenile records easier 

to access (Dawson 1996), has lowered the certification age (Strom 2000), expanded 

determinate sentencing to apply to thirty offenses instead of five, and allocated more 

funds to the building of more long-term, secure correctional facilities for juveniles 

(Dawson 1996).  

A second reason Texas is an appropriate setting for this case study is that the 

demographic composition of Texas has some important similarities to the U.S. 

population. For example, in 2000, both the U.S. and Texas had 79.6 persons per square 

mile. Also, the U.S.’ three main racial/ethnic groups are adequately represented in Texas. 

In 2004, black persons comprised 12.8 percent of the U.S. population and 11.7 percent of 

Texas residents, and 34.6 percent of Texas residents were Hispanic compared with 14.1 

percent of the U.S. population.  

That Texas is a state with a large Hispanic population supports Texas being a 

good location for this case study. Specifically, in the U.S., Hispanics are 

disproportionately represented among those involved with the justice system. And the 

Census Bureau estimates that the number of Hispanic juveniles in the U.S. will increase 

58 percent between 2000 and 2020, making the Hispanic proportion of our juvenile 
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population 23 percent (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:2). Therefore, a state with a populace 

that is virtually non-Hispanic, would be less than ideal. 

INSTITUTIONAL SETTINGS: “THE GIRLS” IN DETENTION AND ON PROBATION 
 

Detention centers are the children’s equivalent of an adult jail. The design of such 

buildings, as well as many of their policies and procedures, revolve around keeping all 

residents safe and locked inside. Residents are generally dressed like adult inmates, 

follow a rigid schedule, and are closely monitored and controlled. In the county where I 

work, the detention center contains nine “units” that house boys and depending on their 

number, two or three units that house girls. Each unit usually contains eight to ten 

children. Children in detention may await trial on a new charge, may be detained for 

violating the conditions of their pre-trial release plan or their probation, or for committing 

a status offense.  

When I first started working in the detention facility, it seemed loud, punitive and 

full of conflict. I thought of how I would hate to be jailed and have my every move 

orchestrated, my speech and behavior monitored, and not to be able to make basic 

decisions such as what to eat, wear, and what time to wake up or go to bed. Being 

detained, I thought, should be a real deterrent to curb future wrongdoing. 

But many kids return to detention. Some return shortly after being released and 

some return multiple times. In 1997, 391 girls were detained in the county where I work, 

and 40 percent of them were detained more than once with the average number of 

detentions for all girls being 1.8. In addition, in 1997, the average of length of stay in 
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detention for both girls and boys was eight days (Texas County 1997) and in 2005, the 

average stay was eleven days (Texas County 2005).  

In Texas, the average detention stay was 11.19 days with 1,526 youth detained 

daily in 2003. Thirty percent of all detained children were released in less than one day 

while 28 percent were detained for more than ten days (Texas Juvenile Probation 

Commission 2005:17).  

Initially, I was surprised by how much trouble the girls in detention had getting 

along with one another. A big part of my job seemed to be arbitrating disputes among 

girls who seemed to be constantly arguing. I often heard girls say, “I don’t get along with 

other girls.” Such statements made me wonder who these girls spend their time with 

outside of detention. Of course, boys also had altercations with each other in detention, 

but unlike those of the girls’, boys’ conflicts tended to be intermittent.  

In the county where I work, the two girls’ units are staffed only with female 

detention officers. Although male detention officers respond if there is a problem on a 

girls’ unit, they are never assigned to those units. Male and female detention officers are 

assigned to the units that house boys. Detention officers are racially/ethnically diverse in 

that they are black, white and Hispanic, in nearly even numbers.   

 As a detention officer, I was usually assigned to work on a girls’ unit.  

Repeatedly, co-workers, usually men, said things to me like, “I just couldn’t work with 

the girls” or, “I don’t know how you can work with the girls.” And although I wanted to 

work with the girls, I even found myself grateful for the occasional day when I was 

assigned to a boys’ unit—even when the unit was notorious for housing ill-behaved boys.  
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Britton (2003) found these to be common sentiments among the correctional 

officers she studied; most officers expressed a strong preference to work in men’s 

prisons. She explained the prevalence of their thinking this way: “Stereotypes about 

women’s emotionality, manipulation, and pettiness combine to form the basis for 

officers’ preference to work with men, who through the influence of structure, training, 

and shared assumptions, become apparently the generic, but in reality gendered, inmate” 

(p.164).  

I also observed this desire not to work with the girls in my work as a probation 

officer. One male co-worker lamented how he disliked supervising girls because they 

tended to be sexually inappropriate with him. I have also had co-workers say that they 

would rather be assigned several boys than one new girl—a strong statement among 

those who are always concerned about the number of clients on their caseload. Also, 

since girls tend to be on probation for less serious offenses than boys and are believed to 

be less violent than boys, it would seem that the more female clients a probation officer 

has on her caseload, the easier her job would be.  

Other social science research confirms my observations about officers’ 

preferences to work with boys. Baines and Adler (1996) suggest that the idea that “girls 

are more difficult to work with” is also commonplace among juvenile justice workers. 

They found that workers often view the girls as manipulative, dramatic, emotional, and 

hysterical and perceive girls’ problems as more complex than those of boys. They suggest 

that since verbal or physical expressions of aggression by young women are antithetical 

to traditional femininity, girls who exhibit such behavior are “doubly deviant.” They also 
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found a prevailing belief that sexual abuse occurred in delinquent girls’ past and this 

abuse explains many of the girls’ present behaviors. Finally, workers expressed feeling 

inadequately trained and that they are given few resources to deal with the unique needs 

of their female clients. 

I believe officers’ resistance to working with delinquent girls would substantially 

decrease if they knew more about this population. This study provides valuable insights 

about delinquent girls that should enable justice professionals to work more effectively 

with them (and in turn, for delinquent girls to benefit more from their assistance). 

CONCLUSION 

 
This project is one of feminist criminology. A primary focus of feminist 

criminologists has been what women and girls really do and much of their research has 

used women and girls’ self-reports of illegal activity and/or their life stories. As Cain 

(1990) explains:  

Life stories of women…expose the practices of a range of penal and 
welfare agencies. They also reveal connections and disconnections, at the 
level of beliefs and ideologies, between these agencies and ordinary 
people—friends, family and so on. In these ways they make it possible to 
theorise the articulations between individual lives, institutions and the 
forms they take, and ideologies and structures of larger or societal scope, 
and to theorise these articulations in dynamic, processual ways (p.4). 
 
Another focus of feminist criminology has been women as victims. Such research 

has concentrated on women as victims of domestic violence, incest, sexual abuse and 

rape. The findings of this research suggest that while women are vulnerable on the 
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streets, they may be even at greater risk in the domestic sphere because this is where most 

of the violence against women occurs.  

In addition to the study of female criminality and women’s victimization, Cain 

(1990) argues for a new and revolutionary type of feminist enterprise, one she terms 

transgressive criminology. She explains that this new approach is needed because, “More 

and more then, feminist criminologists have been forced to transgress criminology, to 

break out of it…What happens to girls and women in courts and prisons connects with 

what happens in the playground, in the family, and at work” (p.6). In her view, 

transgressive criminologists would ask, “who are women, and how do they become who 

they are,” (p.8); they would study women as women, and compare different groups of 

women rather than women and men, “so that new thoughts can come into the social and 

criminological worlds” (p.9). Cain explains that transgressive criminologists could take 

as their starting place the social construction of gender, or women’s experiences of their 

total lives, or the structure of the domestic space—anything as long as they “start from 

outside” existing criminological theory and discourse (p.10).  

 This project is one of transgressive criminology. I explore what delinquent girls 

do, the meanings they (and significant others) attach to their actions, and their 

experiences within the juvenile justice system. I also add to the body of work of other 

feminist criminologists who have been concerned with women as victims by examining 

the possible links between girls’ running away and violence in their home. Furthermore, I 

frequently use findings from the sociology of the family to contextualize delinquent girls’ 

lives and their families’ experiences in juvenile justice.  
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Another goal of transgressive criminology is at the heart of this project. Cain 

(1990) suggests that critical criminologists have not been at all clear in their stance 

toward justice and correctional practitioners, and 

The transgressive approach gives us some clues as to how we might 
develop an approach which helps practitioners to help the people delivered 
into their care. We must find ways of listening to these practitioners so 
that we can help them to be reflexive and to de-construct and re-construct 
their discourses and the practices in which they are enshrined (p.12).  
 
As a juvenile justice professional, I have a vested interest in this research being 

informed by the insights of justice practitioners. I believe we bring to the table a wealth 

of experience that has been, to this point, largely untapped. But even more so, as a 

sociologist, I want my research to suggest avenues for justice professionals to refine the 

way they perceive and subsequently work with clients and their families. My work has 

convinced me that sociologists and juvenile justice professionals need to hear from 

delinquent girls and their families about their lives, their beliefs about what is behind the 

girls’ delinquency, and their experiences of the juvenile justice system.   

Furthermore, like other feminists, I believe social science research should be used 

to buttress and promote social change. This project makes a valuable contribution to the 

sociological literature, suggests future directions for the study of delinquent girls, and 

adds to our theories of delinquency. My hope is that this project’s examination of the 

experiences and interpretations of these young women will provide useful information to 

legislators who formulate policies which impact delinquent girls, juvenile justice 

professionals who handle and/or coordinate their “treatment,” parents who struggle to 



 30

understand and cope with their daughters’ behavior, and ultimately to delinquent girls 

themselves as they try to make sense of, and overcome their current legal situations.  

In this chapter, I have delineated some of the primary social and sociological 

problems posed by delinquent girls and their increased entrance into the juvenile justice 

system. I have posited that until now we have not known enough about how delinquent 

girls, and those close to their delinquency, interpret the girls’ behavior or their legal 

entanglements. Also we have not what the girls’ involvement in the justice system has 

meant to them or their beliefs about its impact. The insights this study provides about 

how delinquent girls and those close to their situations understand the girls’ delinquency 

are crucial pieces in our understanding of female delinquency.  

In Chapter 2, I discuss the method I used to obtain my study participants’ 

perspectives, detail my sample’s characteristics and suggest ways that I suspect teenage 

narratives may differ from adult narratives.   

In Chapter 3, I unravel the explanations of girls, their parents and their probation 

officers for the girls’ delinquency. I found that these girls insist that they have decided to 

misbehave, while the probation officers tend to explain the girls’ legal problems by 

emphasizing the girls’ upbringing. Parents, on the other hand, see a variety of 

explanations, and while they tend not to blame themselves, they do not give their 

daughters as much agency as the girls themselves do. I offer reasons for these divergent 

explanations by tying findings from family research, particularly on motherhood and 

parenting practices, to the discussion of girls’ delinquency. Finally, I examine how the 

different class positions of these parties shape their interactions with and assumptions 
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about each other. I highlight ways that these interactions and assumptions affect the 

ultimate success or failure of children in the juvenile justice system. I conclude by saying 

we should consider these parties’ different perceptions so we can better work together 

towards solutions for girls’ delinquency. 

In Chapter 4, I concentrate on the girls’ explanations for their running away and 

the narratives of others close to their situation. I use these parties’ explanations to weigh 

in on the structure versus agency debate regarding girls’ offending. Many have asserted 

that girls run away to escape abuse in their homes. Contrary to this common argument, I 

found that although these girls do come from volatile homes, their motivations for 

running are more complicated than merely running to escape abuse. In this chapter, I 

paint a more rich and compelling picture of girl runaways and their contexts. Even 

though girls may be leaving to escape potentially violent situations, they themselves often 

share responsibility for their families’ violence. Furthermore, because any unauthorized 

absence for girls on probation is considered a runaway, and since some girls legitimately 

need to leave escalating situations in their homes, I argue we should change probation 

rules to allow girls a safety valve option. 

Then in Chapter 5, I detail the girls’ and their parents’ experiences of the juvenile 

justice system, and I argue that it is important that we understand how families 

experience the system. I examine their experiences with law enforcement, detention, 

court, and probation. I pay close attention to their accounts and whether they believe the 

girl’s involvement with the system has had any effect on her behavior or will affect her 

future behavior. I illustrate the numerous tensions inherent in the current system and 
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those among these parties. One of the primary tensions I uncover is how the system 

undermines parental authority and works to disempower parents. We must address these 

tensions if we are to be able to help girls and their families who find themselves in this 

system.  

Finally, I conclude with a summary of my findings, policy recommendations and 

suggestions for future research. Several of my recommendations are directed at probation 

departments; I suggest ways they can improve the cooperation between these three parties 

and decrease parents’ dissatisfaction with probation. I also offer legislators policy 

recommendations, particularly with regards to our handling of status offenders. In terms 

of future research, I propose several possibilities for complementary examinations 

including a study of other justice professionals including juvenile judges and detention 

officers to see how they explain delinquent conduct. Ultimately, we need more in-depth 

examinations that take girls’ voices and experiences into account. 
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Chapter 2 

Methods 

 
Max Weber conceptualized Verstehen as the practice of understanding social 

reality from the perspective of those involved. Herbert Blumer posited that to understand 

social action one has to take the role of the actor and see their world from their 

standpoint. Both Weber and Blumer believed that the goal of social research is to gain 

access to a “member’s point of view” or to access the meanings others attach to social 

action and/or relationships.  With these ideas in mind, I carried out this study from the 

perspective of individual actors, specifically girls, their parents and their probation 

officers. My primary research questions were: what do girls and those close to their 

delinquency think is behind the girls’ legal trouble, and how do girls and their families 

experience the juvenile justice system?  

I used in-depth interviews in order to examine these questions. According to 

Schwartz and Jacobs (1979:38), when interviewing is used to reconstruct the reality of a 

social group, individual respondents should be treated as sources of general information.  

Respondents “are asked to speak on behalf of people other than themselves and to give 

information about social processes and cultural conventions that transcend their own 

personal lives.” 

I asked girls to discuss their delinquent behavior, why they think they have been 

in the trouble they have been in, and their experiences with, and their thoughts regarding, 
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different aspects of the juvenile justice system. I also interviewed their parents and 

probation officers. My project enabled respondents to use their own voices and 

experiences to contextualize and illuminate female delinquency. Their interpretations 

shed light on girls’ delinquency and this information, gained from their perspectives, 

should inform current social science literature, as well as, new legislation and juvenile 

justice programs that target delinquent girls.  

INFORMATIONAL ADEQUACY 

 
Girls frequently tell detention and probation officers about their families, their 

problems in their home, their past and recent drug use, and their dating lives.  I assumed 

correctly that if delinquent girls are often willing to discuss intimate topics with 

individuals they likely view as representatives of law enforcement, then many would be 

willing to talk about themselves and their delinquency with a researcher who is in no way 

linked to their legal situation.  

As a detention officer, I was able to acquire an “insider’s” view of this part of the 

juvenile justice system and its participants (detained children and detention officers).  I 

learned about the detention department of a large county and the part detention plays in 

the juvenile justice system. As a juvenile probation officer, I learned about probation and 

its participants (probationers, their parents, probation officers, judges, attorneys) and the 

inner-workings of a probation department including its mission and processes. Now 

working in “intake,” I have learned about the entry point of all referrals to the juvenile 

justice system, as well as the use of discretion by law enforcement, the district attorney, 
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and probation departments and the use of deferred prosecution and other first offender 

programs. 

The impetus for this project’s study design was two-fold. First, I had an epiphany 

when I switched from working as a detention officer to a probation officer. As a detention 

officer, except in rare instances, I did not speak with parents or probation officer or hear 

court proceedings; I only heard the children’s versions of the events that led to their 

detention.  And except for the name of the offense they are charged, I was generally not 

privy to details of their case. When I became a probation officer and was able to read case 

files, and to hear from parents and other probation officers about specific children, I 

realized how incomplete of a picture the children alone had provided me about their 

situations. And although I learned that some kids I thought I knew well as a detention 

officer, had omitted, slanted, and/or even lied to me about some important aspects of their 

lives, I suspect that most firmly believed their version of events. For example, they may 

acknowledge that they did something wrong, they but think what they did was more 

minor than, or perhaps just misunderstood by, the adults in their lives.  

This was really eye-opening and I decided that in addition to speaking with girls, 

obtaining other angles from relevant parties is essential if one wants to gain a more 

complete picture of an individual child’s delinquency. In my mind, two significant parties 

are the girls’ parents and their probation officers; these three parties purportedly work 

together to prevent girls’ further delinquency.  

Ultimately, I decided to interview individuals of all three of these parties rather 

than only delinquent girls after reading Ferguson’s book (2000) on the social construction 
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of African-American boys as “bad boys” in our public schools. Ferguson talked to school 

officials and employees, parents, siblings and boys themselves and by doing so gained a 

more complete picture of the “beliefs, the social relationships, and the everyday 

practices” that give rise to a pattern in which punished school children are 

disproportionately black and male (p. 7). Though I only had one-time interviews with my 

participants, like Ferguson, I pieced together “a shifting portrait” of how the individual 

girls in my study were “seen by others” and how they saw themselves at a specific point 

in time (p.15). By doing so, we gain a greater understanding of female delinquency, 

including the institutional processes and actors that define and shape such delinquency, 

and we obtain a better idea of the context in which my girl subjects exist and maneuver. 

When I embarked on this project, I understood each of these groups better, and 

could empathize with them more than had I been an outsider. My work experience has 

enabled me to feel at ease talking with delinquent children, their parents, and other 

juvenile justice professionals. It has also given me some practice at making them feel 

more at ease speaking with me. In addition, my ability to speak the language of the 

juvenile justice system was essential to the interview process; it enabled me to ask 

questions that made sense to study participants and I understood their responses. In other 

words, I was well-positioned to ask and unravel answers to this project's central 

questions: how do these girls, their parents and their probation officers explain why a 

particular girl gets into trouble? How do girls and parents experience the different aspects 

of the juvenile justice system?  



 37

I believe in-depth interviewing was the best method available for investigating 

these questions. It allowed my respondents to discuss some aspects of their lives at 

length, particularly the period from a girl’s first referral to their current standing with 

juvenile court. But despite the rich data their interviews provided, they remain only 

snapshots of my participants’ lives and of how they saw their situations at that juncture 

rather than their complete personal histories.      

Of course, some pertinent questions, for ethical reasons, were inappropriate to ask 

these girls. For instance, although I am interested in the girls’ delinquency, I could not 

ask them to discuss crimes they had committed that had not come to the attention of the 

police or to discuss crimes for which they were awaiting adjudication.   

ACCESS AND SITE 

 
Before I began the study (and throughout), I was concerned about how the girls 

and parents would perceive me. I knew I did not want to hide the fact that I work as a 

juvenile probation officer, but I feared that this admission might stifle or color their 

responses. And yet, I wanted to elicit their cooperation and honesty and to be honest in 

return. So when discussing the project and later during the interviews with the girls and 

parents, I de-emphasized my occupation and highlighted my role as a researcher. On the 

other hand, I have no doubt that my having been a probation officer assisted me in 

obtaining interviews from officers, who may have wanted to help “one of their own.” I 

also believe it helped the probation officers speak more freely in their interviews.   
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In the early stages of this project, I thought my most formidable hurdle would be 

persuading juvenile probation departments to allow me to solicit their clients for 

interviews. Departments have liability concerns and some have strict guidelines regarding 

use of their clients for research. My own probation department requires that our Chief 

Probation Officer or its juvenile board approve any project. It also wants a copy of any 

raw data gathered and a copy of the findings and/or final paper.   

After meeting the guidelines for research of my university’s institutional review 

board (IRB), I attempted to contact by phone the probation departments of Baird County, 

Sun County and Rattler County (all pseudonyms) to discuss their possible participation in 

the study. Although none of these departments serve a county with a large metropolitan 

area, Sun County is by far the most populated and a considerable number of its residents 

live in suburbs. In 2000, Rattler County had approximately 100,000 residents (Rattler 

County 2006), Sun County had just less than 250,000 (Sun County 2006) and Baird 

County had nearly 58,000 inhabitants (Baird County 2006). 

In my calls to the probation departments, I would introduce myself as a graduate 

student and a juvenile probation officer and describe my research and how I hoped their 

department might help me.  Despite leaving several detailed messages, I never received a 

call back from anyone in Baird County. I also left several messages about my project for 

an administrator in Rattler County, and he too never returned my calls.   

Later a probation officer in Sun County gave me the name of another person to 

contact in Rattler County. After just a short discussion with her about my project, she was 

eager to assist me with finding study participants. I insisted that I mail her all of the 
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materials I had prepared for my university’s IRB and that these would explain the project 

and the criteria for study participants. After reviewing these, she gave me her 

department’s permission to solicit, and assisted me in finding some possible participants 

from her department. 

Sun County’s juvenile probation department’s approval process was more 

involved than Rattler County’s. First, I contacted their representative who handles all 

their research requests. I agreed to send him all the research proposal materials that I had 

prepared for my university’s IRB. He had his department’s administrators review my 

proposal and then arranged for them to meet with me about its feasibility. During our 

meeting, their department approved my project. I was then introduced to several 

individuals who might assist me and to prevent any further access obstacles, I was given 

an identification card that would identify me as an approved researcher.   

SAMPLE 

 
The day Sun County administrators approved my project, I was introduced to Jeff, 

one of their probation officers (and a fellow graduate student), and he later became 

instrumental in my obtaining study participants. I initially had hoped to obtain 

participants through a flyer (Appendix 1) and I asked Jeff and two other Sun County 

probation officers to place some of mine in their office lobbies. The flyer described the 

project and indicated that I wanted to interview girls on probation, their parents, and their 

probation officers about the girls’ history, their legal trouble, and their experiences with 

juvenile probation. The flyer contained my phone number and instructed interested girls 
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to call me or let their probation officer know if they wanted to participate. I described 

myself as a student researcher with six years experience working with girls in the juvenile 

justice system. I also advertised that I would pay thirty-five dollars per family for a girl’s 

and her parent’s interview.  Such stipends were paid out of my personal funds. 

Once I confirmed that getting study participants through my flyer was not 

effective, I pursued other avenues. At Jeff’s invitation, I attended one of the Sun 

County’s juvenile probation department’s staff meetings and introduced my project to the 

probation officers in attendance; no probation officers contacted me as a result of my 

presentation. However, after my presentation, Sun County’s Chief Probation Officer gave 

me an impromptu tour of their facility and introduced me, and my project, to many 

people. These introductions put me in touch with some individuals who, along with Jeff, 

helped me start locating possible participants from Sun County.  

I also gave Rattler County’s juvenile probation department copies of my flyers for 

distribution to their clients. Nevertheless, respondents in that county were also obtained 

through networking with its probation officers. Had I obtained participants through my 

flyer, I do not believe they would have been dramatically different from the participants I 

accessed through the probation officers. If anything, those who would have responded to 

a flyer may represent an even more cooperative subset of female probationers than the 

ones I ended up with. 

I used a “snowball” method to find prospective study participants. One officer 

would suggest that I contact a fellow probation officer, because he knew that officer had 
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one or more clients that might be candidates for my study. I emailed recommended 

officers, reintroduced my project, and requested their help.  

Going through probation officers was the most efficient strategy for gaining study 

participants. Officers knew which of their clients met the participant criteria and had 

accurate contact information for them. Furthermore, without any breach of their 

confidentiality, they could ask their client and/or her parent if they were willing to have 

me contact them about the possibility of their being in the study.   

Of course there were a couple of drawbacks with this approach. One was that 

families could have felt compelled to participate because their probation officers 

approached them about the project. I tried hard to avoid this, first by stressing to the 

probation officers that I wanted all participation to be voluntary and that they must not 

require any of their clients to participate. I also emphasized this voluntary aspect when I 

went over my consent form with prospective participants. All of the girls and their 

parents acknowledged that they understood that they did not have to participate to be in 

good standing with their probation department and/or their probation officer and they all 

indicated that they were willing participants.  

Another drawback of acquiring respondents through probation officers is that they 

may have been more likely to approach their more cooperative clients or clients they 

liked or who liked them than their less agreeable clients about possible participation in 

the study.  I tried to avoid this by talking with probation officers about all the girls on 

their caseloads. Together we would rule out the girls who did not meet the study 

participant criteria. Sometimes, in these conversations, officers would say that they did 
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not think their client or her parent would participate because they historically had not 

been very cooperative with them; I strongly encouraged officers to mention the project to 

these clients. I explained that I needed a range of responses and these clients might offer 

some fresh insights.   

It is possible that some families may have participated that otherwise would not 

have volunteered because I offered a financial stipend. Without the financial incentive, 

some participants probably would not have elected to be interviewed because of their 

busy schedules. A few parents tried to refuse the offered stipend stating that they 

participated because they supported the aims of the project. While I have no doubt that 

these would have left without the money, I think that they appreciated that I offered a 

stipend and for many, it was at least the initial impetus for their participation.  

Next to my university’s IRB process, the greatest hardship I faced conducting this 

study was attaining interviews. I conducted interviews over the course of a year and three 

months beginning in the fall of 2003. Not only was locating prospective interviewees a 

slow process, but securing interviews with individuals who had already expressed a 

willingness to participate also often proved difficult. Most of the parents I interviewed 

were very busy with job, family, and probation demands. I interviewed one mother at her 

parents’ home where she was caring for her elderly father. Another parent babysat a 

toddler during our interview.  One parent I scheduled with eight times before I obtained 

her interview; sometimes she had a work conflict, on a couple occasions she cancelled to 

attend probation-related appointments, and once I went to her house for our scheduled 

interview and she was not there. Parents frequently informed me at the start of their 
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interview that they had another obligation immediately following our meeting. I had to 

meet twice with one mother who cut our first meeting short to attend another 

appointment. Scheduling with parents was further complicated by the fact that I tried to 

meet with them on weekdays and conclude our interviews before 7 p.m. so we could use 

one of the probation department’s rooms.   

The probation officers’ interviews were much easier to obtain despite the officers’ 

hectic schedules and the fact that I did not compensate them. Most officers seemed more 

than happy to help a fellow probation officer and some even generously offered to be 

interviewed again about another client. I did have considerable difficulty meeting with 

one officer who appeared overwhelmed by work demands; it took numerous phone calls 

and tentative appointments before we actually met for her interview. Once I even arrived 

at her office for our scheduled interview only to find her racing out to pick up one of her 

clients who had been arrested in another county.   

Undoubtedly, many of the girls’ calendars were also full, yet their interviews were 

not particularly difficult to acquire. Four of them I obtained at school with the girls’ 

probation officers’ and parents’ permission. Most of the others were scheduled to 

coincide with their appointments with their assigned officers at the probation office. 

The majority of the girls’ and their parents’ interviews were over an hour and a 

half in duration with some taking three hours. The probation officers interviews were 

shorter, usually between one hour and an hour and a half.  

In all, I interviewed fifteen young women, thirteen biological mothers, one 

biological father, one stepmother (who I refer to as a parent), and fifteen probation 
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officers. Rather than achieve statistical generalizability, my aim was to explore how the 

girls I interviewed, their parents and their probation officers explained the girls’ 

delinquency. I was also interested in understanding what involvement in the juvenile 

justice system has meant to the girls and their parents. Instead of a large sample size, I 

needed to conduct enough interviews for common themes to emerge. 

All the parents I interviewed were the adult family member who had been the 

most involved with the girl’s legal situation. All but three of the parents were living with 

their daughters when I interviewed them. These three were not living with their daughters 

because their daughters had recently been removed from their home into a nearby, court-

ordered placement. The officers I interviewed were either each girl’s currently assigned 

probation officer or their last assigned probation officer (in the event of a recent change), 

presumably whoever knew the child, her family and her case best. 

As I wanted to limit this examination to delinquent girls, I placed parameters on 

which girls could be in the study. All of the girls in my study were on formal probation in 

Texas. But of these, I wanted to exclude girls with legal trouble whose involvement 

appeared to be an aberration, and focus on girls with persistent misbehavior and/or who 

had misbehaved despite known consequences. So to participate, the girls had to have 

been referred to juvenile court for more than one offense or for an offense and at least 

one probation violation or violation of their pre-trial conditions. Only one girl in the 

study had only an offense and a pre-trial violation in her history. The others had one or 

more offenses or an offense and a violation on their record.   
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Beyond the interview criteria, my mix of respondents was determined by the self-

selection of the young women and their parents into the project. Thus, all but one of my 

parents is female and some subsets of female, juvenile probationers were 

underrepresented or excluded from this study. For example, since girls learned about this 

study from their probation officers, absconders or those who tended to be non-compliant 

with their probation were considerably less likely to be interviewed.  Also, girls whose 

offenses were more serious or more stigmatized may have been less likely to volunteer 

and girls in some court-ordered placements may be underrepresented because they were 

less available due to distance. And though I had hoped to interview some girls while they 

were in detention, none of the interviews were with currently detained girls. Finally, as 

all the interviews were conducted in English, those who solely spoke a language other 

than English were excluded.   

I conducted semi-structured interviews (Appendices D, E, and F respectively for 

Interview Schedules for Girl Participants, Parent Participants and Probation Officer 

Participants). While the questions differed slightly, essentially four sections comprise all 

three interview schedules: descriptive data about the respondent, the girl’s legal trouble 

and the respondent’s reactions to it, the girl’s and her family’s involvement in the 

juvenile justice system, and the respondent’s predictions about the girl’s future.  

After obtaining informed consent (as detailed in the “Ethical Considerations” 

section of this chapter), I began each interview by obtaining some descriptive data about 

each respondent. During the substantive portion of the interview, I initially discussed 

with each respondent the girl’s history with the juvenile court that in most cases, I had 
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secured a copy of from the girl’s probation officer prior to the interview. I asked my 

respondent about her initial reactions, later reactions and the reactions of significant 

others to this girl’s arrest(s), charge(s), and subsequent involvement in the juvenile 

system. 

Next, I inquired about the girls’ or their parents’ attitudes about, and experiences 

with, the juvenile justice system. In the case of the probation officers, I asked them about 

their client’s and her family’s involvement with the juvenile justice system. In the last set 

of questions, I asked each respondent to describe what they saw as the girl’s needs, 

whether they believed their involvement in the system was helping them, and how they 

might be served better. Then I asked each participant to discuss what they saw in either 

their own or in this girl’s future.  

I concluded the interview by asking participants three things: had the interview 

been basically what they expected, would they mind if I contacted the probation officer at 

a later date to see if the girl had any more legal trouble, and lastly if they had anything 

more to add about this individual girl, her family, or delinquent girls in general.  

In Texas, the juvenile courts handle offenses committed by persons who, at the 

time of the offense, are at least ten but have not had their seventeenth birthday. Minors 

therefore, in Texas, can be on juvenile probation until their eighteenth birthday. The 

young women I interviewed ranged in age from twelve to seventeen years with an 

average age of fifteen; one girl was twelve, four were fourteen, three were fifteen, four 

were sixteen, and three were seventeen years of age (Table 1).  



 47

Many young women who are involved in the juvenile justice system have lower 

academic achievement than their non-delinquent counterparts as well as high rates of 

school truancy and/or dropout. With this in mind, I asked the girls about their educational 

attainment and their current school status. Seven of the girls were at least one grade level 

behind. One of these girls had recently earned her General Equivalency Diploma (GED) 

and another was working on hers.   

In a meta-analysis, Wells and Rankin (1991) found that family composition is 

consistently associated with delinquency and more specifically, that children in single-

parent households, particularly if due to marital disruption, are more likely to display a 

range of problems including delinquency. Likewise, McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) 

suggest that single motherhood and father absence are not the root cause of juvenile 

delinquency, but living with one parent does increase the risk of this negative outcome 

(p.2). Seven of the study’s girls were currently in contact with their biological father.  

Three of these girls’ fathers are in their homes including one girl who was placed with 

her father when her mother’s parental rights were terminated. Eight of the girls are not in 

contact with their biological father. Of these, one is adopted and was currently not in 

contact with her adoptive father, and one girl’s father had recently lived in her home but 

she had since cut off all contact with him; the other six girls reported that either they had 

never had any contact with their biological father or they had not had contact with him in 

years. 

In 2004, Texas’ population was 50 percent white/non-Hispanic (compared with 

67 percent nationally), twelve percent African-American (compared with thirteen percent 
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nationally) and 35 percent Hispanic (compared with fourteen percent nationwide). In 

2000 in Sun County, Hispanics accounted for only seventeen percent of the county’s 

population compared with the rest of Texas where Hispanics comprised 32 percent. 

Similarly, in 2000 African-Americans comprised only five percent of Sun County’s 

population versus twelve percent of the rest of Texas. Similar to Sun County, African-

Americans comprised only four percent of their county’s residents. Resembling the 

state’s average, in 2000 Hispanics comprised 30 percent of Rattler County’s population. 

In other words, the two counties I drew participants from are overwhelmingly non-black 

and Sun County is predominantly white/ non-Hispanic.  

I would have liked for one-third of my girl respondents to be white, another third 

to be African-American and the final third to be Hispanic as these are the dominant 

racial/ethnic groups in Texas. Instead, although all three groups are represented, I 

interviewed five girls who identified as white (one of these also identified herself as part 

“American Indian”), two who identified themselves as African-American, and eight who 

identified themselves as Hispanic.  

As I previously stated, I had a small sample so I made no effort to ensure that it 

was representative of the population of delinquent girls. Also, since African-Americans 

and Hispanics are overrepresented among officially delinquent girls, I do not think it is 

perilous that Hispanics are overrepresented in this study.   

As for the parents in the study, I interviewed thirteen biological mothers, one 

biological father, and one stepmother. Five of the parents identified as white, one as 

black, one as African-American, and eight as Hispanic (Table 2). The parents’ current 
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ages ranged from thirty to fifty-one with an average age of forty. It would have been 

better to ask the parents their age when their first child was born; instead, I asked them 

how old they were when their daughter in the study was born. The biological parents’ 

ages when they had their daughters ranged from fifteen to thirty-four with four of the 

parents having their daughters while in their teens (Table 3).   

Three of the parents were married to the biological parent of the girl in the study.  

Four of the mothers were divorced and three of these were never married to the girls’ 

fathers. Three mothers were remarried, three had never married, one was currently 

separated, and one said she was currently married “common-law” but that she never 

married her daughter’s father.  

Six of the parents’ highest educational attainment was a high school diploma and 

three had attended some college (Table 2). Two parents did not complete middle school 

and two did not complete high school.  

Most of the parents worked in the service sector; two were retail managers, two 

were cosmetologists, one was a nurse’s aid, one a daycare teacher, another was a cashier, 

and another worked at a fast-food stand. Three parents had more white-collar jobs; one of 

these was an escrow officer, another a controller for a computer network, and the third 

was a supervisor at a trade school. Two parents had blue-collar jobs; one of these was a 

self-employed locksmith and the other was a recently retired machinist. Two parents 

were not currently employed; one of these was disabled and the other mother stated that 

she had lost her job because of her daughter’s legal problems.   
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I did not ask parents their incomes or if they were receiving any public assistance.  

I did ask them if their child had qualified for a court-appointed attorney. None of the five 

Rattler County parents paid any attorney’s fees, which suggests they qualified for a 

public defender. I suspect that all five of these parents would have qualified for an 

appointed lawyer for their daughters. Five of the ten of the parents from Sun County had 

to pay for an attorney to represent their daughter and all of these expressed that it had 

been a financial hardship.   

Lareau (2003) provides a useful guide for distinguishing between members of 

different social classes. She suggests that middle-class households are “those who live in 

households in which at least one parent is employed in a position that either entails 

substantial managerial authority or that centrally draws upon highly complex, 

educationally certified (i.e., college-level) skills (p.279). Working-class households on 

the other hand, are those “in which neither parent is employed in a middle-class position 

and at least one parent is employed in a position with little or no managerial authority and 

that does not draw on highly complex, educationally certified skills. This category 

includes lower-level white collar workers,” (p. 279). And finally, Lareau conceives of 

poor households as those “in which parents receive public assistance and do not 

participate in the labor force on a regular, continuous basis,” (p.279).  

Using Lareau’s categories and the information that was available to me regarding 

the study parents’ marital status, occupation, spouse’s occupation, educational 

attainment, spouse’s educational attainment, and whether or not the parent had to pay for 

an attorney for their child, I propose that six of the families (Felisa’s, Christy’s, Linda’s, 
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Sara’s, and Roxanne’s) in the study were working-class. I think at most, three families 

(Haley’s, Alasia’s and Leia’s) may be lower-middle class. And I suspect that six families 

(Amber’s, Jessica’s, Betty’s, Sierra’s, Jasmine’s, and Candy’s) were poor; I base my 

assumption on comments they made that suggest they are really struggling financially 

and/or they are unemployed or unevenly employed. 

Since I believe all but three of this study’s families are working-class or poor, I 

think it is helpful to make some distinctions. To this end, I draw on Howell’s (1973) way 

of distinguishing between white, working-class families that Bettie (2003:13) also 

adeptly used in her study of high school girls to distinguish the families of her subjects. 

Howell divided working-class families into two categories: “settled-living” families and 

“hard-living” families. “Settled-living” families are those that are supported by jobs with 

some amount of job security, with higher pay and generally health benefits. “Settled-

living” families tend to follow more of a routine and they may own a modest home. 

“Hard-living” families on the other hand, are supported by low-paying, less stable jobs 

that most do not offer health insurance. “Hard-living” families’ lives tend to be more 

unstable and they are in no position to purchase a home. Using this distinction to sort all 

fifteen of my study’s families, I believe that seven families (the middle-class families 

plus Linda’s, Felisa’s, Kitty’s, and Roxanne’s) would qualify as “settled-living” and eight 

families (the poor families plus Christy’s and Sara’s) would qualify as “hard-living.” 

I asked parents whether they had ever been in any legal trouble. Nine parents 

stated that they had never been in legal trouble (Table 3). Three parents specified that 

they had previously been on adult probation. One of these said she had been jailed one 
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time and two other parents indicated that they had been to jail twice. One parent indicated 

that she had been in trouble for a “hot check” but did not specify the disposition of her 

case.  

I also asked the parents if any of their other children had been in legal trouble. All 

fifteen of the parents had other children and all but one’s other child was old enough to 

have been in legal trouble. For seven parents, none of the other children had been in legal 

trouble.  All of the children of three parents had been in legal trouble and four parents had 

at least one other child who had been in legal trouble. Of these four, one girl had a large 

blended family due to remarriage and the majority of her siblings, half-siblings and step-

siblings had been in legal trouble. Five parents had other children who had been on 

formal juvenile probation.  

Nine of the probation officers I interviewed identified as white, one as African-

American, and the remaining five as Hispanic (Table 4).  The probation officers ranged in 

age from twenty-nine to sixty with their average age being thirty-seven. Nine of the 

probation officers had children of their own. While two of the probation officers were 

pursuing a master’s degree in their field, all but one of the probation officers had a 

Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) and she had a Bachelor of Science (B.S.) degree; six probation 

officers had their degrees in criminal justice. Six of the probation officers had no children 

and three of the officers had only adult children. The number of years the juvenile 

probation officers had been in the juvenile justice field ranged from one officer’s one and 

a half years to two officers each with ten years experience; the officers’ years of 

experience in juvenile justice averaged 6.7 years. Nine officers had work-related 
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experience either because they worked with children or in the criminal justice field before 

they started working in juvenile justice. 

Given that all of the probation officers were college-educated, most had been in 

their present job for several years, and their job offers health insurance, I think it is safe 

to consider them all as middle-class. 

While one officer had only been supervising her client one and a half months 

another had responded that she had been supervising hers “off and on for two years.” Ten 

of the probation officers had been supervising their client between four and nine months 

when they were interviewed.  

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

 
In terms of the reliability of my study, I believe I can best address this issue by 

considering this question: what does being reliable mean to a qualitative researcher? I 

believe the answer is internal consistency with regards to how the research question is 

approached. According to Williams (1991:240), “By strictly adhering to guidelines for 

documenting context and procedures, one can achieve reasonable certainty about the 

conditions under which others might discover the same findings.” 

Since I did not keep a diary, I am left to address my procedural choices, my 

changing perspective and my reactions to the interviews from the best of my memory. I 

must also address from memory how my occupational experiences have shaped my 

interpretations over time.  



 54

Some have argued that qualitative data has greater validity than quantitative data, 

or in other words, it can reflect more truthfully what is happening in the individual’s life 

world.  Innumerable times in this study, I found myself thinking how I would have 

missed a certain nuance or a particular finding if I had only administered a survey to my 

respondents.   

As I mentioned, many detained juveniles are often surprisingly open regarding the 

details of their lives including their delinquent activity. Nevertheless, I have seen, on a 

number of occasions, children’s versions of certain events that differ dramatically from 

their parents’, the police's, and/or their probation officers’ accounts. I have even caught 

some children in substantial lies: two girls claimed to have children when they did not, 

one boy told me that his father had died from an overdose in the past year which had not 

occurred, and another boy, whose charge I later learned was auto theft, claimed that he 

was detained for shooting his mother's boyfriend. 

My interviews with the girls caused me to suspect that perhaps teenage narratives 

differ from adult narratives in some significant ways. In other words, some 

methodological issues may arise when one interviews adolescents that may not occur 

with adults. For example, while I believe that most participants typically try to present 

themselves in the best light to an interviewer, I am not sure that this was true of all the 

girls in this study. A number of them seemed to accentuate, and perhaps some even 

exaggerated, their amount of delinquent conduct. It seemed like rather than avoiding or 

downplaying something bad they had done, they would launch into a very detailed 

account; I felt as though the girls were trying to regale me with stories of how wild they 
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had been. It is also possible that telling the stories gave the girls a chance to enjoy 

“reliving” these risky experiences in a safe way.  

Also, the girls frequently compared how they are now with how they used to be. It 

seemed important for them to tell me these things, perhaps to prove how much they had 

changed. Perhaps the girls believe that their stories demonstrate the degree to which they 

have reformed, and by showing me their reformed selves, they are putting themselves in 

“the best light.”   

The interviews and my work with teens have led me to believe that they have 

different ideas about the passage of time than adults. More specifically, something that 

happened a few months ago may seem like ages ago to them. In their interviews, when 

the girls referenced how they used to be, it was not unusual for them to be referring to the 

previous month. In other words, though they had only just recently changed their 

behavior, in their minds they were now a totally different person.   

Finally, teenagers are in a developmental stage in which they are attempting to 

separate and differentiate themselves from their parents; they are interested in gaining 

their independence and taking charge of their lives. Furthermore, teenagers tend to not 

recognize the differential impact of our social structure on society’s members and may 

believe in an “even playing field” even more than adults. These motivations may suggest 

another way in which teenage narratives may be generally different from adult narratives.  

Teenagers may be more apt than adults to suggest that they are in full control of their 

lives.  
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Williams argues (1991:240), validity is arguably more important than reliability 

because if a finding is not valid it is irrelevant, even if it reliable. With qualitative data 

obtained from in-depth interviews, validity stems from rapport and the truthfulness of 

study participants. I tried to achieve a good rapport with my respondents and hoped that 

in doing so, they would be open and honest during their interviews. I also emphasized to 

participants at the beginning of their interview that they had the option to not answer any 

question or to end the interview at any time. My hope was that respondents would opt to 

not answer some questions rather than to lie.   

On one occasion during an interview, one girl said she would rather not talk about 

something; in this case, it was the details of an offense that she probably found 

embarrassing.  Moreover, there are four instances in the interviews that stand out in my 

mind in which I believe a respondent was lying. In one, a girl claimed she was abducted, 

in the second, a parent suggested that legal trouble was something completely foreign to 

her family, in a third, a parent said that she consistently reported her daughter’s probation 

violations, and in a fourth, a girl claimed to believe that her mother would have reported 

her violations to her probation officer if she ever violated her probation. In all of these 

incidents, the other family member I interviewed convincingly recounted something very 

different. I have no reason to suspect that on other occasions my respondents were not 

telling me the truth or at least the truth as they saw it. 

My motive in interviewing the three parties was not to check one account against 

the others’ for untruths. As I suggested earlier, I thought these actors would interpret 

some things differently. My hope was that by interviewing all three parties, different 
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interpretations of the girls’ situations would be highlighted. Of course, dramatically 

different accounts of the same event colored my conclusions, but I argue their accounts 

frequently differed significant ways.   

As with any research, its validity will ultimately depend on whether I interpreted 

my findings correctly and have drawn logical conclusions. While this is impossible to 

know, critical feedback is crucial to determining this project’s validity.  

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 
This project was approved by the University of Texas at Austin Institutional 

Review Board for Protection of Human Subjects in Research. I used one consent form for 

the girls and their parents (Appendix 2) and a slightly different consent form for the 

probation officers (Appendix 3). These consent forms explained my study’s purpose and 

any foreseeable risks to participants, and guaranteed them anonymity and confidentiality. 

I informed prospective participants of their prerogative to not be tape-recorded, to not 

answer a question, or to withdraw at any time during the interview. I provided them 

telephone numbers so they could contact me, or my supervising professor, with questions 

after the interview. Once they chose to participate, we both signed and dated both copies 

of the consent form and we each kept a copy.   

All identifying information has been omitted and/or changed in my write-up of 

this research.  I have not revealed anyone’s identity in any of my writing or presentations 

about the study and will not do so in the future.  
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In terms of my obligations to my respondents, I have tried to balance my desire 

for egalitarianism with the traditionally unequal and possibly exploitative relationship 

between the interviewer and interviewee. I recognize their interviews may have had 

emotional costs. I hope that the opportunity to discuss their experiences with an 

empathetic listener who is attempting to prioritize their interpretations is of some 

consolation. 

Also, in spite of the temptation to assert definitive answers to my research 

questions, I have tried to not to escalate my claims in my writing or my presentations of 

this project. I hope that my research highlights the range of meanings young women, their 

parents and juvenile probation officers attach to girls’ delinquency and their experiences 

with the juvenile justice system. 

ADMINISTRATIVE CONVENIENCE 

 
The administrative convenience of this study can be measured on the basis of 

three criteria: personnel cost, financial cost, and the time required to complete its tasks. In 

terms of personnel, I solely arranged, conducted, and transcribed the interviews.  In terms 

of financial cost, besides the thirty-five dollar stipend I paid each family, there were 

travel, phone, printing, editing, and postal expenses associated with this project.  In terms 

of my time, the interviews took between one and three hours each plus travel time. All of 

the interviews were conducted outside of the county where I live. Finally, every hour of 

interview recording took approximately eight hours to transcribe. 
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Chapter 3 

Bravado, Blame and Rebuttal: Explaining Girls’ Delinquency 

 
 This research project grew out of a combination of my academic interests in 

adolescent girls and the sociology of the family, as well as my professional experience in 

the juvenile justice system. As I mention in chapter 1, the literature on delinquency does 

not capture my clients’ attitudes and beliefs; in addition, parents, girls, and juvenile 

probation officers are often at odds. Furthermore, as girls’ numbers in the juvenile justice 

system have grown, justice officials have become increasingly anxious for, and interested 

in, programs intended to treat girls. But if such programs are uninformed by those they 

purport to serve, it is unlikely that they would positively impact their participants.  

To be sure, none of these parties (e.g., social scientists, delinquent girls, their 

parents, or justice professionals) alone can provide the quintessential explanation of girls’ 

delinquency; but in tandem, we get much closer to unraveling the puzzle(s) that 

delinquent girls pose—to the system, to our science, and to the people who care about 

them. I bring the previously silent voices of the girls and their parents to the forefront of 

this debate.  

Thirteen of the study’s fifteen girls come from so-called broken homes, six of 

these homes are currently headed by a single mother, and twelve of the girls are from 

working-class or poor families. Many sociologists would look to these girls’ structural 

realities to explain their legal trouble. But in this chapter, I examine what delinquent 
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girls, their parents, and their probation officers think are the primary causes of the girls’ 

delinquency. In terms of how the three parties explained the girls’ delinquency, I am 

especially interested in whether they rely on individual explanations like 

psychopathology or volition or structural explanations like victimization, socio-economic 

hardship, family dissolution. Beyond linking family structure and parenting styles to 

delinquency, few authors draw on findings from sociology of the family in their 

examinations of juvenile delinquency and/or juvenile justice. Instead the focus, when it 

has been on girls, has been on decontexualized girls—girls as individual entities or girls 

as a whole—rather than on girls as children situated in families. In this chapter, I shift 

this paradigm by making delinquent girls and their families my focus. 

Justice professionals like judges and probation officers are generally middle-class 

or higher while their clients’ families tend to be working-class or poor. Despite this 

glaring difference, few authors have really looked at the class differences between 

juvenile justice participants and how such differences affect the way these parties interact 

as well as how they think about one other. Examining these differences is one of this 

chapter’s aims. 

At the start of this chapter, I investigate whether any of these parties might offer a 

psychopathological explanation for the girls’ misbehavior. To this end, I probe the extent 

to which any of these parties believe these girls are bad children. Next I examine how 

these three parties explain the girls’ delinquency, one party at a time. I detail their 

explanations as well as highlight where members of one group concur with either of the 

others and where they part ways. I also offer my take on the reasons for their departures.  
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“I’M NOT BAD PERSON BAD” 

 
 Beliefs about the nature of children and proper parenting are culturally and 

historically specific; belief about the intrinsic moral goodness of children is recent in 

origin (Zelizer 1985) and widespread (Hays 1996). According to Zelizer (1985) the 

modern view of children rejects the notion that they are innately evil and instead holds 

that they are innocent, vulnerable, and in need of parental love and protection. The 

overwhelming majority of my respondents agreed on one thing: the girls in this study are 

not bad kids; of the forty-three people I asked, only one girl and at most two parents 

indicated that they thought the girl in question was bad.  

The girls in this study believe there are bad kids while the adults generally do not. 

My adult respondents’ comments not only support Zelizer’s thesis, they add to it by 

demonstrating just how ingrained the ideology of children as innocent and good is in our 

culture; these adults are suggesting that all children are eligible to be seen as morally 

good, even children who are officially delinquent (i.e., not innocent). Rather than believe 

in bad kids, many of this study’s adults believe instead in bad peer influences, bad 

choices and bad circumstances.   

Some view delinquent girls as doubly deviant because their behavior has violated 

the law and gender norms. Yet, the study’s girls with one exception did not think 

themselves bad. The girls reserve this label for other people or think that is something 

they used to be; for these girls, when they were bad, they were bad only in action, and 
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their actions were not a reflection of their true selves. Also, when they did act badly, they 

made a choice to misbehave.  

Furthermore, because they see themselves as good and only their actions as bad, 

they think reforming themselves is as easy as their deciding to behave. In other words, 

they believe that they are ultimately responsible for their own rehabilitation. 

As previously stated, I was interested both in how delinquent girls would explain 

their delinquency and how they view themselves. In terms of their self-concept, I 

wondered whether the girls thought they were bad or internalized any labels associated 

with being bad or being bad girls. Therefore, I asked the girls, “Do you think you are a 

bad kid?” Out of fifteen girls, only twelve-year-old Sierra believes she is bad. Sierra 

appears to use her delinquent record and others’ opinions of her to determine how she 

sees herself:  

Do you think [other people] think you are a bad kid? Well some of my 
friends tell me that I'm bad…When they say that what are they talking 
about? Like I get in too much trouble and stuff like that. Do you think that 
your family thinks you're bad? Yeah. Even your parents? Yes. Why do 
you think that? Because my mom, my real mom she told me that I'm bad 
and I need to listen . . . And my stepmom and dad, I know they think I'm 
bad. 

 
Cooley’s concept of the “looking-glass self” applies to Sierra in that she has imagined 

how she appears to others, determined whether others view her the way she views herself, 

and ultimately, used her perceptions of how others judge her to develop her own self-

image (Thomas 1995:109,110).  
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Labeling theorists claim that negative labels, particularly if conferred by 

significant others, are stigmatizing, meaning they may harm their targets in a few ways; 

besides negatively impacting the way a person is treated by social actors and institutions, 

negative labels may be internalized by their targets, who in turn, may increase their 

commitment to deviant careers and seek out similarly labeled persons for camaraderie 

(Siegel 1995:220, 221). Also, according to the labeling perspective, “a person is labeled 

deviant primarily as a consequence of the social distance between the labeler and the 

person being labeled” (Siegel 1995:222). Sierra believes her teachers, her same-age 

peers, and her family members think she is bad. Given this consensus, if labeling 

theorists are correct, Sierra would appear to be at great risk of joining up with similarly 

labeled negative children and continuing her delinquency.  

All of the girls in the study have been through what Garfinkel (1956) terms 

“successful degradation ceremonies;” they have been in a courtroom, publicly found 

delinquent, and given a record which ritually separates them from law-abiding citizens 

(Siegel 1995:222). Yet only Sierra, the youngest girl interviewed, thinks she is bad. Her 

age may explain why the bad label resonates with her. As we shall see, the other girls in 

this study either wholly reject being labeled bad or believe they have outgrown “being 

bad.”   

All of the other girls contended with varying degrees of conviction, that they are 

not “bad;” they offered different evidence to support their views. A few girls refused the 

label “bad kid” entirely:  
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Do you think you're a bad kid? No, I don’t think I am. Can you explain 
that? I don't get into trouble . . . I'm not bad person bad (Jasmine 17). 

Do you think you're a bad kid? No. Do you have anything you could say 
about that? I just don't think I'm a bad kid because the stuff I have on my 
record is not like me killing somebody or stealing . . .I just don't feel like 
I'm a bad person . . .I don’t see it at all (Linda 16). 

 
When the girls discussed whether they thought they were bad, they tended to consider 

incidents when they got caught doing something wrong rather than their overall 

behavior. Jasmine spoke to this distinction when she offered, “I don’t get into trouble,” as 

evidence that she is not a bad kid. Linda likewise referred me to what she believed are 

minor crimes on record as proof that she is not bad. But unlike these girls, even girls who 

thought they had been bad tended to focus on incidents that ended in their arrest or 

disciplinary action at their school, rather than all of their delinquent behavior. 

Jasmine thinks her short delinquent record and her minimal school disciplinary 

problems demonstrate that she is not bad. Yet, she also has her own definition of a bad 

person for which she does not meet the criteria. Other girls’ mirrored her reasoning by 

gauging their misbehavior against that of others they have known: 

Do you think that you're a bad kid? Hmm, no . . .’cause lots of other 
people . . . the stuff that I see them do, I think they're bad. What kinds of 
things are people doing that you would say, ‘Now that's a bad kid?’  Like 
drug dealing and everything . . . Can you remember being in detention and 
being like, ‘So-and-so is really bad?’ Oh, stealing cars (Amber 15).  

 
Here we see that Amber does not have a clear conception of bad behavior but she knows 

that it is something other people do. Likewise, Leia (17) shed some light on how high the 

bar must be for her to consider herself bad.  
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I didn't think, you know, I was a bad kid. I just thought I was one of the 
kids that got in more trouble than other people did . . .Do you think it was 
you were doing more than other people were doing? Yeah. Or you were 
getting caught more than other people were getting caught?  I was doing 
more than other people were doing. 

 
Leia admits to “doing more than other people” yet she does not believe that this makes 

her a bad person. Leia does not let her past actions taint her self-image; rather than being 

based on what she has done—her actions—her self-image is based on what kind of 

person she believes herself to be.  

Alasia, Kitty, Jessica, Betty, Sara, Roxanne, Christy, and Felisa admitted that they 

used to be bad: 

Do you see yourself as a bad kid or did you used to? Now, I haven't gotten 
in any trouble, I haven't picked up any drugs or nothing. But before …or 
just recently—yeah, I was. I guess yeah, I consider myself a bad kid 
because I did drugs, got into trouble . . . But you feel like you've changed? 
Yeah, yeah, I am ‘cause you know, all this stuff it ain't worth it you know? 
(Roxanne 15). 

 
In another part of her interview Roxanne makes it clear that she does not think she 

is bad. Yet here, she is waffling between what she sees as her old self and her new self. 

Roxanne was arrested for criminal mischief just one month prior to her interview. She 

believes that in that short time, she has changed fundamentally; as a result, she has 

changed the way she sees herself.  

Several girls subscribed to the idea of a self-rehabilitation in which the impetus of 

reform was their firm decision to stop doing bad things. They transformed themselves, 

and they did so quite rapidly. Betty (14) said she used to be a bad kid but asserted, “I’m a 
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good kid now;” she explained how she went from being truant and using drugs to a “good 

student” who earns “straight A’s.” Betty became a good kid because she stopped doing 

certain things and because she adopted some good behaviors. Asked whether she had 

liked being a bad kid, Betty replied:  

In the beginning you thought you were a hotshot. You were cool because 
you were at [an alternative school].You were at [a probation-run school]. 
So you're cooler than anybody. But after a while, you grow out of that 
stage—or at least, I did. You think the people that do go there are idiots 
because you have been through it . . . once you look back on it, what you 
did was kind of stupid. 

 
Betty recalls how she used to see herself at the height of her school and legal problems 

and how for her, being labeled bad or a troublemaker by her school conferred on her, at 

least in her mind, a certain status.  

Leia, Jessica, Haley, Betty, and Sara insisted on distinguishing between being bad 

and making bad choices. Haley was one who drew this distinction: “I don't think I'm a 

bad person, I just think that I've just made some really poor choices.” Sara (16) shared 

this outlook about her past choices: “I just think it was stupid. I don’t know what was 

going through my head when I did the stuff I used to do.” 

Betty and Sara have chosen to label the past behavior “stupid” rather than “bad.” 

Attribution theorists suggest that this is a common practice—essentially, when we do 

something wrong, we blame our behavior on the situation. But when others do it, we 

believe their behavior is indicative of their disposition (Jones and Nisbett 1971:85).  In 

other words, when we do something illegal, our behavior was ill-conceived or an 

aberration, but when someone else does so, we tend to think they are criminally-minded.  
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Besides obtaining the girls’ opinions of themselves, I attempted to elicit how the 

girls think others see them. To this end, I asked the girls if their parents or other people 

like relatives and teachers think they are a bad kid. Haley and Christy both answered like 

Leia (17) who was confident that significant others did not think she was bad: 

Do you feel they think of you as a bad kid? No, because I'm not. I've never 
really been a bad kid. I just do stupid things. I mean I would never hurt 
anybody or you know whatever. And they know that and they just think 
that I've made some bad choices. 

 
Amber, Kitty, Jessica, Sara, Roxanne, Sierra, Felisa, Jasmine, and Candy, 

however, could name someone who, at least in their mind, thought the girl in question 

was bad. Jasmine (17) worried that being on probation tarnished her standing in the eyes 

of family members and teachers:  

They may think I'm a bad kid  . . . I'm not really that kind of person . . 
.‘Cause people think that just ‘cause you're on probation, you're 
automatically bad but no, it's not like that with me.   

 
In addition to the girls, I asked their parents if they thought their daughter was a 

bad kid. One parent described her girl as bad, but many pointed to their daughters' innate 

goodness. Others thought their daughters would grow out of it and some thought their 

daughters already had. Still others pointed out that rather than being bad, their daughters 

had made bad choices.  

Amber’s mom was the only parent who thought she was bad. She shared her 

rationale:  
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Like I said before, she has a lot of potential. And sometimes I do think she 
is a bad child. I think she's the worst one I’ve got. . . .gosh it's like, when's 
it going to stop? Is she going to grow out of this? And so, [knocking on 
wood motion] yeah I do think [she’s bad] (Amber’s mom). 

 

Amber’s mom was extremely hesitant to label her daughter bad; she refers to her 

daughter’s potential, the possibility that she will outgrow her delinquency, and that she 

only “sometimes” thinks this way.  

Leia’s, Haley’s, Linda’s and Felisa’s parents refuted my question about whether 

their daughters are “bad” by enumerating their daughters’ good qualities: 

I never felt that she was a bad kid. I never have. She has a beautiful heart. 
She's a wonderful person. She loves animals . . .And I've never called her 
a bad kid, I've never thought of her that way . . .If somebody was to say 
she was a bad kid, I would disagree with them . . .She may be misguided, 
misdirected, misinfluenced—but she's not a bad kid (Leia’s mom).  

I don't think she's a bad kid. I mean she has a very good heart . . . it is such 
a shame because I mean she even drew her grandmother a picture the 
other day that was just excellent. And Haley used to play softball and I 
mean, she is, she's just a born athlete. And she has got so much talent, on 
so many different levels and she just does not see that (Haley’s mom). 

 
All of these mothers stated their belief that their daughter has a good heart. In other 

words, they are vouching for their daughters’ true character and asking us not to judge 

their daughters by their past actions. 

Haley’s mother was one of the only middle-class mothers in the study. In her 

listing of her daughter’s qualities, she underscores Haley’s talents. Lareau (2003) found 

that middle-class parents tend to prioritize fostering their children’s interests and 

potential talents. Thus, as a mother who promoted Haley’s aptitudes in the form of 
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extracurricular activities, Haley’s mother may be particularly disappointed that despite 

her efforts, her daughter has been in legal trouble.  

Some parents said they hoped their daughters would grow out of their legal 

trouble: 

Teenagers are not, they're not, Candy is not, a bad person. I mean I tell 
them they're bad, but they're not bad. I didn't raise bad children. They 
make bad choices  . . . she's not mature and responsible and my husband 
said you need to quit letting her go with that—well you can't force 
somebody to mature . . . they're on two pieces of board: one's childhood 
and one's adulthood. They don't know which foot to move. She's at that 
stage (Candy’s mom). 

 
Candy’s mother situates Candy’s behavior in the realm of typical teenage behavior. In her 

view, moving from adolescence to adulthood is inherently difficult.  

Similar to some of the girls, some parents emphasize that their daughters were bad 

but have changed. Christy’s mom was one of these and she said, “She was kind of bad 

before probation, but she’s really chilled out.” Betty’s mother also described a big 

turnaround in her daughter who she previously considered bad because of her truancy, 

drinking and use of illegal drugs. But immediately after saying this, Betty’s mom 

tempered her comment, “Now she’s, well, not bad—I don't think the kids are bad, I think 

they make the wrong choice.”  

Other parents stressed that rather than being bad, their daughter had made bad 

choices. Leia’s, Christy’s, Jessica’s and Roxanne’s parents thought their daughters 

primarily chose wrongly when they picked their friends. Christy’s mom did not think her 

daughter was bad but rather explained, “She just has bad peers and . . . she hasn’t found 
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herself—not yet.” In other words, Christy’s problem is a combination of her friends and 

her immaturity. 

One would think that probation officers who have worked with hundreds of 

children would not hesitate to say some kids are inherently bad. Surprisingly, I did not 

find this to be true. Like the girls’ parents, instead of being bad, some probation officers 

thought the girls’ delinquency was something they would outgrow, or that the girls had 

made bad choices, especially picking their friends. A number of JPOs also pointed to 

what they saw as their clients’ positive qualities to suggest that the girls are not bad. But 

unlike parents, some JPOs thought the girls’ environments were bad rather than the girls 

themselves.  

Amber’s, Christy’s, Linda’s and Sara’s probation officers cited how much their 

clients had improved since they had known them as evidence that their clients were not 

bad. Leia’s, Alasia’s, Sara’s, Jasmine’s, and Candy’s were optimistic that as the girls 

matured, their legal problems would diminish. Jasmine’s JPO was one of these, and he 

said, “I just think that she's troubled and confused right now and I just think she's at an 

awkward age.” 

These JPOs’ responses speak to the phenomenon criminologists call aging out—

that most juvenile offenders do not continue their law-violating behaviors into adulthood 

(Snyder and Sickmund 2006:71). Of course when we are talking about children, 

particularly girls and children who are members of racial/ethnic minorities, there may 

also be a surveillance issue at work; authorities may watch members of these groups 

more closely than members of other groups.  
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Like the girls and some of their parents, some JPOs thought that rather than being 

bad, their clients had merely made bad choices, especially by choosing to go along with 

their friends and do things they should not do. 

I think she makes poor decisions or bad decisions . . . she gets caught up 
sometimes in the moment with her friends . . . She's not one out there 
that's malicious or going to go and hurt anybody in any way shape or 
form. It's like, ‘I've been following all these rules for six, three months, 
and I just want to go have some fun’ (Leia’s JPO). 

 
In his book on the connection between peer influence and delinquency, Warr 

(2002) argues, “the age distribution of criminal behavior and the social nature of crime 

are not independent or isolated phenomena, but instead are closely connected to one 

another” (p.4). In other words, these girls may choose to engage in activities, including 

illegal ones, with their friends that they might never do alone or with friends at later ages. 

Amber’s, Jessica’s, Linda’s, Sara’s, Felisa’s, Roxanne’s, Jasmine’s, and Candy’s JPOs 

were quick to assert the girls’ good qualities as proof that their clients were not bad: 

Sara's very likeable and I mean she's got a good personality—she'll come 
in here and she'll joke with me but then yet, she'll tell me stuff. And she's 
pretty upfront…Her self-esteem is so much improved and she's very smart 
. . . she's very articulate (Sara’s JPO).  

Roxanne has manners, Roxanne is respectful . . . she's smart. She wrote a 
six-page statement and it was legible . . . sentences actually made sense. 
Her spelling is good . . . she really could do well and she could succeed if 
she would actually put her mind to it (Roxanne’s JPO).  

 
Qualities like being able to talk comfortably with non-relative adults (especially 

professionals), being smart and articulate, and having a good self-esteem are some of the 
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qualities that Lareau (2003) found middle-class parents highly prize and foster in their 

children. In the minds of JPOs, if their clients possess these or similar qualities, qualities 

middle-class children should be more likely to possess because of their parents’ efforts, 

they can not be bad. Since all fifteen of the JPOs are middle-class and nine are middle-

class parents, I am not surprised that they too would value these qualities. What is less 

expected is that these JPOs are citing these qualities, with the exception of Haley, in their 

working-class clients.  

A probation officer’s subjectivity can affect their clients’ probation outcomes; 

thus, a probation officer’s class, especially her priorities and expectations due to her 

class, could work against her working-class and poor clients. I propose that probationers 

with qualities one would associate with a good attitude (i.e., friendly, pleasant and 

respectful) may be more likely to complete their probation successfully than children 

whose probation officers think them rude and uncooperative. And when cooperative 

clients violate their probation, they are probably sanctioned less harshly (if at all), than 

their regularly uncooperative counterparts.  

Roxanne’s, Amber’s, Kitty’s, and Jasmine’s JPOs agreed that their clients were 

not bad kids, but instead of making bad choices, they had endured a bad home life. 

Roxanne has had a lot going on in her childhood, in the fourteen years . . . 
like her going to live here, going to live there and I left out mom has had a 
live-in boyfriend . . . so that, has added. She's just had a lot of people in 
and out of her life and there hasn't been any consistency. She's moved 
from apartment to apartment and her own home but somehow she's 
managed to be respectful (Roxanne’s JPO). 
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Initially in our discussions about whether the JPOs thought their clients were bad 

kids, I was taken aback when JPOs responded to my question about their client by first 

stating that they did not believe there was such a thing as a bad kid.   

So do you think that Betty is a bad kid? I don't think, I, I, I can't say that. I 
don’t think that there are any bad kids. I think there are bad circumstances 
and bad situations that force them to do bad things (Betty’s JPO). 

Do you think that Alasia is a bad kid? No. Oh my goodness no. With my 
experience in dealing with kids, I've yet to meet a bad kid. They make bad 
decisions of course, some worse than others (Alasia’s JPO). 

 
Given these responses, I started probing JPOs after they told me why they did not 

think their client was a “bad kid” to see if they think bad kids exist. Here we see one JPO 

unwavering in her conviction that there are no bad kids and another who was hard-

pressed to come up with a former client that fit the label:  

From your experiences as a probation officer, going back to this label 
about a bad kid, have you had kids that you think are bad kids? Oooo, I 
hate to say that . . . not really. Because every time I have a kid who 
somebody could say was a bad kid, there's always something, some 
underlying circumstance, some reason that they're behaving this way 
(Linda’s JPO).  

Do you think that there were kids that you've had that you would say, 'Oh 
yeah, that was a bad kid?’ That's a hard question. . . . [only] one kid pops 
into mind, a male child, not a female, that I thought was just deviant, and 
there was nothing that we would do to change that . . .I think for the most 
part, they just have distorted way of thinking and if you change that 
thinking process then you change the way they behave (Haley’s JPO). 

 
Their responses suggest that the idea that no kid is innately bad is part of the JPOs’ 

professional ideology. 
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Hays (1996) found the same thing in her interviews. She asked mothers, “What do 

you think of as a good child as opposed to a bad child?” Nearly half answered that there 

was no such thing as a bad child. She asserted “the belief in childhood innocence and 

purity comes out strikingly in mothers’ conviction that there are no bad children . . . And 

even if children act badly, this does little to damage their image as innocents. Their bad 

behavior, mothers tell me, is only a sign that adults have treated them inappropriately  . . . 

Childhood innocence in other words, is inherent” (p.123). 

Felisa’s, Jasmine’s, Roxanne’s, Sierra’s, and Leia’s JPOs were nonetheless 

certain that bad kids do exist: 

I believe that some kids are inherently bad. You know that whole little 
saying, ‘There are no [bad] kids, just bad choices,’ or something like that? 
I think that's crap . . . What are the bad kids like? The bad kids are the 
ones who just don't care about anything. They will steal, they will assault 
people, they will do whatever they want. They don't take probation 
seriously, they don't have any respect for authority . . . they're not close to 
anybody in their family . . . so, those are the inherently bad ones. And I 
think it has a lot to do with what their parents were doing when they were 
in the womb and very small and all of that (Felisa’s JPO). 

 
Felisa’s JPO’s comment is interesting in that to her, “inherently bad” children are not 

simply born bad, rather they are bad because of something their parents did wrong when 

they were pregnant with them or during their early childhood. 

Overall, neither the study’s girls, nor their parents nor the probation officers think 

psychopathology is behind the girls’ delinquency. Having eliminated this possible 

explanation, I explore in the next three sections how my respondents do explain the 

delinquency of these girls.  
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“IT’S ME:” GIRLS EXPLAIN THEIR DELINQUENCY 

 
The girls in this study believe they are immensely in control of their lives and 

asserting their own agency was an overriding theme of the girls’ interviews. With few 

exceptions, the girls provided individual explanations for their misconduct, and blamed 

themselves for their legal trouble.  

Not only did the girls neglect to offer structural explanations for their legal 

situations, few acknowledged that such factors could have at least contributed to their 

delinquency. The girls ignored their family structure, their families’ financial hardships, 

their so-called bad neighborhoods, their relatively low-performing schools, and their own 

lack of cultural capital, and they also ignored the contribution any of these things might 

have had to their delinquency. What is more, ten girls belong to racial/ethnic minority 

groups who are disproportionately represented among those in the justice system, yet 

none of them thought this was pertinent to their trouble.  

Furthermore, the girls rarely placed any blame on their parents or their upbringing 

for their misconduct. The two girls that did find fault with their mothers tried to shoulder 

much of the blame by emphasizing how their psychic injuries spurred them to decide to 

misbehave. Likewise, few girls thought their peers had influenced them to misbehave, 

and when they did see a peer connection, they held that they had chosen to misbehave in 

order to obtain or maintain their peers’ approval.  In fact, some of the girls saw 

themselves as the leader among their friends even when their parents did not see them 

this way. 
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Before I detail how the girls explained their delinquency, I need to highlight one 

point: in the minds of these girls their volition is paramount. Throughout their interviews, 

the girls emphasized their agency. They volunteered instances when they saw themselves 

resisting authority or acting fiercely independent. They tried to illustrate their autonomy 

when they discussed their drug use, their running away, their fighting, or their drug 

dealing. When I explored whether risk-taking is part of the girls’ self-concept, it was 

apparent that most of the girls see themselves this way. Likewise, the girls asserted their 

self-determination when I asked them if they are a leader or a follower. And when the 

girls were not talking about their delinquency, they gravitated to stories intended to 

demonstrate that they are in control of their lives. I propose that primary to the girls’ 

definitions of their situations is a belief in their own efficacy. 

Proudly and repeatedly, the girls shared examples of how they had resisted 

authority:  

My stepdad  . . . was like, ‘Where are you going?’ And I was like, ‘I'm 
leaving with a friend.’ . . . I took off down the stairs and he chased me . . . 
and I opened the door and ran outside and got in my friend's car. And he 
ran out in the front lawn and just stood there and watched me leave (Haley 
16). 

I told [a teacher] not to fucking touch me (Jasmine 17). 

I was just being really snotty [to the police]; I wasn’t cooperating at all 
(Roxanne 15). 

 
These examples illustrate the three kinds of authority figures that the girls typically defy: 

parents, school officials, and police.  
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They also frequently relayed times when they were rebellious or fiercely 

independent:  

There were lots of times when I snuck out and just left. One time, I stole 
my parents’ liquor—Crown Royal and Jack Daniels and went to a party 
(Haley 16). 

I don’t like for them [her parents] to know what I’m doing . . . so they 
never really knew that I was [drug] dealing (Alasia 15). 

 
Two girls suggested that it was their strong desire for self-rule that kept them 

from joining a gang:  

I've never gotten into a gang. I was close enough a lot of times but...the 
more I thought about it, the more I was like, nah that ain't for me. I ain't 
going to want to have someone telling me what to do (Roxanne 15). 

I don't like taking orders from people . . .I don't have time for all that. So I 
just chose not to be in a gang—I could have, but it's not my choice 
(Jasmine 17). 

 
These examples suggest that the girls’ high sense of autonomy may sometimes operate to 

trump girls’ desire for acceptance among their peers. 

Besides being autonomous and rebellious, the girls highlighted their agency in 

their delinquent behavior in a number of other areas. For one thing, the girls tended to 

take full responsibility for their drug and alcohol use.  

Who introduced you to the cocaine? Me. I found it at my aunt's house . . 
.and I'd steal it from her husband . . .’cause he used to sell it. And I would 
steal it, a lot of it, and do it by myself (Sara 16). 
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Sara was not quite in ninth grade when she started using cocaine, which was readily 

available at her relatives’ house. Her aunt also died from a cocaine overdose. 

Nevertheless, Sara prefers an individual explanation for how she started using drugs even 

when the situation would seem to warrant an environmental explanation. 

Likewise, several girls pointed to their volition in their runaway episodes. As we 

will see in Chapter 4, some of the girls indicated that they chose to run away in order to 

gain autonomy and privileges they otherwise would not have; others suggested that they 

decided to leave home because this option was better than the alternative. 

Additionally, some girls had been in trouble for fighting and they suggested they 

were willing and full participants when they fought other kids:  

I'm real bad at fighting like, I don't like for girls to talk about me or if you 
look at me wrong I might give you attitude . . .that's something I'm real 
bad with. Like if girls you know, they say something wrong, I get 
offended real easily, I'll be like [aggressively] 'What? Well what's up?' . . . 
I like to fight I guess (Roxanne 15). 

I used to just pick fights just because I liked to fight—that's just how I am 
. . . to me it's a sport (Alasia 15).  

 
Some of the girls suggested that when they fight they do so because they have been 

disrespected in some way. Bettie (2003) found that fights are not about boys as school 

personnel (and some of the girls themselves) believed, but rather racial/ethnic and class 

identities (p. 66). Unfortunately, it is not clear from the accounts of the girls in this study 

whether the disrespect they fought over, fell along racial, ethnic or class lines. 

Mirroring the girls’ volitional rationale for fighting, two girls shared how they got 

into the business of selling drugs:  
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This one guy . . . he called the house looking for my older brother . . . and 
I was asking him if he could put me in the gang, ‘cause we called it the 
dope gang . . . so, I went with him and he gave me an ounce [to sell] 
(Alasia 15). 

 
Rather than believing they were coerced into drug dealing or that they did it because of 

their family’s financial hardship, both girls insisted that it was their idea to start selling 

drugs. 

I asked the girls if they were risk-takers in order to explore their self-concept. In 

addition to the girls volunteering examples highlighting their agency, ten girls answered 

“yes” without reservation or any caveats to this question, and several offered examples of 

skipping school, sneaking out, shoplifting, and smoking marijuana to buttress their claim. 

Two girls answered “no,” and the remaining three indicated that they take risks in some 

instances. It seems strange that both Linda and Amber did not see themselves as risk-

takers though both admitted to a fair amount of drug use, skipping, and running away.  

Another strategy I employed to explore the girls’ self-concept was asking the girls 

if they were the leader or follower among their friends. Their responses indicate that the 

girls frown on “followers” because not one of thirteen girls I asked saw themselves this 

way. Even Jasmine, who believed desire for peer acceptance was instrumental in her 

arrest, said, “I’m definitely not a follower.” Haley, Betty and Roxanne, however, 

admitted that they used to be followers:  

I was a big time follower. Whatever other kids were doing, they'd 
convince me into and I'd do it. They'd manipulate me. I'd think I was being 
cool or, I don't know, I’d have a good time or whatever. I was a follower 
(Betty 14). 
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On the other hand, Leia, Jessica, Haley and Sierra said they were the leader 

among their friends.  

I was always the type of person that, if Jessica isn't doing it well [it isn’t 
cool], that's the way it was at my school. Everybody was, ‘Oh what up 
Jessica?’ . . . You know Jessica? Jessica is the cool one and Jessica does 
this and Jessica does that’—because of my bad behavior and the bad 
reputation I had, that's the only reason why (Jessica 14). 

 
Even when they were not talking about their delinquency per se, the girls 

frequently gravitated to stories meant to illustrate how they had control of their destiny: 

I know there's a lot girls out there that just [rush into having sex], or boys 
that want one thing or one thing only. When I go out with somebody, I 
make sure . . . that's one thing they don't have on their mind because that's 
one thing that they're not going to get from me . . . No, we got to know 
each other and talk about it (Jessica 14). 

I stopped breathing for a couple seconds and that's when they decided to 
take me to the hospital . . . they stick the tubes down you and make you 
drink charcoal . . . I wouldn't let them do it so they strapped me down. 
Then they threatened to take me to the mental hospital and I cried my way 
out of that (Betty 14). 

 
Even in the last example, Betty demonstrates that she will go to extremes to avoid 

relinquishing her sovereignty. While it is common for teenagers to want to exercise their 

independence, a number of the girls seemed to take this to new heights.   

While the girls frequently highlighted their own agency in their narratives, I also 

listened carefully, throughout their interviews, to see how the girls’ would explain their 

delinquency; I asked fourteen of the girls why they think they get in trouble. With the 
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exception of one girl who thought her entire legal situation was unfair, and another who 

thought she had experienced an unfair arrest, the rest of the girls emphasized their own 

responsibility for their legal trouble.  

Linda contended throughout her interview that she was not culpable for her legal 

entanglements; with the exception of her runaways, everything she had been previously 

charged with (four separate misdemeanors) resulted from misunderstandings or lies, and 

thus her being involved in the system was unjust. Christy, on the other hand, did not 

believe her entire legal situation was the result of unfair treatment, but she did think the 

impetus for her initial arrest for shoplifting was unfair because she only took a soda while 

her companion walked out with all the other goods.  

More often though, the girls stressed their belief that everything they had done 

had been of their own choosing: 

Why do you think you've been in the trouble you've been in? Because of 
my choices—my, my, my choices, so. I chose to be with that person. I 
chose to smoke. I chose to go out and do stupid stuff—all my choices 
(Christy 14).  

Why do you think you've been in trouble you've been in? ‘Cause I’ve made 
a lot, I mean a lot, of bad choices—and I’m a brat. And I’m not about to 
say that I didn’t do something wrong because I know I did. And I know I 
was wrong and these are just my consequences for my actions (Candy 16). 

 
It should come as no surprise that these girls’ explanations stress their own responsibility 

for their problems. Bettie (2003) argues that in our culture, “popular understandings of 

social phenomena are dominated by individualistic, psychological explanations and 
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routinely lack any consideration of the effect of social structural forces on individual 

lives” (p.5). 

Some girls pointed to the deliberateness of their behavior while others saw their 

behavior as more inadvertent. Roxanne illustrated how she made calculations: “Like 

fighting . . . I think about it and I’m like, I know I’m going to get in trouble, but oh well.” 

Others saw their trouble as more inadvertent; Candy said, “I don’t think before I act,” and 

Sara said, “I don’t even think I mean to get in trouble.” Both of these girls suggest that 

though they did not expect the upshot of their actions, they were still the actors.  

 Seldom did the girls link their peers’ influence to the trouble they have been in, 

and only Jasmine and Amber explained their trouble this way. Jasmine’s legal trouble 

was the result of her succumbing to a friend’s pressure: 

What is the main reason you think you got into the trouble you got into? 
Hanging around with the wrong people, trying to fit in with people that 
you shouldn't be involved with, that's the reason I got in trouble . . .it 
wasn't about being scared of anybody it was about the friends I was going 
to have and the friends I wasn't going to have . . .the stuff they're going to 
say about me . . .[the] reason I'm on probation was because one of my 
friends told me to do something, so I did it. 

 
Although from her comment it appears that Jasmine’s friend may have pressured her to 

do something illegal, Jasmine believes she weighed the costs and benefits before she 

acted and ultimately the decision to misbehave was hers. Warr (2002) suggests “loyalty 

plays a particularly important role in interpersonal relationships among adolescents” 

(p.49). And his conception of loyalty as a motivating factor was particularly true for 

Jasmine: “When it comes to delinquent behavior, loyalty means much more than not 
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ratting on your friend(s). It often means engaging in risky or illegal behavior in which 

one would not otherwise participate in order to preserve or solidify a friendship” (p.50). 

Even though Jasmine attributes the delinquency to her friend’s influence, in the end she 

acknowledges that she made the decision to key a car. 

Unlike Jasmine who feared her friends’ rejection if she did not perform a 

delinquent act, some girls thought some of their trouble was the result of their desire to 

impress their friends. Roxanne proposed that her school problems were initially due to 

her showing off, and Candy believes she acted up for her peers’ attention. Alasia thought 

her desire for peer approval led her to misbehave:  

I think I’ve gotten in trouble because . . .I thought that whatever I was 
going to do was cool and I wanted to be like everybody else that was 
doing it . . . I don’t believe in peer pressure because you make your own 
decisions just like everybody else—because no one can make you do 
anything . . . So I think that I did that all on my own, all the trouble I’ve 
been in, I did it all on my own because I wanted to be cool (Alasia 15). 

 
Warr (2002) also shed some light on the phenomenon these girls are describing—that of 

misbehaving to gain friends’ approval. According to Warr, status is a “precious and 

fragile commodity” among adolescents and, “for many adolescents, the only potential 

source of status in their lives lies in the world of their age-peers, and the need for 

acceptance and validations in those relationships . . . can be very strong.” (p. 53).  

Yet, while Alasia acknowledged how important status is to her, she rejected peer 

pressure as an explanation for her behavior. Other girls also rebuffed this standard 

explanation and held themselves responsible for their actions. Felisa countered her 
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mother’s belief that her previous misdeeds were the result of her friend: “It wasn’t just 

her fault—it was my fault.” And Leia scoffed at the idea that her peers influence her:  

If I didn't want to do something, I wouldn't do it, and usually whenever I 
got in trouble . . . most people are like, ‘Oh those people are bad 
influences. They talked you into it.’ Well actually, I was the one who 
suggested it [she laughed] . . . that's the way it was (Leia 17). 

 
Sierra flip-flopped on whether her friends were behind her trouble. On the one 

hand she explained “mainly my friends always followed me,” but when I asked Sierra 

whose idea it was to bring drugs to school, Sierra pointed to her friends. What is more, 

Sierra suggested that she ran away because her friends prodded her to run away with 

them.  

As previously mentioned, I was particularly interested in whether the girls would 

provide structural explanations for their delinquency. Few did. We already saw how 

Linda believed her legal problems were the result of the system’s unfair handling of her. 

Only one other girl, Betty (14), offered a structural explanation for her delinquency, and 

she had difficulty envisioning that the cause of her problem stemmed from beyond the 

walls of her family home. Betty explained how she chose to use drugs because life wore 

her down:  

How would you explain to someone why you think you've been in the 
trouble you've been in, the main reason? Life, sometimes it gets too 
overwhelming, you look for a way out [by using drugs] . . . before you 
know it, you're trapped. You find that way and it works so every time you 
are depressed or upset and you know that, you feel like that helps, you 
constantly keep on going back to it until it becomes a big problem in your 
life. 
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But by “life,” Betty meant her life, and more specifically, her family’s life. Betty 

connected her family’s economic strain to her legal trouble: 

The way I grew up was tough, basically. I had to learn fast and didn't have 
much of a childhood . . . just want to escape and then that's when you turn 
to drugs basically. You start getting in trouble, maybe to get your parents 
to notice you more or pay attention to you or sometimes it is just a cry for 
help. Do you think that was the case with you? Somewhat, yeah . . . It’s 
not really so much as what my mom did as so much as they way we have 
to live our life . . . Sometimes not knowing where your next meal is going 
to come from or if you are going to have a place to live because you're two 
months behind on rent—just stuff like that can get really overwhelming 
and start closing in on you. 

 
On this point Betty is clear: she does not blame her mother for her drug use and her 

subsequent legal trouble; instead she links her decision to use drugs directly to her 

family’s tenuous economic situation.  

Though only a few other families in the study (Sierra’s, Candy’s and Amber’s) 

were experiencing poverty to the same extent as Betty’s family, presumably at one time 

or another, the majority of them had experienced grave financial hardship. Nevertheless, 

only one other girl, Candy, acknowledged her family’s deprivation: “We're poor and we 

don't have that much money. These [she pointed to a school issued military-style 

uniform] are probably the only clothes that I have that actually fit me.” Candy stated she 

resents her dad because he “took off when I was like three and left my mom, no job, no 

money, nothing,” and she resents her mom for moving the family for economic reasons. 

But despite her awareness of her family’s poverty, Candy never suggested that it had 

detrimentally impacted her behavior. 
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We have also seen that many of the girls preferred individual explanations that 

emphasized their own agency for their delinquency rather than explanations that would 

implicate our current social order. But some girls offered another type of individual 

explanation for their delinquency; these girls indicated that an emotional injury or their 

emotional state was behind their delinquent conduct. 

Two girls, Sara and Kitty, suggested that the loss of family members was at least 

part of the explanation for their legal trouble:  

Why do you think you’ve been in trouble? Well, I think it's because the 
way I was raised and with my sister passing away, I think that had a lot to 
do with it because that kind of just, brought my anger out even more. And 
I was grieving over her and just like, so much, just all of a sudden 
happened, like that. And she was the main person that I always went 
to…we didn't have much problems with each other—me and my brother 
would always be fighting, me and my mom would always be fighting 
(Kitty 17).  

 
Kitty linked her misbehavior to her grief over the death of her sister. She saw her sister as 

her only ally in her turbulent and volatile household, and her emotional response to her 

sister’s death as the root cause of her delinquency. In other words, Kitty sees her grief-

stricken behavior as the primary cause rather than the more deep-seated problems in her 

family of origin.  

Like grief, apathy is an individual emotional state; both Leia and Haley thought 

their apathy partially explained their legal trouble. I asked Haley if she meant she did not 

care what the rules were or that she did not care what happened to her. She replied, 

“Both. I really didn’t care what the rules were . . . I knew I was supposed to go to school 
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and stay in school and I didn’t do that. I knew I wasn’t supposed to do drugs and I did 

that. I just didn’t care.” Leia (17), however, suggested her “not caring” went deeper:  

I didn’t care what happened to me; if I got locked up, oh well, I didn’t 
care.  I didn’t care if some guy picked me up in the street  . . . I think it 
was partially because I don't think, I didn't think, my mom cared. I was 
like, if she doesn't care, why should I care? And the way I thought ever 
since I started getting in trouble was, if it is going to happen it's going to 
happen.  

 
Leia has serious doubts about her mother’s emotional attachment to her. Nevertheless, 

rather than blame her mother’s emotional distance for her trouble, Leia blames her own 

indifference.   

 In a similar way, some girls suggested they had been delinquent to get their 

parents’ attention rather than because they were attention-deprived:  

The trouble I'm in like now, the probation and . . . all the stuff I do get 
into, the fights and everything . . . that's me calling for attention from my 
mom (Roxanne 15). 

 
Thinking that they did bad things for attention allows some girls to think that they are the 

only ones who need to account for their behavior.  

Unlike most of the girls who took full responsibility for their legal trouble, two 

girls connected their unmet emotional needs to their misbehavior and linked their 

misbehavior to their mother’s neglect of them: 

[My mom] wasn't there for me and I saw a lot of bad stuff when I was 
little—I saw drugs, I saw my mom drinking . . . I guess you could say, 
emotionally I was kind of hurting inside from like my past and that's kind 
of how I got in trouble most of the time too (Roxanne 15). 
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I was so angry at everybody. I was angry at my mom for not being there 
and I was angry at my dad because I never met my dad before so it was 
just like, inside of me was just empty. I just felt like something was 
missing but I didn't know what. So in order for me to get attention, I 
would do things (Jessica 14). 

 
These girls were relationship poor, a term Kaplan (1997) used to describe the girls she 

studied who had babies in response to an absence of support in their lives. When this 

study’s girls talked about misbehaving for their mothers’ attention or because they did 

not think their mother cared, they seemed to be suggesting that a lack of parental support 

drove their decisions to be delinquent. And whereas Kaplan’s young women responded to 

the shortage of meaningful relationships in their lives by keeping their babies, these girls 

may respond to their lack of relationships by being delinquent.   

Nonetheless, only Roxanne and Jessica see any connection between their 

delinquency and their mothers’ neglect, and both are conflicted over how much of their 

offending is or isn’t their fault. Their strategy of explaining their delinquency by saying 

they did things for attention allows them two luxuries: they are still in the end responsible 

for their actions, and it allows them to temper their criticism of their mothers.  

After Jessica and Roxanne’s interviews, I decided to ask the remaining girls if 

they thought their parents were at all to blame for their legal trouble. Of the four girls I 

asked (Sierra, Candy, Jasmine, and Christy), none thought so. Even Sierra, who was 

legally removed from her biological mother’s home due to neglectful supervision, and 

whose mother had encouraged her to make the false report for which she was arrested, 

did not think her mother shouldered any of the blame for her wrongdoing. Similarly, 
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Candy called her father an “abusive alcoholic” and recognized that he contributed to her 

family’s poverty by abandoning them and then not paying child support. Yet, Candy 

never suggests that her father’s absence, or his shirking of parental duties, is behind any 

of her misbehavior: 

You don't think that the trouble you've been in is because you've had bad 
parenting? Nah [No]. My parents are good parents except for my dad. 

 
In other words, even girls with particularly blameworthy parents, refused to blame them 

for their problems.  

Finally, when I asked the girls what, if anything, needed to be different for them 

to avoid future trouble, their insistence on their own agency still prevailed. This question 

offered an opportunity for the girls to name anything that might assist them (i.e., social 

support, social services, money, extracurricular activities, a different neighborhood, a 

different school, a parent who worked less or one who had more time for them). Only two 

girls thought they would be helped by a change in their environment. Alasia was one of 

these and she thought her new neighborhood would offer her less opportunity for trouble. 

Amber was the other and although she had just changed schools, she thought she needed 

new friends and another new school because she has friends she used to run away with at 

her current school.  

Most of the girls, however, declined to specify anything along structural lines. 

Christy, Jasmine, Sierra and Haley thought nothing needed to be different for them to 

stay out of trouble. Sierra explained, “I already stopped running.” In other words, Sierra 

believes she has already fixed her problem herself. Jasmine also took this tack when she 
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replied, “I’m perfectly good at staying out of trouble.” Likewise, other girls only offered 

what I consider self-reliant solutions. For example, some girls said they would stay out of 

trouble if they chose better friends. Sara, on the other hand, thought that she just needed 

to stay away from marijuana, and she did not need to change friends to do that. Roxanne 

stated, “I’ll stop myself from doing stupid things.” Linda believed she could keep herself 

out of trouble if she obtained a job and remained in school. Jessica said she could fix her 

relationship with her mom on her own. Kitty thought staying out of trouble was a matter 

of her managing her time properly. And Candy thought that if she changes her attitude, 

she will stay out of trouble. 

Having examined how prominently agency figures in to girls’ explanations of 

their delinquency and its avoidance, I now turn to their parents’ explanations of the girls’ 

trouble. 

“IT’S THEIR PARENTS:” PROBATION OFFICERS EXPLAIN THE GIRLS’ DELINQUENCY 

 
Overall, the girls’ own agency played a minor role in the JPOs’ explanations of 

their clients’ legal trouble. JPOs did acknowledge their clients’ volition when they sought 

attention and excitement, decided to use drugs, refused to defer to authority by talking 

back, chose their friends. Nevertheless, when JPOs did see girls’ agency as having a role 

in their delinquency, they generally saw it as a secondary explanation. .  

Most JPOs instead explained the girls’ delinquency by pointing to what they 

thought were the girls’ parents’ mistakes. A common complaint was that the girls were 

not adequately supervised, or their homes did not afford them enough structure. Other 
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JPOs pointed to what they viewed as their clients’ parents’ misconduct and suggested that 

parents’ misbehavior was behind their daughters’ misbehavior.  

Some JPOs recognized that their clients had experienced emotional trauma and 

linked it to the girls’ misbehavior. Yet, these JPOs saw the girls’ families as the source of 

the trauma and thought that parents’ failure to meet their daughters’ emotional needs was 

essentially behind their clients’ problems.  

JPOs may also be aware of, and even sympathetic to, their clients’ families’ 

financial hardships, time limitations, decreased employment opportunities, transportation 

issues, and their marital dissolution. Nevertheless, JPOs’ middle-class thinking overrides 

all of these structural constraints so that they still indict their clients’ parents for not 

satisfying middle-class parenting standards.  

Throughout their interviews, I listened for JPOs’ explanations of the girls’ 

delinquency. I also asked twelve of them specifically why they thought their client had 

been in trouble. The JPOs’ responses were very different from those of the girls and their 

parents.  

The JPOs blamed the girls far less for their delinquency than the girls themselves 

did. There were some instances where the JPOs suggest that their clients should shoulder 

the blame, or at least some of it, for their legal problems. Yet, even in these instances, the 

JPOs generally saw their clients’ upbringing as also responsible. Leia’s JPO laid the most 

blame on his client: 

So why do you think Leia gets in trouble? What do you think all that was 
about? Some of it I thought was attention-seeking—I don't know [that it 
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was] necessarily from her mother. Her and her mother seem pretty 
connected. But I think she needed more attention. Maybe needing a little 
chaotic environment in her life . . . something has got to be, it has always 
been kind of wrong . . . Thrill-seeking a little bit. Happy to be, spur-of-the-
moment, living the feeling, day to day, whatever happens, happens, a little 
excitement type of thing. 

 
Leia’s JPO blamed most of his client’s trouble on her need for attention and excitement. 

Yet, he suggests that Leia wanted “more attention” and a “chaotic environment” because 

that is the way her life has always been. In other words, he believes that something about 

Leia’s childhood that makes her seek out chaos in order to feel normal. 

Linda’s JPO also suggested her client was at least partly to blame for her legal 

trouble when she said, “Her past has made her upset and defiant.” In other words, Linda, 

by her defiance, is partly responsible for her trouble, but her past is the overriding reason 

for her misbehavior. Betty’s JPO thought this was also the case with Betty who, in her 

opinion, “wanted to medicate herself from the reality of her life.” While Betty’s JPO 

believed that Betty actively chose to take drugs, she also thought her client had some 

extenuating circumstances that drove her decision to do so.  

Felisa’s JPO was another who thought her client was partially to blame for her 

trouble. She explained that Felisa had been in trouble because “she can’t keep her mouth 

shut—that’s the main thing.” Nevertheless, she downplayed Felisa’s culpability by citing 

that Felisa has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and that this disorder 

explains why Felisa has trouble meeting classroom expectations and staying focused.  

Likewise, Alasia’s JPO thought Alasia’s mouth was partly to blame for her 

problems: “When people [are] telling her things, whether she agrees with them or not . . . 
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that's her biggest problem . . . she just doesn't keep her mouth shut.” And Jessica’s JPO 

offered a similar explanation for Jessica’s problems at her court-ordered placement: “She 

doesn't know how to keep her mouth closed.” In some situations asserting oneself is seen 

as unfeminine, and in others, particularly in school or more highly structured settings, it 

is not permissible for children to talk back to adults. But it is not illegal to voice one’s 

opinions, yet these JPOS thought that their clients’ main trouble was their unwillingness 

to keep quiet. And although I understand them to mean that the girls do not refrain from 

speaking their mind even in situations where they should not, the girls would explain 

their behavior by saying they are speaking up for themselves. Lareau (2003) found that 

working-class parents are less likely to intervene on their children’s behalf with problems 

their child is having at school. This phenomenon helps explain why these working-class 

girls often feel the need to speak up for themselves. 

Rather than highlight their clients’ culpability, at most, JPOs thought that their 

clients acted in concert with their friends in their misbehavior. For example, when I asked 

Jessica’s JPO why Jessica was a truant, she replied, “I think just because of the peers she 

was hanging out with. She wouldn't like, not go to school by herself, it was with kids, 

other kids.” Her response coincides neatly with Warr’s (2002) thesis that delinquent 

behavior is ordinarily group behavior (p.59). 

One exception to JPOs absolving their clients was Christy’s JPO who thought his 

client had negative influences but ultimately thought Christy was responsible for her 

choice in friends. 
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Why do you think Christy has been in the trouble that she's been in? I 
think a lot of it has to do with the people that she has decided to hang 
around with . . .her boyfriend was a big problem in this department . . . he 
was in and out of detention . . . He knew everything about probation . . . 
and was able to describe it all to Christy. And I think Christy believed him 
and thought she could get away with a lot more than she actually could 
(Christy’s JPO). 

 
But unlike the girls who tended to see themselves as their group’s leader or to 

believe they shared decision-making with their peers, the JPOs tended not to see their 

clients this way. I also asked JPOs whether they thought their client was the leader or a 

follower among their friends. Of the eight JPOs I asked, only Sierra’s believed her client 

was the leader of her peer group 

The JPOs’ perspectives were most different from those of the girls and their 

parents in terms of how much of their clients’ offending they believed was related to their 

clients’ family life. Officers often explained their clients’ delinquent conduct by pointing 

to shortcomings of the girls’ family members or deficiencies in their homes.  

I asked twelve JPOs to pinpoint the main reason(s) their client had been in 

trouble; Alasia’s, Kitty’s, Betty’s, Jasmine’s, Haley’s, Jessica’s, Linda’s, and Candy’s 

JPOs cited their clients’ home as a primary, or the primary, source of their misbehavior. 

For example, though he did think some of her legal problems were due to “her mouth,” 

Alasia’s JPO asserted that “80%” of her trouble is “home-related.” It was also clear that 

Amber and Sierra’s JPOs blame their clients’ upbringing for their problems though I did 

not ask them directly. 
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Beyond asking what they thought was behind their clients’ legal trouble, I asked 

JPOs to give their opinions of their clients’ families. In their answers,  Alasia’s, Amber’s, 

Jessica’s, Betty’s, Linda’s, Roxanne’s, Sierra’s, and Jasmine’s JPOs described their 

clients’ homes as lacking “structure,” “supervision,” or “consistency.”  Amber’s JPO, for 

one, faulted Amber’s mother’s parenting, saying, “There's been problems with all of her 

children, and I just think there was a lack of supervision and modeling in the home.” And 

Betty’s JPO went so far as to say that Betty’s “mom was not there at all.” Linda’s JPO 

felt her client’s family’s home lacked “structure” and that Linda’s mother’s parenting was 

largely to blame for Linda’s problems: 

My opinion of her [Linda’s mother] is that she has difficulty setting 
boundaries with Linda, you know, trying to discipline Linda. I don’t think 
she was a real strong person . . . maybe [she] didn't know how to go about 
parenting her. 

 
And although Kitty had both of her biological parents in her home, her JPO 

believed Kitty’s problems were due to a lack of parental supervision and parental 

support:  

I think in any other family, Kitty would have been very successful and 
would have made it…I feel sorry for her, the death of her sister. No one 
paid attention to her. She felt invisible…no one’s there supporting her at 
night at all . . .no one’s making sure she’s taking her medication.  

 
Haley’s JPO also thought Haley’s misbehavior was related to the amount of 

parental supervision she received; she observed that Haley’s behavior fluctuated 

depending on which parent she was living with: “When she went to go live with her 
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dad…she seemed to do a lot better. And he would report even the smallest of things, 

never left her unsupervised. When we would call or go by there, she was always with 

him—completely different scenario than at mom's house.” 

In the end, the JPOs were often critical of the amount of parental supervision they 

believed their clients had received, and many linked this assumed deficiency, at least in 

part, to the girls’ legal trouble. In her study of family life, Lareau (2003) found that 

unlike most working-class and poor children, middle-class children have little autonomy 

from adults; not only do they frequently participate in adult-guided activities, their 

parents spend a great deal of time as chauffeurs to, and spectators of, their children’s 

activities. Thus, middle-class children receive a great deal of adult supervision. But 

outside of the time they spend at school, the time of children from working-class or poor 

families is largely unstructured and there is little adult attention to, and involvement with, 

their activities (p.83). The prevalence of JPOs’ complaints about their clients’ parental 

supervision reveals that the JPOs are attempting to hold their clients’ working-class and 

poor parents to their middle-class standards of parenting.   

Odem (1995) similarly found that court officials in the early twentieth century 

tended to judge their client’s working-class homes according to a middle-class ideal of 

family life. During this era, middle-class mothers stayed at home to care for their children 

while most of their working-class counterparts had neither the economic resources nor 

the cultural values to maintain this model of family life.  

Now most women, including middle-class women, work in the paid labor force. 

Thus, mothers’ employment status is no longer grounds to criticize working-class parents 
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with delinquent daughters. Instead, I found court officials now denigrate such parents for 

other child-rearing practices, and as we will see, for their lifestyle choices. For example, 

when I asked Haley’s JPO what she saw as Haley or her family’s primary needs she 

replied: 

I think with the mom's household would be structure . . . I mean mom 
pretty much worked long hours and by the time she got home, she just 
didn't want to deal with the kids . . . she just expected that they'd do right 
and do their homework and be ready for bed and that's just not what Haley 
did.  

 
Haley’s JPO is referring to a time when Haley’s mother was the single head of her 

household. She describes the reality of many working-class and poor homes headed by 

single mothers—these mothers work hard to cover their families’ expenses, but they do 

not have much energy left for non-essential activities.  

Lareau (2003) might take issue with the idea that Haley’s mother’s actions were 

due to her not wanting “to deal with the kids.” She would argue that Haley’s mother’s 

actions exemplify how most working-class and poor people with children parent. In her 

view, these parents undertake what she terms “the accomplishment of natural growth” in 

their approach to child-rearing; parents with this parenting style view “children’s 

development as unfolding spontaneously” (p.238). According to Lareau, “whereas 

middle-class children often are treated as a project to be developed, working-class and 

poor children are given boundaries for their behavior and then allowed to grow” (p.67). 



 98

In addition, Jasmine’s JPO believed that her mother’s poor supervision and the 

fact that her home did not have an adult who enforced house rules accounted for 

Jasmine’s poor school attendance: 

If Jasmine doesn't go to school, mom doesn't call [the JPO to report this 
violation]. And I want to say there's probably been thirty plus days where 
Jasmine hasn't gone to school. And if you live in the same home with 
somebody, [your parents] should know that you're not there [at school] or 
that you're [at home] and not where you're supposed to be. 

 
Jasmine’s JPO suggests that Jasmine’s mother is neither good at communicating with him 

about her daughter’s truancy, nor is she aware of what is going on with her daughter and 

school. Furthermore, I also asked Jasmine’s JPO if he thought Jasmine’s mother would 

report her daughter if she was violating her probation in other ways. He replied, “No, I 

don't think mom would report it. Mom doesn't want any more attention brought to that 

house than what there is right now.” In other words, Jasmine’s JPO recognizes that 

Jasmine’s mother’s hesitation to communicate with him may stem from her reluctance to 

open her home to more scrutiny—an observation that may have some merit.  

Lareau (2003) found that middle-class parents tend to be more comfortable 

communicating with professionals, such as their children’s teachers (and presumably 

their probation officers) than their working-class counterparts, who are also more likely 

to “turn over responsibility to professionals” (p. 239). Jasmine’s JPO interprets Jasmine’s 

mother’s lack of communication with him as examples of her lethargy or indifference to 

what her daughter does, rather than as her hesitation to talk to him due to class 
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differences. In this example, these parties have different definitions of the situation and 

their differences are class based.  

And still later when I asked Jasmine’s JPO what he saw as Jasmine or her 

family’s needs, he had this to say:  

Some structure in the home . . . I think they just need a schedule at the 
house. They need alarm clocks. They need clocks . . . they need a little bit 
more ambition and to get up in the morning—that's what I think they need. 
Do you really think they don't have alarm clocks, or do you just feel like 
the way they behave they don't have alarm clocks? . . . I haven't asked 
them if they have alarm clocks or things like that but I just think they need 
to use things like that a little bit more. Right. As far as what they need, I 
don't know if they need to go on one of those makeover shows or what but 
they just need, they need help. 

 
Along similar lines, when I supervised children on probation, I felt that many of 

my clients did not prioritize attending their probation-related appointments as I felt they 

should. Their absenteeism frustrated me as I often had to reschedule my clients’ 

probation-related appointments, which concerned me since not attending such obligations 

substantially decreases one’s chances of successfully completing probation. Like 

Jasmine’s JPO, I have joked to co-workers that if we really want our clients to complete 

probation successfully, we need to issue them an appointment book, an alarm clock, a 

watch, an umbrella and a bus pass when they start probation. 

 Lareau (2003) found that because of the hectic pace of middle-class family life 

and the sheer number of activities these children participate in, middle-class families rely 

heavily on a schedule; the children are conditioned to put appointments on a calendar and 

are expected not to deviate from the appointed schedule. Working-class and poor 
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children, on the other hand, “follow a more open-ended agenda that is not heavily 

controlled by adults” (p.68).  This difference suggests another area where conflicts may 

arise between probation officers and the families they work that are ultimately due to 

their divergent social class positions; specifically, the middle, working and poor classes 

have largely opposing ideas about the organization of family life, and members of each 

class tend to behave in a certain way based on their differing ideas (Lareau 2003). What 

is more, if middle-class children are conditioned to use and follow a calendar, they may 

have more success on probation with its numerous appointments than their working-class 

and poor peers who tend to have less practice at regimenting their time. 

In addition to criticizing parents for not providing structure, other JPOs had 

different criticisms.  Two probation officers remarked that their client’s trouble “stems 

from the family,” yet they had very different opinions of the girls’ families: 

 
Overall, what is your opinion about this family? I don’t know if I would 
even call it a family. The mother’s very, very enabling. She covers for her 
children, she always has. She doesn’t see the importance of school . . . 
she’s not a good parent (Amber’s JPO).  

So overall, what do you think about this family? I think it’s a real good 
family. I think Ruth (Candy’s mom) has really strived to survive as far as 
making a living, paying the bills, staying where she’s at, trying to provide 
a roof and groceries and all that for Candy (Candy’s JPO). 

 
In their interviews, Amber’s JPO leveled several criticisms at Amber’s mother, of her 

parenting and her lifestyle, while Candy’s JPO offered an opposite, complimentary take 

on Candy’s mother. These JPOs’ contradictory views are interesting given the socio-

economic similarities between these women. In particular, both mothers appear to be 
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exhausted from their parenting role and their work in the labor force, but unlike Candy’s 

mother who is remarried, Amber’s mother is a single mother and therefore, is presumably 

even more stretched.  

Lareau (2003) summarized the child-rearing strategy she termed the 

accomplishment of natural growth this way: 

The limited economic resources available to working-class and poor 
families make getting children fed, clothed, sheltered and transported 
time-consuming, arduous labor. Parents tend to direct their efforts toward 
keeping children safe, enforcing discipline, and, when they deem it 
necessary, regulating their behavior in specific areas. Within these 
boundaries, working-class and poor children are allowed to grow and 
thrive (pp.66-67).  

 
Thus, for most working-class and poor persons, being a “good parent” or a “good 

mother” does not require them to cultivate their children’s interests, “particularly if doing 

so would require radically rearranging [their] own [lives]” (Lareau 2003:79). Rather, in 

these families, “a parent’s key responsibility lies in providing important physical care for 

children, offering clothing and shelter, teaching the difference between right and wrong, 

and providing comfort” (Lareau 2003:139).  

Unlike Amber’s JPO who believes there is a universal definition of a bad mother 

and Amber’s mother meets the criteria, Candy’s JPO appears to accept the definition of 

the working-class and the poor regarding what is required of good parents without 

insisting that Candy’s mom meet parenting standards of the middle-class.  

And despite their radically different views of their clients’ families/mothers, both 

JPOs located the source of their client’s trouble in their upbringing. However, they had 
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very different ideas about how the girls’ families were to blame for the girls’ 

misbehavior. Amber’s JPO largely blamed Amber’s mother for Amber’s legal trouble. 

Here she suggests that Amber misbehaved in order to protest her home life: 

[Amber] obviously was disruptive in school, was skipping but I think she 
was just acting out to a lot of the things that were going on in the home 
and she, she was just acting out. . . . [and] angry. I would say probably 
angry. 

 
In Amber’s JPO’s view, Amber was justifiably disgruntled about her bad home 

situation—a situation her JPO believes was Amber’s mother’s creation  

Conversely, Candy’s JPO thinks Candy’s problems are the result of the family’s 

disruption—in other words, he does not solely blame Candy’s mother for her daughter’s 

transgressions. 

Why do you think that Candy has been in the trouble she's been in? What 
is the main thing(s) that you see that has driven the problem? I think it 
stems probably from the family. I think it's because of unstability in the 
family. And I'm not sure what caused the instability but I guess when the 
mother divorced . . . I think that's probably when the problem started. But 
I think that's probably Candy's main problem . . . when you go through 
that, I think there's not enough love in the family and I think some of the 
kids get ignored. And I think, probably Candy to a certain extent, has been 
ignored by the family . . . and being the youngest I guess she took it the 
hardest. 

 
Like Candy’s JPO, other JPOs suggested that the dissolution of their clients’ parents’ 

marriages or relationships explained some of the girls’ legal problems. Leia’s JPO 

thought Leia had been affected by the problems her parents had with each other, their 

divorce, and the resultant father absence; in his mind, the family’s rupture was at least 
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partially behind Leia’s delinquent conduct. But for Haley’s JPO, Haley’s parents’ divorce 

and the subsequent changes in her family were primarily behind her client’s misconduct: 

What was the main reason you think that Haley got into the trouble that 
she's been in? I think a lot of it was just her way of not being able to deal 
with what was going on at home, with the stepdad…‘cause her parents 
were married for a long time, for her growing up. They divorced later in 
her years, not when she was little, so she was used to having her parents 
together. And with the new baby and everything, I think it just was her 
way of punishing her mother—to get into trouble. Uh huh.‘cause she 
wasn't doing big major things—skipping school and running away and 
consumption of alcohol by minor—those are just little, little things. 

 
And though they are not divorced, Alasia’s JPO described Alasia’s parents’ 

marriage as one with a high level of conflict; he thought much of Alasia’s misbehavior 

was her reaction to her parents’ aggression with each other:  

I could see how it would have bothered her or affect her in some kind of 
way—where she would take it to school and would just be thinking about 
that or what was going on in her home. But, she would act out at school 
just because she didn't have any other way of releasing that. 

 
Besides their clients’ parents’ marital problems, several JPOs demonstrated that 

they were aware of some of the socio-economic difficulties their clients’ families face. 

For instance, Roxanne’s, Sara’s, Amber’s, Candy’s and Betty’s JPOs acknowledged that 

although their clients’ mothers worked, they still struggled to make ends meet. Amber’s 

JPO not only recognized Amber’s mom’s tenuous financial situation, she believed 

Amber’s mother would transmit her economic position intergenerationally to her 

children:  
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These are like the working poor . . . you have the mother, she’s working at 
[a grocery store]; she probably makes seven dollars an hour. And you have 
her children, who because of the mother not putting her priority on 
education, who are going to be the same working poor. They’ll be lucky to 
get their [General Equivalency Diplomas] and be working at places like [a 
grocery store]. 

 
An accepted premise in social science is that parents’ class position has great bearing on 

their children’s future class position. Here we see that Amber’s JPO is aware that 

Amber’s family is impoverished, and she is right to be concerned that Amber and her 

siblings are likely to inherit disadvantage from their family of origin. Yet, she blames 

Amber’s mother for what she predicts will be Amber and her siblings’ future economic 

failure. She believes Amber’s mother fundamentally erred by not prioritizing education 

for her children and implies that if Amber’s mother had behaved differently, her children 

would have been able to succeed financially. But another widely accepted notion in social 

science undermines Amber’s JPO’s assertion: parents’ social class position is perhaps the 

best predictor of their children’s school success. Because Amber’s family is poor, Amber 

and her siblings were less likely to experience school success than if they had come from 

a middle-class family. 

Lareau (2003) illuminated one way that parents’ class position is transferred to 

their offspring. She found that members of a social class tend to use the same child-

rearing practices; the practices of middle-class parents are very different from those of 

working-class and poor parents. These different practices have real implications on the 

future socio-economic outcomes of children. She found that middle-class parents 

approach their children’s schooling very differently than their working-class and poor 
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counterparts. In particular, middle-class parents are more likely to intervene on behalf of 

their children in educational settings, and thus, they are able secure certain advantages for 

their children which translate into their greater school success. Middle-class parents are 

likely more apt to intervene on their children’s behalf when they encounter the juvenile 

justice system than working-class or poor parents and in doing so, they may secure more 

advantages for their children than parents who do not challenge or interfere with their 

children’s legal situations.  

Moreover, Sara’s JPO recognized a number of hurdles that Sara’s family, 

especially her mother, faced as a result of the family’s socio-economic status: 

I think the mother cares . . . she just gets somewhat overwhelmed. I mean I 
do applaud her. She does have a job . . .I think she just gets overwhelmed 
with all her kids ‘cause they’ve all . . .had difficulties in the juvenile 
justice system . . . she is a single mother and so they . . . have the whole 
transportation issues. 

 
Sara’s JPO is aware that probation-related appointments can be difficult for a single, 

working parent to juggle, but they can be particularly challenging for a parent with more 

than one child in the juvenile justice system or for families without reliable 

transportation.  

In my experience, many of my fellow probation officers (and my department’s 

administrators) are not sensitive to the transportation problems of many of the families 

we serve. Our inattention to these matters is primarily due to our class differences; 

middle-class persons tend to have reliable transportation while transportation may be a 

chronic problem for working-class and poor families. Some juvenile probation 
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departments, however, accommodate families with transportation issues better than 

others; Sun County has several satellite locations so that their clients may meet with their 

probation officers at the office nearest them. Conversely, my department that serves a 

large population over a large area has only one location, and it is not centrally located. 

What is more, not all of our clients can reach our office by bus. For an enterprise such as 

ours, where probationers are judged by their adherence to court orders, which often takes 

the form of their attendance, a family’s transportation problems can greatly hinder their 

child’s chances for success on probation. Put another way, if poor or working-class 

clients are more likely to have problems getting to their probation-related appointments, 

they are also more likely to fail their probation term.  

Luckily for Roxanne and her mother, her JPO understood some of her family’s 

hardships, and this translated into her JPO not pushing some of her recommendations too 

hard: 

Why do you think they didn't do it—go to the counseling [to which the JPO 
had referred them]? I think Ms. Reyes at that time was just 
overwhelmed—she's a single parent, she's got three kids, she's trying to 
work . . . I was just . . .adding on to her chores and to her . . 
.responsibilities. And I don’t think that she thought it was that . . . 
important. I guess she figured oh, [Roxanne would] be okay . . .I can see 
her . . . being overwhelmed with responsibility as a single parent but I 
think she should try and help Roxanne . . . get the counseling that she 
needs as well. 

 
Roxanne’s JPO is torn between not wanting to add to her client’s family’s burdens and 

wanting Roxanne’s mother to do everything she can to help Roxanne. She believes that 

Roxanne’s mother is content to not participate in counseling or have Roxanne participate 
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and that her mother believes Roxanne would be okay without it. In the end, while 

Roxanne’s JPO allows Roxanne’s family’s hardships to trump her professional judgment 

and her ability to compel Roxanne to do certain things, not all JPOs would do the same. 

In her study of the early juvenile court and its treatment of delinquent girls and their 

families, Odem (1995) found that “Even though they confronted indisputably real 

problems, court officers often carried out policies that exacerbated the hardships facing 

teenage girls and their families” (p.150). I explore this issue in more depth in Chapter 5. 

Like Roxanne’s JPO, other JPOs believed that their clients’ delinquency evolved 

less from their parents’ lack of supervision than from psychic injuries the girls sustained 

within their families. As we saw, Candy’s JPO suspected that her parents’ marital 

dissolution was instrumental to Candy’s problems. But rather than its financial impact, he 

explained that the emotional impact of the divorce was detrimental to Candy: “I think 

maybe also the divorce hurt Candy more than [her sisters].”  

 Linda’s JPO, moreover, thought Linda had several unaddressed emotional needs 

that adversely affected her behavior—and all were family-related. Linda was sexually 

abused by an uncle, given up by her biological mother, and abandoned by her adoptive 

father. Her JPO explained how these issues underlay the trouble she has been in: “Things 

that have happened in the past that’s just kind of made her upset and very just, kind of 

defiant, and kind of like, “I’m just going to do whatever. It doesn’t matter.” 

 Without a doubt, several of these girls had tumultuous childhoods. But once JPOs 

located the source of their clients’ psychic injuries in their families, they tended to blame 

the girls’ parents for not meeting their daughters’ emotional needs and to suggest that 
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these parenting deficits were behind their clients’ legal trouble. For example, Kitty’s JPO 

faulted Kitty’s parents for not supervising her adequately, she believes their 

unwillingness to meet their daughter’s emotional needs is most to blame for Kitty’s 

delinquency: 

I feel like she  . . . always wanted someone to love her. She didn’t get that 
from her parents at all. So she was looking wherever she could and maybe 
the drugs were just a way for her to deal with the pain, you know, through 
the family. I actually confronted the parents one day . . . and told them, I 
felt like they needed to share how they felt with their daughter because she 
didn’t know at all. You know that she felt that they wished she would have 
died instead of the sister—and neither could deny it at all. 
 
While some JPOs criticized parents for being emotionally unavailable or 

inattentive to their daughters’ emotional needs, others criticized what they termed 

parental misbehavior, and they thought such misconduct was at least partially to blame 

for the girls’ delinquency. Besides Alasia’s JPO who believed his client acted out in 

response to her parents’ feuding, Betty’s JPO thought Betty’s problem stemmed from her 

mother’s parenting practices:  

I think neglect and I think that mom not being there at all . . . the brother . . 
. and Betty had horrible relationships day-to-day—horrible things, 
arguments, altercations…Betty being forced to actually be the parent, feed 
brother, make sure that the bills are paid, make sure that they have 
groceries and things like that. I think that, and wanting to medicate herself 
to kind of take her away from the reality of her life, was part of the 
reasons why she came to the system. When you say mom wasn't there is it 
because mom was working too much or? Mom was working too much . . . 
and from my understanding, she would go out to clubs and bars and stuff 
like that and drink. And so all of that in combination with working—if you 
work eight hours a day and as soon as you do that, you go out to the club 
and to the bar and then that leaves the kids there [home alone]. 
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Betty’s JPO acknowledged that Betty’s mom was “working too much,” sometimes in the 

form of two or three jobs, but she blamed Betty’s mother for what she termed 

“parentification,” whereby Betty was made to act as the parent to the point of supervising 

household affairs and her own mom. Ultimately, Betty’s JPO believed that the burdens 

Betty’s mother laid on Betty’s shoulders are what drove Betty’s delinquent behavior. 

Other JPOs also were critical of the mothers’ choices and lifestyles. Jasmine’s 

JPO disapproved of Jasmine’s mother allowing Jasmine’s boyfriend to live in the family 

home and her permitting “a lot of alcohol use in the home” (though he did not know who 

was doing the drinking). A few JPOs did not approve of the girls’ mothers’ dating habits:  

I know the mother's been a single parent for quite a while and not a very 
successful single parent although she seems to think she's successful. She's 
had quite a few boyfriends in and out of the home (Amber’s JPO). 

The way Roxanne explains it . . . ‘Pretty much my grandma raised us and 
my mom pretty much just came and went’ . . .[Ms. Reyes] is still young 
and I'm sure that she's had relationships and she's had her life. And maybe 
she's hasn't been there as much as if she would be married . . . maybe she 
stayed with a boyfriend or so and then left the kids there with grandma 
(Roxanne’s JPO). 

 
Odem (1995) found that during the Progressive Era, “Mothers were the object of 

particularly close scrutiny by the court, because they were thought to have the primary 

responsibility for the upbringing of their daughters” (p.151). We also saw this emphasis 

on mother’s culpability earlier in our discussion of one of the tenets of our culture’s 

ideology about children: there are no bad children, only bad parents (Hays 1996).   
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But parents’ awareness of this ideology can create tension when they perceive that 

their child’s JPO is trying to give them child-rearing advice. Alasia’s JPO experienced 

this friction: 

I've had several discussions with mom that were pretty heated, simply 
because, I wouldn't blame her for anything, but I would just try to tell her 
that I think she needed to do things a little bit differently. She took that to 
mean that she was not a very good parent, that I was degrading her in 
some kind of way. 

 
Alasia’s JPO speaks to the tentative dance JPOs feel they have to do when they talk to 

clients’ parents. If JPOs, whose job is to prevent their clients’ recidivism, think the root 

of their clients’ trouble is something about their home life, they may feel compelled to 

address their observations to their clients’ parents. However, parents may not agree with 

the JPOs’ assessment of the situation and may take offense at any suggestion that they are 

responsible for their child’s misbehavior. In the next section, I examine parents’ reaction 

to any hint that they are ultimately to blame for their daughters’ misbehavior. 

“IT’S NOT ME:”PARENTS EXPLAIN DAUGHTERS’ DELINQUENCY 

 
Of the three subject groups, parents’ explanations of the girls’ delinquency were 

the most varied. Compared to their daughters, the parents downplayed the role of the 

girls’ individual volition in their offending, and unlike the JPOs, parents de-emphasized 

their own culpability for their daughters’ behavioral and legal outcomes. But like their 

daughters, parents pointed to few structural problems their families face and rarely 

connected their daughters’ delinquency to their deprivation.  
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The parents were painfully aware that the larger society sees them as responsible 

for their daughters’ misbehavior. The majority of the parents were single mothers, and as 

such they may be hypersensitive to the fact that their homes were suspect even before 

their children’s entanglements with the law. Most of the parents felt they did everything 

(or nearly everything) they could have done to correctly parent their children. 

Nevertheless, the societal assumption of their guilt for their children’s wrongdoing both 

nagged at and annoyed them.  

Thus, throughout their interviews, the parents tried to invalidate this assumption. 

Hays (1996) found that “parents (especially mothers) understand themselves as largely 

responsible for the way their children turn out” (p.120). But rather than dismiss the 

assumption altogether, these parents tend to believe that their daughter’s delinquency is 

the exception to our cultural rule that bad kids are the result of bad parenting. In other 

words, they believe the assumption is true to the extent that it true about other people’s 

children, though it is not true of theirs. 

While the JPOs criticized their clients’ parents or their homes as lacking, the 

parents’ accounts illustrate that they parent, or attempt to parent, in accordance with 

Hays’ intensive mothering principles. Indeed, these parents were eager to demonstrate 

instances when their child-rearing methods were “child-centered, expert-guided, 

emotionally-absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive” (Hays 1996:122). 

Furthermore, Hays (1996) states that appropriate motherhood involves sacrifice (p.168). 

Besides quitting their jobs and going into debt to obtain treatment for their children, 

throughout their interviews parents disclosed many examples of how they sacrificed to 
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help their delinquent children. And as most of the parents in the study are working-class 

or poor, many of their efforts are even more likely to entail real sacrifices—financial or 

otherwise. 

These parents recognize the society’s tendency to blame them for their child’s 

waywardness. For example, in a departing remark, Haley’s mother pronounced: “I guess 

some kids are just bad apples.” While this comment contradicted her earlier response that 

Haley was not a bad kid, I believe it was more her attempt to defend against the 

possibility that I would think she had failed as a parent. In essence, she was telling me 

that even good parents (like her) have kids that get into trouble despite their best efforts. 

Like that of Haley’s mother, many of the parents’ comments appear to be colored 

by their belief in, and fear of, scrutiny, and their desire to address the collective’s 

tendency to blame parents. Thus, to counter assumptions of their culpability, parents 

employed several strategies. 

One strategy was to stress their unfamiliarity with the justice system or to 

downplay their own legal trouble. Parents who had never been in legal trouble 

highlighted their own lack of previous involvement with the legal system. For example, 

Felisa’s mother shared, “I’ve never been in any trouble; I've never had a speeding ticket.” 

Other parents underscored that this is their only child, or in some cases, their only family 

member, who has been in trouble with the law.  

Have you ever been in any legal trouble? Never. I mean this is totally new 
to the whole family . . . I mean nothing. Our kids have never, never—none 
of us. We were disciplined. We were raised good I guess because we were 
never in trouble, never. I guess I can take that back- I've got one brother 
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that's been to the penitentiary one time but… . . . it's not a role thing that 
she can see in the family (Jessica’s mother). 

 
And Christy’s and Roxanne’s mothers who had been in legal trouble recounted in 

great detail what they saw as their wrongful arrests. Besides attempting to persuade me of 

their innocence, these mothers were suggesting that they had not been bad role models 

for their daughters. Parents who had been in legal trouble indicated it had been an 

isolated incident or one that was understandable under the circumstances: 

Have you ever been in any legal trouble? Never when I was growing up—
I mean, just the typical trying to support your family with budgeting 
yourself. I wrote one hot check I think and that's been about 13 years 
ago—but never (Linda’s mother). 

 
Besides stressing their lack of, wrongful or minimal experience with the justice 

system, parents often said things about their beliefs or their behavior to dissuade me from 

blaming them for their daughters’ transgressions. With all of her children having had 

drug-related offenses, Alasia’s mother felt the need to state, “I’m really not a drug 

person.” She shared the extreme measures she took to keep illegal drugs out of her home; 

not only would she not let her children’s friends come over, she would frisk her grown 

children before she would allow them in her home. 

Parents also tried to demonstrate that they had taught their children the right way 

to behave, or they appropriately corrected their children’s misbehavior. They relayed 

conversations they had with their children, lectures they delivered to them, or ways they 

attempted to punish them. Parents were concerned that someone might think that they had 

not taught their children how to behave and/or ignored their children’s misbehavior. 
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Some parents asserted the lengths they went to try to gain their child’s compliance 

and to stop what they saw as their daughter’s downward spiral. Some parents attempted 

toughlove—a parenting tactic that has come into favor. For example, Alasia’s mother 

relayed what she told her older daughter when she called from jail: “I said, ‘Tough luck 

Sherry,’ and I said, 'Look, when you were younger . . . I tried to tell you this stuff. [Now] 

you're older . . . you done got yourself into trouble. All I can do is write you and send you 

a little change.’” Similarly, both Haley and Leia’s moms explained that they had removed 

everything from their daughters’ rooms except for the barest of essentials in hopes of 

forcing a change in the girls’ behavior.  

Other parents described how they had sought help for their daughters; some did so 

before the onset of their legal troubles. Felisa’s, Jasmine’s, and Alasia’s mothers arranged 

mental health evaluations for their daughters, and Sierra’s stepmother obtained 

counseling services for Sierra and her siblings. Leia’s mother bought and read numerous 

parenting books in her quest for advice and novel parenting techniques.  

Two parents paid large sums of money in hopes of getting their daughters the type 

of help they thought they needed. Leia’s mom spent $15,000 for Leia to go to a 

wilderness camp for six weeks, and Kitty’s parents charged $10,000 on their credit card 

for her to have a short stay in a psychiatric facility. Although neither Leia’s nor Kitty’s 

parents had that kind of disposable income, both felt desperate to help their daughter so 

they took on the expense.  

Several parents indicated that their children had been their priority when they 

made employment decisions. Some permanently changed their work schedules due to 
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their children’s school and legal trouble. Alasia’s mother decided to work the night shift 

so she would be available in the daytime to troubleshoot any problems with Alasia. 

Sierra’s stepmother and Jessica’s mother took more drastic action as they quit their jobs 

to provide their delinquent daughters additional supervision.  

Although parents appeared to believe that outsiders blame them for their 

daughters’ transgressions, few seemed cognizant of the extent to which the JPOs think 

they are responsible for their daughters’ problems. Parents may have explained their 

blamelessness to their daughters’ JPOs and assumed that the JPOs accepted their version 

of events.  

While parents were quick to point out what they had done to help their daughters, 

they were reluctant to blame their daughters for their delinquency.  I asked fourteen of the 

parents why they thought their daughter had been in trouble. In terms of how these 

parents explained their daughters’ delinquency, like the JPOs, parents rarely blamed their 

daughters for their misbehavior. They were more apt to blame their daughters’ friends or 

other family members. 

 Jessica’s, Sara’s, Betty’s, Alasia’s, Amber’s, and Roxanne’s mothers highlighted 

something about their daughters’ friendships in their explanations of their daughters’ 

trouble. The mothers’ tendency to blame their daughters’ peer groups is echoed by Warr 

(2002): “Most delinquent conduct occurs in groups; the group nature of delinquent 

behavior is one of its most consistently documented features” (p.3). In my observation 

and from the girls’ interviews, girls are often with friends when they skip school, run 

away, use drugs, or shoplift. Therefore it makes sense that parents are concerned about 
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their daughters’ associates. Of these parents, Jessica’s mom laid the most blame for her 

daughter’s trouble at her daughter’s friends’ feet. Her view sharply contrasts with that of 

her daughter who saw herself as the primary leader of her friends and largely blamed 

herself for her delinquent conduct. 

She explained that while she initially blamed Jessica for the trouble that she has 

been in, she now thinks she was in denial about Jessica’s friends’ negative influence. I 

probed for how Jessica’s friends had negatively influenced her: 

Can you talk anything about any of these specific friends and what you 
know was going on with them? I really personally don't know them. I just 
know they used to call over here, ask for her. I wouldn't let her go stay at 
nobody's house. They couldn't come over here. They never came to visit 
her. Anything that she would talk about or whatever was . . .over the 
phone or at school. It wasn't like Jessica would go spend the night the 
whole weekend with these girls. Right. So she was always at home. Yeah. 
I wasn't raised like that so I wasn't raising her like that. 

 
Rather than tell me how Jessica’s friends had negatively influenced her daughter, 

Jessica’s mother wants to elucidate how Jessica’s friends had the opportunity to 

negatively influence her; it was not due to her lack of supervision.  

 At work, I constantly run across parents who explain their children’s delinquency 

like Jessica’s mother. They consistently say that if it was not for their child’s peers’ 

influence, they would never have gotten in trouble. And parents seem particularly prone 

to explain their child’s initial encounters with the law this way.  

Roxanne’s mother likewise linked her daughter’s transgressions to her friends’ 

influence. Roxanne was arrested with friends after a high-speed car chase with police, 

and in a separate incident she was with friends when one of them drunkenly drove their 
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car into a tree. Because these were memorable events, it is no surprise that her mother 

emphasized her daughters’ peers in her explanation for why Roxanne has been in trouble. 

However, without my asking, Roxanne’s mother shared that she had tried to teach 

Roxanne not to let her friends negatively influence her:   

There's been a lot of times where I tell her . . . ‘What you're going to jump 
off of a bridge because somebody else is doing it? . . .you don't want to be 
that follower; you want to be your own little leader—but don't be the bad 
leader, be a good leader . . . I always put it in to her too, ‘You've got a 
brother and a sister, what kind of example are you setting? Do you want 
them to do the things you're doing?’ . . . I tell her little things that'll make 
her think a little. 

 
Here Roxanne’s mother demonstrates a tendency of the study’s parents to recount the 

lectures they had given their children about their behavior.   

On the other hand, some parents thought their daughters and their friends shared 

culpability for their wrongdoings. Sara’s mom sounded as though she thought her 

daughter was to blame for her own misbehavior when she explained that her daughter’s 

trouble was due to Sara’s choice of friends and Sara’s desire to experiment with drugs. 

But when I asked Sara’s mom, “How much of it do you think her behavior [Sara’s] is her, 

and how much of it do you think is influenced by her friends?” she replied, “I think it’s 

about even. If she didn’t have her friends, she’d still try to do it, probably not as much.”   

Sara’s mom further described how she saw one of Sara’s friends contributing to 

her daughter’s truancy:   

How would you explain her [Sara’s] skipping school? What is that about? 
Well she has a friend . . . And the friend has a car and she's older so the 
friend would pick her up during the day from school and then take her out 
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and then take her back to school in the evening, because we pick her up. 
She is picked up and dropped off every day by me or her grandparents so . 
. .it did get to the point, she wasn't there, so you know I would call the 
school, ‘Let me know if Sara's out.’ And then they would call me and we'd 
report her as a runaway or missing . . . I went about the whole deal of 
putting like a restraining order to where she [the friend] couldn't come 
pick her up. 

 
Sara’s mom implies that Sara’s friend enabled her daughter to skip school. Nevertheless, 

she thought they were both to blame. Her response was to report her daughter as a 

runaway and to get a restraining order on her daughter’s friend. Also in her response, 

Sara’s mother is clear: she did not take her daughter’s truancy lightly. Rather, she did 

everything she could to thwart Sara’s skipping. 

Alasia’s mother thought Alasia’s older siblings shared some of the blame for their 

sister’s delinquency rather than her peers. Her mother stated that “Her sister and older 

brother really portrayed the street life” to Alasia and her older sister glamorized “gang 

stuff” to her younger sister and “brought it into the house.” 

Parents were more likely than their daughters to believe that among their friends, 

the girls were followers; of the nine mothers I asked, Amber’s, Haley’s, Linda’s, and 

Candy’s mothers thought their daughters were followers. In addition, Roxanne’s mother 

indicated her belief that her daughter is a follower when she discussed Roxanne’s 

skipping: “I think she gets tempted to do it like, ‘Oh come on, let's go.’ It's like she can 

get pressured into doing it and she gives up real easy . . . I think it has a lot to do with her 

friends . . .just peer pressure and she can't handle it.” 
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Conversely, Christy’s and Sierra’s mothers saw their daughters as leaders. 

Christy’s mother explained her reasoning: “She tells her friends what they need to do and 

they do it for her . . . [if] she tells them to give her a wake-up call, they'll call her. If she 

wants a ride, they'll come pick her up. If she needs anything, they're there for her.” 

Leia’s mom’s opinion of her daughter had changed over time so that now she sees 

her daughter as a leader among her friends:  

I used to think she was a follower but sometimes I really think she's 
maybe more of a leader . . . she has a friend who, whenever she'd get in 
trouble, she was always with this friend right. So I was like, ‘You just 
need to stop hanging out with her because every time y'all are together you 
get in trouble.’ . . . [But] the more I’ve seen of Leia and the things she has 
done, the more I am thinking well maybe she is more of the instigator of 
the trouble . . . I thought the girl was a bad influence. Maybe back then 
they tended to feed off of each other's problems . . .but the other girl seems 
to have kind of grown out of that in real positive ways and Leia . . . got 
into a whole lot of trouble real quick. 

 
The remaining two mothers thought that it depended on whom their daughters 

were with whether their daughters assumed the role of a leader or a follower. Felisa’s 

mom saw her daughter as a follower when she was with a former friend, but as the leader 

among her friends now.  Nevertheless, Felisa’s mother believed that when Felisa and her 

friend did something wrong, they were both to blame.  

Some parents did see their daughters as active agents in their own delinquency 

through their choice of friends or their decisions to follow their friends. Some described 

how their daughters sought negative peers or would avoid more positive peers:  

She actually kind of got in the wrong crowd of people. And I say the 
“wrong crowd” you know, I have to be careful about that. It seemed to be 
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the friends she would hang out with were the ones that would want to skip 
or would try to get away with stuff or, she just kind of got sucked in 
because they tended to approve of her wanting to do those similar things 
or wanting her independence, so she was drawn to that (Leia’s mother). 

Linda portrays herself as a tough girl, know-it-all, done-it-all kind of 
person so she doesn’t attract those—the good kids . . .it’s always the bad 
boy she ends up getting attracted to . . .it was always the thug-looking one, 
the one with his pants down to his knees . . .once she actually dated this 
boy that was really awesome  . . .she dated him for two weeks and said, 
‘No mom, he’s just, he’s just too much of a good kid. He doesn’t like to 
do anything’ (Linda’s mother). 

 
Although parents tend to blame peer groups for their daughters’ delinquency, some give 

the girls more agency by asserting that their daughters actively seek out a bad crowd.   

Another realm where parents saw their daughters’ volition in their delinquent 

behavior was when they thought their daughters’ desire to appear tough was behind their 

daughters’ problems: 

If I asked you why do you think Amber gets in trouble, the overall reason, 
how would you explain it? Sometimes I think Amber gets in trouble to see 
what people's reactions is. Like she wants to shock them—hey fifteen, got 
pregnant when you were fourteen, you've been in and out [of detention] . . 
.I don't know . . .I mean even like, when we're at the store or even driving 
and someone looks at her long, she'll say, ‘Oh you got a problem with 
me?’ and I'm like, ‘Amber!’ I said, ‘Don’t do it.’ It's like she wants to be 
known for being the bad-ass, like I’m so tough, I can do it. I'll kick 
anybody's butt in or whatever (Amber’s mom). 

  
Parents also saw their daughters’ agency when they thought their daughters had 

misbehaved to get attention. Like their daughters, in these instances, the parents thought 

the girls were responsible for their misbehavior and not the underlying cause of their 
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attention-seeking. Haley’s mother could not pinpoint the reason her daughter demanded 

so much attention, but she did see it as related to her delinquency: 

So what, why do you think primarily, Haley has been in the trouble that 
she's been in? Attention. Attention from peers or from you as parents? 
Anybody. I mean we've been very close always so I don't know if it's just 
the acceptance from peers at this point, I don't know. So do you think she 
has like an extreme case of attention-seeking, is that fair to say? Uh huh. 
Yes—whether it be good, bad (Haley’s mom). 

 
Some parents saw their daughters’ misbehavior as their active attempts to gain 

their attention. These mothers gave different rationales for the underlying reasons their 

daughters yearned for their attention. Candy’s mom suggested her unavailability was 

beyond her control and not of her choosing:  

Why do you think, overall, she's been in the trouble she's been in? To get 
attention—because of anger, and to get attention. To get more attention, 
because I’m a workaholic. I mean I'm not a real workaholic—I don't make 
a lot of money but I sure go out every day and try to make more money 
every day . . .I'm angry at my ex-husband for making me go into the work 
field that I could not stay at home and be a mother. ‘Cause I can tell you, 
my children wouldn't be the way they are . . .[if I] was able to stay at home 
and be a full-time mother per se. 

 
Candy’s mother acknowledged that her daughter’s misbehaves because she wants more 

of her mother’s time. In her view, Candy is an active agent in her misbehavior, but her 

daughter has a legitimate reason for her attention-seeking behavior. Furthermore, 

Candy’s mother emphasized that her absence is due not to her selfishly choosing to work 

over spending time with her daughter, but because the family’s economic circumstances 

dictate that she must work a great deal in order to make ends meet. Hays (1997) found 
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consensus on the definition of a bad mother as someone who “neglects her kids for 

selfish reasons, because she is more concerned with her personal fulfillment, her leisure 

pursuits, her material possessions, and her status than she is with her children” (p.125). 

On this point Candy’s mom is clear: the inordinate amount of time she spends working 

does not make her a bad mother because she only does it out of necessity and in doing so, 

she is putting her family first. 

Christy’s mom also recognized Christy’s misbehavior as an attempt to obtain her 

attention.  

Why do you think she gets in trouble or has gotten in the trouble she's 
been in? I really think . . . she's really trying to grab more of my attention  
. . . and it's hard for me to reach to her because of the way she is. She sees 
that I'm a certain way with my little one, but I didn't raise her . . . like she 
puts this wall up, and I can't come in and she's just always angry . . . I wish 
I could be a little closer to her but sometimes she doesn't let me . . . she's 
scared about me getting too close to her or something (Christy’s mom). 

 
Christy’s mother acknowledges that her daughter’s attention-seeking stems from her 

daughter’s emotional pain. It is important to note that Christy’s mother had Christy when 

she was seventeen and that Christy’s grandparents essentially raised Christy after her 

mother moved away and left Christy with them. Nevertheless, despite Christy’s mother’s 

role in her daughter’s pain, she blames Christy’s misconduct on Christy’s refusal to be 

emotionally close to her. 

Sierra’s stepmother likewise thought that Sierra’s trouble also came from an 

emotional place: 
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Why do you think then, she gets in, she's gotten in, the trouble she's been 
in? I think she, she's used to being around her family, around her sisters. I 
think that her main concerns are her sisters and brothers. She misses them. 

  
Sierra’s stepmother also thought that Sierra was knowingly misbehaving; she believed 

that Sierra hoped that by getting in trouble she might be removed from her father’s home 

and placed in foster care with her sisters. 

Other parents similarly suggested that their daughters’ delinquency was due to a 

combination of their daughters’ agency and her psychic injuries. Leia’s mom indicated 

that her daughter’s problems stem from both her volition and her psychic wounds. 

What's your main way you explain to yourself, or you would explain to 
someone else why Leia has been in trouble? I think it’s a combination of 
things. I think it is partially because she had no male influence . . . some 
kind of man relationship with [a] father kind of figure. I think that has 
affected her—in just the way she acts with boys, maybe her defiance with 
me. I think she's independent. She's selfish, she wants what she wants . . 
.she wants me to let her go. She thinks that she can take care of herself.  

 
Like Leia’s mother, other parents suggested that their daughters were both to blame for 

their misbehavior and that their daughters had experienced traumatic events that had 

affected their behavior. Kitty’s father and I discussed what was behind his daughter’s 

delinquency:  

Why do you think she's been in the trouble she's been in? What are the 
primary reasons? I don't know whether it be the tension or she just don't 
like the authority. Did she have that problem as a little kid [with] the 
authority? No. It pretty much all started after she lost her sister. 
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Even though Kitty’s father can time the onset of Kitty’s misbehavior to the death of her 

sister, he is not sure whether this loss or her own defiance explains Kitty’s trouble. 

While Linda’s mother saw her daughter as having a hand in her own delinquency, 

she stressed the emotional turmoil Linda has been through and how it has negatively 

impacted her behavior:  

I adopted Linda when she was a month old . . . her blood relatives, they're 
always in trouble.. . . she found out she was adopted the wrong way, 
someone told her . . .Ever since then, Linda has felt that because she is 
related to these people, this is what she is . . . Linda's real hurt . . . by the 
way she found out and . . . that I'm not her mother, biologically . . . her 
biological mother was a prostitute, didn't want her daughter, she was a 
heavy cocaine user . . . [And] she was real close to him [her adopted 
father]. She really loved him and then with me divorcing him, and he 
leaving, she lost a father. So Linda's been through a lot of emotions, 
emotional problems, that I think are the big factors of where she is now. 
Do you think they've played a big part in the trouble she's been in? I know 
they have . . . she's very headstrong but, she also uses all this stuff as a 
crutch and that's what I've been trying to tell the court system—that she's 
using it as an excuse to destroy her life (Linda’s mother). 

 
Like Christy’s mother, Linda’s mother does not think she shoulders any of the blame for 

her daughter’s psychic injuries; in particular, she does not think that she erred in keeping 

Linda’s adoption a secret. Instead she blames the person who told Linda for her 

daughter’s disappointment and pain. 

 I asked Alasia’s mother if she thought her daughter had any mental health 

problems and if this might be behind what she described as her “acting out a lot.” She 

explained that her Alasia had never been diagnosed with any mental health disorder but, 

She acts like a person that's bipolar—one minute she's nice and calm and 
everything and then next minute she's bouncing off the walls. The next 
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minute you look at her and she's going to kill you, or she doesn't say it but 
she looks like she's going to kill you. She starts yelling and stuff. And the 
next minute, she's depressed. We go through this rotation.  

 
Alasia’s mother shared how after Alasia’s first arrest, she was desperate to figure out 

what was behind the change in Alasia’s behavior:  

I took her to [the state’s mental health services provider] to see if she was 
bipolar. I had her drug tested that first time . . .I was like, ‘Look, I want a 
urinalysis. I want the hair follicle [drug test], I want the blood [drug test]. 
I'll pay for all of it.' I said, 'No, I’m serious. I have been through this . . .I 
really need your help because, this is the one child that I think I can try to 
save.' . . .Nothing was in her . . .they said no about the bipolar too.  

 
In other words, Alasia’s mother did not ignore what she saw as a change in her child’s 

behavior. Without anyone’s prompting, she did everything she could think, of including 

seeking mental health help, to try and figure out what might be behind her daughter’s 

misconduct. 

Parents were frequently willing to place blame for their daughters’ delinquency 

on other family members. As I have previously mentioned, Alasia’s mother blamed her 

oldest daughter for exposing Alasia to “gang stuff;” Sierra’s stepmother blamed Sierra’s 

biological mother for encouraging Sierra to make a false report and for her neglectful 

supervision; Linda’s mother lamented that another family member told Linda she was 

adopted. Mothers also frequently blamed the girls’ fathers for their daughters’ problems. 

Felisa’s mom thinks Felisa has had problems because Felisa doesn’t know how to deal 

with her father’s infidelity, which Felisa discovered, and which led to the break-up of her 
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family. Amber’s mother, on the other hand, wondered if Amber’s problems have a 

genetic origin since Amber’s father was in trouble when he was Amber’s age. 

Several mothers thought that their daughters’ fathers’ absence played a major role 

in the girls’ delinquency. Both Leia’s and Roxanne’s mothers bemoaned that their 

daughters had “no father figure” and offered this fact as a partial explanation for their 

daughters’ trouble. Amber’s, Linda’s, Jessica’s, and Candy’s mothers attributed their 

daughters’ feelings of incompleteness or abandonment to father absence, which they in 

turn related to their daughters’ problems. Even fathers who raised their children were not 

immune to suggestions that they were absent. Two mothers complained that their 

children’s fathers were unavailable and this contributed to the girls’ problems: Alasia’s 

mother did not think Alasia’s father was involved enough and Felisa’s mother 

condemned Felisa’s father saying he used to “party too much” rather than spend time at 

home. 

And though Kitty’s father did not blame Kitty’s mother for their daughter’s 

delinquency, he did hint at his wife’s lack of availability. He explained that when Kitty 

was in treatment several hours away, he traveled nearly every weekend to see her and 

attend counseling sessions with her, while his wife went maybe once or twice. Kitty’s 

father likewise indicated that he had almost solely been the parent who ensured that Kitty 

made all her probation-related appointments. 

Three mothers thought their own mothers had a hand in their daughters’ trouble. 

Christy’s mother blamed her own mother, who until recently had raised Christy. In her 

opinion, her mother “screwed her up” by not seeking extracurricular activities for Christy 
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and by spoiling her. Likewise, Betty’s mother thought her mother had negatively affected 

Betty’s self-esteem by favoring the boys in the family, putting Betty in time-outs for 

hours at a time, and by pinching her among other things. And Linda’s mother believed 

her mother had corrupted Linda with her marijuana to the point of even smoking it with 

Linda on one occasion.  

Of all the parents, only two blamed themselves for their daughters’ trouble:  

Why do you think Jasmine has been in trouble that she's been in? Because 
I . . . started letting her do . . . whatever she wanted to. I stopped being, I 
feel like a mom...because I used to like abuse them when they were 
smaller . . . I just started feeling sorry for them because . . . of the way I 
was abused...I didn't want . . . them to hate me . . . I stopped being strict . . 
. My children don't clean, they don't do nothing . . . If I would have kept 
on being as strict . . . I don't think [this] would happen (Jasmine’s mother). 

 
Jasmine’s mother’s comment is interesting because she does not think that her harsh 

discipline of Jasmine when she was young was related to Jasmine’s later trouble. Instead 

she thinks that she irreparably harmed Jasmine and her siblings by not severely punishing 

them and her failure explains their misbehavior. 

Linda’s mother also blamed herself for some of her daughter’s trouble. For one 

thing, she felt Linda’s most recent arrest was her fault because she reported her 

daughter’s curfew violation. In addition, she believed that if Linda does not get the help 

that she needs and ends up in the adult system, she will have failed. Finally, she worried 

that perhaps she did not teach Linda everything she should have: 

She tends to do what everybody else is doing and that's what's influenced 
her the wrong way. I should have made her . . .really I can't even start 
blaming myself for that because . . . I know I'm not a follower . . . maybe I 



 128

should have made her more strong that way, you know advised her that 
way--and I don't think I ever took the time to do it. I never wanted her to 
be a confrontational person, and she's a fighter. 

 
Although the study’s parents rarely acknowledged their families’ socio-economic 

constraints, a few suggested if their lives had been different, their daughters would have 

had a better chance at success. For example, Leia’s mom indicated that her being a single 

parent meant she did not have time to put Leia in extracurricular activities that might 

have made a difference. Likewise, we saw how Christy’s mother criticized her mother for 

not seeking such activities for Christy. These mothers’ comments are interesting because 

they mirror Lareau’s (2003) finding that middle-class parents tend to believe such 

activities are important for their children’s overall well-being and future success. 

Candy’s mom was another who acknowledged her family’s depressed socio-

economic situation. And as I previously mentioned, she believed her having to work so 

much negatively impacted Candy. As she explained, 

Candy needs direction. And I can give her direction but I can't give her 
directions and do everything else I got to do in my life . . . I tell [her kids], 
‘Look, I'm not a perfect mom.’ 

 
In Candy’s mother’s mind, her work siphoned away time she could otherwise use to 

guide Candy. By saying, “I’m not a perfect mom,” Candy’s mom appears to be 

comparing herself to stay-at-home mothers who she sees as better able to orchestrate their 

children’s lives. And given a middle-class lifestyle, Candy’s mother believes she would 

be able to afford this luxury and thus, be a better parent. 
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Some parents did point to things they wish they had done differently as parents. 

For example, Felisa’s mother admitted that rather than being patient, she used to be quick 

to snap at her daughter; Linda’s mother asserted that she should have taken the money 

that Linda earned from her so that she could not buy drugs; Roxanne’s mom, at her 

boyfriend’s recommendation, decided that she would work on being less of a friend and 

more of a mom to Roxanne; Alasia’s mom felt guilty that she had nothing in common 

with her daughter. Nevertheless, none of these things translated into these parents 

believing they were culpable for their daughters’ problems.  

Conversely, a few parents suggested that they did deserve some blame for their 

daughters’ misdeeds because they had made mistakes as parents. For example, Leia’s 

mom thought that in her attempts to try different parenting techniques, she may have 

sometimes sent Leia “confusing signals” and these did not help the situation with her 

daughter. Likewise, Alasia’s mom worried that her previous legal problems had 

negatively impacted her children. Furthermore, Roxanne’s mother said she “pulled away” 

from her kids during her divorce. She explained how her doing so negatively impacted 

Roxanne:  

When I started falling apart, she didn't have the father figure or the 
mother. She had grandpa, but she needed more than that. I think she 
needed more affection, she needed more love, she needed more guidance  . 
. . she started feeling like . . . ‘I'm all alone.’ She started closing herself up. 
So I think that has a lot to do with it. And then after that, she just, ‘I’m 
going to rebel. I'm going to do whatever I want.’  

 
Here Roxanne’s mother’s explanation greatly resembles Roxanne’s: Roxanne’s mother 

neglected to meet Roxanne’s needs when she was young which resulted in Roxanne’s 
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later misbehavior. They differ in that Roxanne’s mother sees her distancing as something 

that though she regrets, she did not have control over, while Roxanne frames her 

mother’s behavior as willful neglect. Overall, regardless of parents’ recognition of their 

parenting mistakes, the vast majority still do not think they were the primary source of 

their daughters’ delinquency. 

 My study reveals, however, that most of the parents had considered whether they 

were to blame for their daughters’ delinquency. Leia’s mom had worried about the 

possibility: “I really kind of always thought that maybe it was something I did wrong . . 

.there was just all these dynamics and feelings I had about my own inadequacies.” And 

although I realized that I was wading into dangerous territory, I asked five parents 

whether or not they had any thoughts about things they might have done wrong or think 

they should have done differently. Parents appeared to appreciate the opportunity to be 

heard on this point: 

Is there anything you feel like, ‘I really made [parenting] mistakes.’ Do 
you have any feelings like that? No, because I gave Felisa and them my 
undivided attention. Even though the father was not there ‘cause he was 
always out partying, I was always there. And I utilized their time wisely—
I took them out to the parks, I spent all the time with them . . . So no. I did 
everything that I was supposed to . . . I put their needs, just like a parent, 
before my own. I would give to them before I gave myself, so their needs 
were always met (Felisa’s mother). 

 
But my discussion with Candy’s mother was illuminating: 

[People]) say kids who've been in trouble with the law are in trouble 
because they've had bad parents or bad parenting . . . What would you say 
to people who think that? What would you say about Candy's case? That 
has a lot to do with it—environment they're in at home has a lot to do with 
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[it] . . . Do you think the blame is on you about how she's [behaved]? 
Some of it is mine but a lot of it has to do with their desire . . . my kids 
know I don't like lying and yet, they can all . . . tell me a lie and never 
blink an eye . . . that's when I feel like . . . I didn't teach them what they 
need to be taught.   

 
Candy’s mother’s statement demonstrates how pervasive our belief that one’s parents or 

home environment is responsible for how one turns out is: even parents with delinquent 

children believe this to be true, at least to some extent. Like other parents in the study, 

Candy’s mom subscribes to an essential aspect of intensive motherhood: “[that] in the 

end it is mothers who are held responsible and who understand themselves as accountable 

. . . for shaping the kinds of adults those children will become” (Hays 1996:108).   

Overall, the parents in this study took a defensive stance when discussing their 

daughters’ delinquency. More specifically, they appeared concerned that they might be 

scrutinized and consequently blamed for their daughters’ legal trouble. Beyond their 

attempts to prove that they were not responsible for their daughters’ problems, parents 

explained their daughters’ delinquency in a variety of ways. One strategy was to redirect 

the blame on other family members whom they felt were more deserving. In other words, 

these parents were willing to affirm that the origin of their daughter’s problems was her 

family just as long as they were not liable as individuals. A number of mothers criticized 

the girls’ fathers for what they said was their misconduct, unavailability or wholesale 

absence. Siblings and extended family members were also targeted. Most interesting of 

these was when the girls’ mothers blamed their own mothers for what they saw as 

parenting deficits or misconduct with their grandchildren.   
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In their explanations of their daughters’ delinquency, parents acknowledged their 

daughters’ volition in certain circumstances: they saw their daughters as responsible for 

their choice of friends, their decisions to follow their friends, their attempts to act tough, 

and their tendency to seek attention. Other parents thought their daughters’ delinquency 

resulted from a combination of their agency and psychic injuries such that the girls’ 

emotional wounds drove their decisions to misbehave. 

Few parents highlighted their families’ disadvantaged socio-economic condition. 

Those that did rarely related their daughters’ delinquency to the family’s inferior position 

in the social hierarchy or to the deprivation they have faced. One of the few exceptions to 

this trend was parents who thought their children would have benefited from participation 

in extracurricular activities. I took this desire of parents to mean they wish they could 

have given their children a more middle-class upbringing or that their children would 

have had some middle-class advantages. 

In a nutshell, the girls almost entirely explained their delinquency by pointing to 

their volition. Their JPOs, however, tended to see their clients as victims—not in the 

traditional sense of being a victim of a crime, but they believe the girls have born the 

brunt of deficient parenting and this lack has led to their misbehavior. On the other hand, 

the girls’ parents oppose explanations of their daughters’ delinquency that find fault with 

them. And though parents offer various explanations of their own, essentially they 

explain it by telling us what it is not—and it is not the result of anything they did wrong. 

In the end, these three parties not only disagree on the degree to which different 

factors explain girls’ delinquency—they vehemently disagree. As I previously stated, if 
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these parties do not concur on the underlying causes of the girls’ misbehavior, then we 

can hardly expect that they will agree on the solutions to girls’ delinquency, and such 

disagreement may pose serious obstacles to these parties working together for the benefit 

of the girls.  

As we have seen in this chapter, girls, parents, and JPOs all hold different 

opinions regarding the causes of the girls’ delinquency and their relative levels of agency.  

To a large extent, class differences help explain the discrepancy between the parents’ and 

the JPOs’ outlooks. While in this chapter I examine girls’ delinquency in general with 

numerous examples, in the next chapter I consider a specific kind of delinquency, one 

that is particularly important for girls, parents, and JPOs: the problem of girls who run 

away. 

 
 

   
 

 



 134

Chapter 4 

“Ooh, She’s a Little Runaway”—Or Is She?:  the Problem of Defining 
Runaways  

 

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, some social scientists and radical feminists locate 

the underlying causes of girls’ delinquency in patriarchal and exploitative forces that 

shape girls’ lives. They suggest that the high rates of physical and sexual abuse that girls 

suffer (i.e., girls’ victimization), are inextricably linked to their delinquent behavior 

(Chesney-Lind and Sheldon 1998).   

Contrary to this thesis, as we saw in Chapter 3, the girls in this study emphasize 

their own agency to explain their delinquency. Other authors have found that we tend to 

interpret our situations in individual rather than structural terms because our culture has a 

dominant ideology of personal responsibility (Bettie 2003; Macleod 1995:250). Given 

this tendency, how much can we credit the girls’ explanations of their delinquency when 

individual explanations prevail in our culture? Still the question of how much of girls’ 

offending can be attributed to their own agency and how much stems from the existing 

social structure (that includes the widespread abuse girls endure) remains unanswered 

(Britton 2000). By examining the narratives of direct participants, we can get closer to 

answering this question.   

In this chapter, I contribute to the debate over how much of girls’ offending 

should be attributed to their own agency and how much should be attributed to certain 

structural forces that shape their lives, particularly their high rates of victimization. I 
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pieced together the girls’ runaway narratives with the accounts provided by their parents 

and probation officers in order to get a clear idea of the context in which the girls in my 

study ran away. Girls’ runaway behavior was the perfect offense to use to investigate 

these competing claims. Not only is running away a prominent theme in any examination 

of female delinquency (and my study is no exception, as the majority of its girls had 

runaway episodes in their histories), many observers believe girls run away to escape 

abusive homes. Yet, any act of running away suggests individual elements like 

decisiveness, choice, initiative, and resourcefulness.  

My experience supervising girls on probation and processing recovered runaways 

made me less sure of the validity of the conventional wisdom about runaways. Now, with 

girls entering the juvenile justice system in ever greater numbers, often initially for 

running away, we need to know what is really behind girls’ running away more than ever.  

I found that girls run away for a wide variety of reasons. With the exception of 

one girl, I did not find, as others have, that the girls in this study ran away to escape 

recent or ongoing physical or sexual abuse in their home. However, a number of the girls 

live in households where there are frequent verbal altercations among household 

members, and it is not unusual for these to escalate into domestic violence. To be fair, 

most of the girls are not mere victims of the conflict and ensuing violence in their homes; 

they often have a part, and sometimes a large one, in causing the conflicts and 

perpetrating violence in their homes. Nonetheless, I propose that running away is a 

logical response or choice for girls who find themselves in hostile or potentially violent 

situations, and these situations are ones where they are the likely candidate for arrest. 
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Since I focused on girls on probation, the differences between what I found and 

what others have found are understandable. Other researchers have drawn their samples 

from homeless and runaway shelters, places that are often populated with girls from the 

foster care system or from residential programs, whose residents have been removed 

from their home for a reason. Presumably, there are substantial differences between these 

groups of girls, particularly their abuse histories, and these differences probably account 

for our different findings. For one, probationers’ homes have been deemed acceptable by 

the juvenile authorities or at least, have not been labeled unacceptable. What is more, the 

girls in my study stayed with friends or acquaintances when they were away from home. 

In other words, unlike homeless and shelter youth, these girls had other places to stay and 

other reasons to go. I contend that mine may be the more typical or commonplace 

runaway case, and those of other researchers may portray more extreme circumstances. 

For this reason, my study’s findings make an important contribution to the runaway 

literature.   

But knowing why girls run away does little to help the girls themselves, their 

parents, and the juvenile justice professionals who are concerned about how to best 

handle these situations. Ultimately, these parties hold vastly different definitions of the 

girls’ running away and these differences often lead to negative outcomes for the girls 

and their communities. Therefore, in this chapter, I propose we need three things: we 

need reasonable parameters for defining an act a runaway, we need to be able to consider 

girls’ motives for running when we consider how to best handle them (and particularly 
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before we legally sanction them), and we need to recognize that girls on probation who 

run away may pose a special case for juvenile justice practitioners.  

RUNAWAYS IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
 

In the mid-1880s, purity activists argued that rather than being depraved, many 

wayward girls were victims of male exploitation and they demanded criminal penalties 

for these young women’s seducers. In the early twentieth century, Progressives replaced 

the popular belief in female victimization with that of female delinquency, and they 

pointed to the social and family environments of young, working-class women to explain 

their so-called immorality (Odem 1995). This was a major shift from the previous 

generation’s contention that girls’ misconduct stemmed from their exploitation. However, 

by the close of the twentieth century, we had come full circle; now many of our 

explanations of female delinquency again stress girls’ victimization.  

Today’s female runaways exemplify our present-day concerns with at-risk girls. 

We have long feared that girls are subject to physical and sexual harm when they are 

away from the safety of their homes. Now, we also fear that girls are the victims of abuse 

in their homes. I contend that the widespread belief that girls run away to escape abuse in 

their homes is the result of our society’s members blaming parents for their children’s 

misbehavior.  

Running away can have serious legal consequences. Although as status offenders, 

runaways have done something less serious than delinquent offenders, they are still 

subject to the same range of penalties; they may be arrested, detained (albeit for less 
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time), placed on probation, or removed from their home. From 1985 through 2003, 46 

percent of petitioned runaway cases were adjudicated; 28 percent of these youth received 

formal probation and 12 percent were placed outside of their home. And adjudicated or 

not, of the remaining cases, 19 percent received some form of sanction other than 

probation or placement (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:192).The stereotypical view is that 

runaways are female, and some facts buttress that belief. In 2003, “three of every five 

juvenile arrests (59 percent) for running away from home involved a female” (Snyder 

2005:3). In 1995, arrests of girls for runaway accounted for just over one-fifth of all girls’ 

arrests (21 percent) compared with only 1/20 of boys’ arrests (5 percent). In addition, two 

offenses, runaway and larceny-theft have dominated girls’ delinquency arrests since 

1970, together accounting for roughly one-half of all female arrests (Chesney-Lind and 

Shelden 1998:8-9). Finally, there are only two offenses where the female proportion of 

arrests exceeds the male proportion: prostitution and running away (Britton 2000:60). 

But arrest rates aside, studies of actual delinquency show that girls and boys run 

away from home in about equal numbers. The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention (OJJDP) asserts that males and females are equally represented among 

runaway/ thrownaway youth (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:44). Likewise Steffensmeier 

and Steffensmeier (1980) found that males and females self-report similar rates of 

running away from home.  

Yet, girls are more likely than boys to be arrested and to be referred to the 

juvenile court for being runaways. Some speculate that parents may be more likely to 

report their daughters who run away to the police and that the police are more likely to 
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arrest girls for running away than boys (Chesney and Shelden 1998:3). Inarguably, boys 

and girls in the United States occupy different social spaces and are socialized differently, 

but it is also possible that our explanations of boys and girls running away are shaped by 

our gender assumptions. 

Conventional wisdom and social scientists largely agree on the reasons why 

youth, particularly girls, run away from home. Child Inc. (2005) has compiled 

information for the benefit of parents of runaway children; their website echoes the 

literature of similar organizations. It lists five reasons to explain youth runaway: family 

relations problems, poor self-esteem and other mental/ emotional health issues, school-

related difficulties including truancy, family issues (substance abuse, separation and 

divorce, finances, family mental health, physical and sexual abuse), and drug use by the 

young person. As they put it, “A youth often runs away as a means of managing a 

current conflict or stressful situation. It is actually a method of coping, albeit an 

unhealthy and risky method” (p. 3). 

Whitbeck (1996) interviewed 347 runaways and homeless adolescents and 120 of 

their guardians. Among his findings: both groups reported levels of dysfunction and 

abuse that exceed those in comparable non-runaway families. Sixty-seven percent of the 

girls felt neglected by an adult caretaker, 32 percent of the young women reported that an 

adult caretaker had forced them to engage in sexual activity, 72 percent of the girls 

reported that a caretaker had thrown something at them in anger, approximately one-third 

of the teens reported being beaten up by a guardian, and 20 percent of the teens reported 

that their guardian had threatened them with a gun or knife. Likewise, over half of the 
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caretakers reported being pushed by their adolescents, 13 percent reported being beaten 

up by their child, and 14 percent reported that their child had threatened them with a 

weapon. Overall, 32 percent of adolescents gave “not getting along with family 

members” and another 23 percent cited “abuse by family members” as their primary 

reasons for leaving home. Over half of the caretakers suggested that “not following the 

rules” was the reason their children had left home (compared with 13 percent of teens). 

Children (7 percent) and their parents (8 percent) generally agreed on whether the 

adolescent had been kicked out of the house by her parent.  

Similarly, Hammer et al. (2002) argue that “children who leave home prematurely 

often do so as a result of intense family conflict or even physical, sexual, or 

psychological abuse. Children may leave to protect themselves or because they are no 

longer wanted in the home” (p. 2). Chesney-Lind and Shelden (1998) agree that running 

away from home typically follows a lengthy period of intense family conflict. They also 

assert that many runaway girls come from families characterized by an unusual amount 

of parental control. As they put it, “What usually occurs is abuse or overly strict 

discipline or, in many cases, both” (p.36). And Schaffner (1999:94) interviewed 26 

runaways about why they ran away. Their reasons fell broadly into four groups: physical, 

sexual, and/or ritual abuse; overly strict parents; general emotional family conflict; and 

parental abandonment or flight from social service placement. Olson et al., (1980) on the 

other hand, found that most runaways have experienced severe problems at home; 

however, those who run away more than once have the most severe problems. 
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Leiber (1996) interviewed 73 juvenile justice professionals about why youth run 

away. “Family problems” was among their most often listed reason with physical and 

sexual abuse believed to be the cause of many of the problems. Other reasons include a 

decrease of family values, poor parenting skills, and a lack of family involvement with 

their children. The professionals believed that girls run away more than boys and are 

more likely to be running from abuse or neglect. They believed boys were more likely to 

run because of an unwillingness to follow rules or because they desired independence. 

Some respondents suggested that boys are more likely to be running from the authority of 

the court or their parents. As I previously mentioned, some social scientists and feminists 

argue that female delinquency is highly related to female victimization. To these 

theorists, girls’ running away provides a clear example of the strong causal link between 

the two. Bergsmann (1989) makes this connection clear; she explains, “Many delinquent 

females are locked up for running away from home as a result of physical and/or sexual 

abuse or exploitation” (p. 77).  

Chesney-Lind and Shelden (1998) similarly argue that most runaway girls have 

fled homes where abuse was an everyday event and point to several studies noting that a 

preponderance of girls referred to juvenile court have been sexually or physically abused. 

As they put it, “Sexual abuse, then, appears to be the most common element in the lives 

of girls who run away” (p. 38). They point to the fact that girls are considerably more 

likely than boys to be the victims of child sexual abuse, and a significant number of girls 

also experience serious problems with physical abuse. By running away, girls are 

attempting to escape victimization in their home. As they put it:  
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For sexually abused girls, the abuse begins somewhat early in their lives, 
and when they reach puberty and early adolescence they begin to question 
the behavior. They come to the realization that it is not “normal” (as they 
have been told by their father or stepfather) and hence fall prone to guilt 
and shame, which eventuates in attempts to escape (pp.37-38).  

THE EVER-ELUSIVE “RUNAWAY” 
 

Unfortunately, our definition of runaway does not meet a reasonable person’s 

standard. Not specifying an amount of time but rather the absence of permission means 

that any unsanctioned departure (and in the case of probationers, any curfew violation), 

can be treated as a runaway. As we will see with the girls, some of their absences 

represent their attempts at self-preservation, while others represent their attempts to gain 

freedom. As things now stand, definitionally a child may be a runaway, but they may not 

merit concern as truly at-risk just because they are away from home.  

A few things further complicate getting a clear picture of the runaway histories of 

the girls in my study. For one, probation departments’ records do not contain all of their 

clients’ runaway events. Sometimes these are instances of parents not reporting their 

daughters’ departure; other times, runaway episodes were reported to law enforcement, 

but are absent from the girls’ records. For example, Sierra, Sara, and Jessica had no 

runaways noted on their juvenile court record, though their parents had reported them to 

the police several times. Jessica was even picked up by the police for leaving home three 

times and spent one night in detention, but no runaways appear on her record.  

Relying on official records to gather the number of runaways is also impossible 

because situations that respondents considered runaways are called something else in the 

probation records. Alasia left home for a week, an act she sees as a runaway, but on her 
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record it appears as a “violation of a juvenile court order.” But when Linda left home for 

a year (to stay with her father in Mexico, without her mom’s permission), this was listed 

as a runaway.  

The girls and their parents proved to be the best guides as to how many times a 

girl had run away. Only six of the fifteen girls had an episode called runaway on their 

record, though ten girls said they had run away from home. And only four of the girls had 

more than one runaway on their record, though six said they had run away multiple times. 

Probation department records and probation officers on the other hand, were more 

useful than the girls and their parents for learning the disposition of runaway referrals that 

appear on the girls’ records. Girls and their parents were often unclear about the exact 

progression of the girls’ cases through the juvenile justice system, particularly when the 

cases transitioned from being handled informally to formally. According to their 

probation departments’ records, all six of the girls with runaway on their record were 

initially handled by the municipal court or were given deferred prosecution for running 

away or for a runaway referral in combination with another misdemeanor.  The fact that 

no universally accepted definition of what constitutes a runaway episode or a runaway 

child exists compounds the problem of quantifying runaways. The closest the Texas 

Penal Code comes to defining a runaway is in its description of the offense “harboring a 

runaway child.” There it suggests that a runaway is someone “younger than 18 years” 

who “has escaped from the custody of a peace officer, a probation officer, the Texas 

Youth Council, or a detention facility for children, or is voluntarily absent from the 
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child’s home without the consent of the child’s parent or guardian for a substantial length 

of time or without the intent to return” (Texas Family Code 2004:49).  

Hammer et al., (2004:3) writing for the OJJDP, distinguish between what they 

term “broad scope” and “policy focal” runaway episodes (i.e., all cases and those 

considered to be more serious). A broad scope episode meets any one of the following 

criteria: 1) A child leaves home without permission and stays away overnight, 2) A child 

14 years or younger (or older and mentally incompetent) who is away from home chooses 

not to come home when expected to and stays away overnight, 3) A child 15 years or 

older who is away from home chooses not to come home and stays away two nights, or 4) 

A child made a statement or left a note indicating intent to run away and then stayed 

away at least overnight. A policy focal episode meets the additional condition that the 

child was without a familiar and secure place to stay for at least one night. A 

representative of my local police department explained that their office accepts runaway 

reports on any person less than 18 years of age who is not in the custodial parent’s 

possession for any length of time. In other words, in terms of police practice, the “broad 

scope” and “policy focal” categories are not necessarily in use. Thus, children are subject 

to a more stringent definition, one in which a runaway is a youth who is away from home 

without the permission of their guardian.  

Many girls initially enter the juvenile justice system as runaways. Consequently, I 

asked all the participants what they saw as the girl’s first legal trouble and I suspected 

that most would say “runaway.” In Leia’s and Amber’s cases, their official records and 

all three interviewed parties indicated that running away was their first legal trouble. 
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Kitty, however, has runaway listed as her first legal entanglement, and neither she, nor 

her father, saw this as her first legal trouble. Sierra’s stepmother and Kitty’s JPO cited 

running away as their girl’s first legal trouble. Jessica also thought her first legal trouble 

was running away. And although it is not the first offense on her record, Linda, her 

mother, and her probation officer all thought her first legal trouble was running away. 

These discrepancies suggest that some respondents do not consider running away 

or even being arrested as a runaway as actual legal trouble. For example, I asked Kitty, 

who was arrested as a runaway many miles from home, if this incident was her first legal 

trouble. She responded, “No, not really the runaway. I didn’t really get in that much 

trouble.” This incident and other runaway episodes preceded her charge for delivery of a 

dangerous drug. Nevertheless, her father also thought her first legal trouble was the drug 

episode rather than her prior runaways.  

“WHAT’S REALLY GOIN’ ON:” HOW GIRLS DEFINE RUNAWAYS 

 
Now that we have seen what the girls’ running away consists of, I turn to the 

girls’ definitions of their running away. Among my respondents, there was also no clear 

agreement on what constitutes a runaway. However, the girls’ definitions of the situation 

of their running away may best be summarized as: I ran away if I say I ran away. To be 

more specific, the girls’ definitions do not hinge on the act of leaving or the amount of 

time they were gone; rather, in their minds, what matters are their intentions. For 

example, Candy (16) was unhappy that her mother had reported her as a runaway when 

she had only left to take a five-hour walk. But in another instance that she termed a 
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runaway, she was gone for about two hours before returning home. Likewise, Sara 

admitted she regularly left home for the weekend to do drugs, but she didn’t consider 

what she was doing running away. As she put it, “I never used to run away, but I never 

used to come home.” Sara was even detained after her mother had reported her as a 

runaway. Nevertheless, Sara maintained that she had never run away. 

Other girls’ comments illustrated the difficulty in terming any act of 

unaccountability a “runaway” or a “curfew violation.” Haley (16) demonstrated this when 

she stumbled about what to call her behavior: “When I had run away—I mean snuck 

out.” Likewise, Roxanne (15) contributed to the confusion when she described leaving 

home for short periods of time after arguing with her mother: “So really I ran away but 

not technically ‘cause I would run away from my mom, but I wouldn’t run away, run 

away.” 

Furthermore, while working in juvenile justice, I have heard many girls insist that 

they did not run away. Instead, they contend that their parent demanded that they leave, 

while I have never heard a parent agree with these accounts. Such disagreements over the 

meaning of parent-child disputes exacerbate the differences between girls’ and parents’ 

definitions of what it means to be a runaway.  I propose that during a heated argument, 

the parent says something along the lines of, “If you are not going to go by my rules, then 

you can leave.” Subsequently, their daughter leaves because she only heard the “get out” 

part of the message, because she wanted to call her parent’s bluff, or because she 

disdained the ultimatum she had been given. 
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Several girls thought that if they left over a conflict with their parents or they 

snuck out, or they left home intending to return, these incidences were not really 

runaways. Again we see that girls’ definitions depend on their intentions. Fortunately for 

girls, parents sometimes read their daughters’ cues or share their daughters’ definitions of 

the situation.  

“I CALL IT LIKE I FEEL IT:” HOW PARENTS DEFINE RUNAWAYS 

 
 The parents’ beliefs about what constitutes a runaway may best be summarized 

as: my daughter ran away if I feel that she ran away. Overall, the parents’ narratives 

suggest that parents are more likely to define their daughters’ departures as runaways if 

they experience their daughters’ actions as a loss of, or affront to, their parental control. 

In the case of runaways, law enforcement generally allows parents to be the 

arbiter of their children’s actions so that in the end, the girls’ intentions are 

inconsequential. But giving the parents carte blanche to define runaway episodes creates 

several problems. A JPO’s comment that “parents call the females in a lot quicker on 

runaways” reveals one problem with relying primarily on parents’ accounts: there is 

likely a reporting disparity in the aggregate between parents of boys and parents of girls 

(Chesney-Lind and Sheldon 1998). If this is true, girls are likely to be considered 

runaways in instances where boys are not, and thus the proportion of all runaways that 

are female (59 percent in 2003) is an overestimate because boys and girls are not held to 

the same standard for being a runaway.  
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As we will see in the parents’ narratives, one’s child running away is often very 

stressful, as parents fear their absent daughters are in harm’s way. But beyond this worry 

is my finding that parents tend to view their daughters running away as an affront to their 

parental authority. Another problem with legally privileging parents’ versions of these 

events is that we do not allow for the idea that some girls’ running is a reasonable 

response to flare-ups in turbulent homes, or for the fact that most of their parents share 

some of the blame for their household’s volatility.  

What is more, privileging parents’ accounts stretches scarce resources. Children 

can be arrested for running away even if they have only been gone for an hour, an 

afternoon, or overnight, if their parents have reported them as runaways. And if 

adjudicated, runaways may be assigned formal or informal probation or placed outside 

their homes. Consequently, law enforcement and the entire juvenile system are 

overloaded because we allow parents to report their daughters’ short absences merely to 

satisfy their hopes of reestablishing their parental authority. In addition, more children 

end up criminalized and in the juvenile justice system than the number that actually need 

its style of intervention; truly delinquent children receive less supervision and less 

resources towards their rehabilitation, which is detrimental to them and to public safety.  

Parents tended to concur with their daughters’ regarding their runaway histories, 

particularly when the girls said they had never run away. But some girls left home 

without permission, yet their mothers did not consider them runaways for three reasons: 

they presumed to know their daughters’ intentions (e.g., they were coming back soon), 

they did not interpret their daughters’ actions as a serious challenge to their parental 
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authority, and they did not feel the situation was beyond their control. For example, 

Felisa left home without permission on two occasions, and her mother discovered her 

disappearance in the middle of the night. In both instances, Felisa’s mother located Felisa 

at a friend’s house, and she did not consider either episode a runaway because she felt in 

control of the situation. Christy also denied ever having run away from home. But her 

mother relayed a time when Christy was gone overnight without explanation, and she had 

been concerned because there was a flash flood and she could not find her daughter. 

Nevertheless, she stopped short of labeling this episode a runaway, and offered this 

rationale, “I mean she didn’t say she had run away or she didn’t take any of her clothes, 

she just said, ‘I was at a friend’s house.’” For Christy’s mom, her definition of the 

situation was colored by Christy’s definition and Christy’s hinged on her intentions.  

Conversely, parents reported their daughters as runaways when their 

disappearances made them feel out of control. For example, Candy’s mother explained 

that she once erroneously reported her daughter as a runaway: “Actually, she didn’t run 

away . . . she went for a walk . . . I worried about it and the officer found her.” Candy’s 

mother changed her mind about her initial assessment of her daughter’s actions when she 

later learned Candy’s intentions. She reported Candy as a runaway because she panicked, 

but once her daughter was returned safely, she re-defined the incident in light of its 

outcome and Candy’s account. 

Some girls and their parents agreed on the meaning of the girls’ departures and 

sometimes this agreement translated to parents not reporting their daughters as runaways 

when they left home. Neither Betty nor her mother indicated that Betty had ever run 
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away; however, according to Betty’s JPO, Betty would leave home, but she left knowing 

that her mother would not report her as a runaway. Betty and her mother agreed on the 

meaning of Betty’s departures (e.g., Betty left because she was mad and needed to cool 

off, she did not intend to stay away, and her leaving was not a serious challenge to her 

mother’s authority).    

In some instances girls thought they had run away while their parents disagreed; 

eight of the study’s girls thought they had run away while only eight of their parents 

thought their daughters ever had. These instances also speak to the issue of parental 

control. For example, later in her interview, Roxanne said she only technically ran away 

one time, but when I initially asked if she had ever run away, she replied:  

Yeah actually, a couple times, but my mom never called the cops. Because 
we'd get into an argument and I'd start crying and I'd be like, ‘I don’t want 
to stay here; I hate you, I hate you.’ And I would just leave, and I wouldn't 
even take anything with me. I would just put my shoes on and grab my 
jacket and I would run. 

 
Conversely, Roxanne’s mother said her daughter had never run away, she had just 

snuck out for five or six hours on two occasions. Instead of reporting her daughter as a 

runaway, her mother called family members, and together they located her. Roxanne’s 

mother felt in control in these situations. Indeed she felt so in control that she did not 

consider these episodes runaways because in her mind, she never allowed Roxanne to run 

away. 
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In the same way, Jessica claimed to have run away but her mother was adamant 

that she had not. Jessica (14) indicated that her first two arrests were for runaway and she 

offered this about the episodes:  

The first time . . . me and my mom . . . we had gotten into an argument 
and she had got mad at me because I had told her something I wasn't 
supposed to tell her. And I told her I was walking down to my grandma's 
house . . . and she said, ‘You need to get back over here,’ and I was like, 
you know, ‘You're not talking to me right?’ . . . I kept walking and she 
called the cops on me and the cops met me at my grandma's house . . . and 
they took me to detention . . . the second time I got arrested was for 
walking the streets late at night and we were running, and they caught us 
and took me home.  

 
Jessica differentiated her third arrest at thirteen years old from these two with the preface 

“But when I was a runaway,” and she described what was behind her decision: 

I had spent the night at my friend's house. So that night we had it . . . cause 
my friend was going through some stuff at her house, and as well I was 
going through some . . . so I just told her, ‘It's probably just best for us to 
leave.’  

 
Jessica explained that she was gone for a week or two, her mom had not known where 

she was, and when she was arrested for runaway, she was released to her mother. In 

Jessica’s mind, she was only a runaway in this third instance because she made a decision 

to run away and her running was a response to something that was bothering her. 

Nevertheless, her mother reported her as a runaway in the first instance because she 

disobeyed her by walking out in the midst of an argument.  

Jessica’s mother, on the other hand, insisted that her daughter had never run away. 

When I interviewed her, Jessica had recently been placed outside of her home for a 
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contempt charge. I asked her if she had ever had problems with Jessica leaving the house, 

running away or being out at night. She stated that the only problem had been Jessica’s 

refusal to go to school and she denied that Jessica had ever been arrested. Furthermore, 

Jessica had been ordered to wear an electronic monitor, which usually indicates a child 

has had trouble abiding her curfew, so I asked her mother, “So what was the monitor 

supposed to fix?” She replied, “I don’t know. I could understand if she would have been a 

runaway . . . reported a runaway.” Jessica’s mother’s outrage regarding Jessica’s removal 

from her home probably explains why her account differs so much from Jessica’s; it 

meant she could not control her daughter. I attribute Jessica’s mother’s revised thinking 

about her daughter’s past behavior to her anger over the juvenile court usurping her 

parental authority. What is more, she likely discounts the first episode Jessica detailed 

because she only made that report because she had felt a loss of parental control over her 

daughter, not because she actually thought Jessica had run away.   

Parents’ responses also pointed to problems with the term “runaway.” Kitty’s 

father demonstrated one problem when he said: “I don’t know whether that was running 

away or leaving the house without permission …which is kind of running away.” Leia’s 

mom showed another when she described Leia as having “run away,” when actually Leia 

had moved in with her boyfriend with her mother’s knowledge. Leia’s mom stumbled 

with what seemed a contradiction: “I mean she came home one time. She was a runaway, 

and she came home to visit me.” Amber’s mother pointed to another problem with the 

runaway definition. Amber had run from a court-ordered placement to her mother’s 

home, yet she was officially a runaway.  
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“YOU TELL ME:” HOW JUVENILE PROBATION OFFICERS DEFINE RUNAWAYS 

 
I found that JPOs tend to take their cues from parents on whether or not to label 

an event a runaway. In other words, their client’s departure was a runaway if the girl’s 

parent said it was a runaway. One example of a JPO taking his cue from a client’s parent 

was Christy’s JPO; Christy’s mom never reported Christy as a runaway, and when I 

asked her JPO if Christy had ever run away, he replied, “Um, well, I don’t really know 

that it’s necessarily running away from home. I do know that she would leave home and 

not come home for a day or two, or stay out really late, but I don’t think she was ever 

reported as a runaway.” Here we see that his definition hinged on whether or not his 

client’s parent reported her as a runaway.   

Nevertheless, there was no consensus about what constitutes a runaway. Alasia’s 

JPO considered a runaway to be more than just any episode where a child leaves the 

house without permission. As such, his definition was less stringent than some parents’ 

would like. He described his take on his client’s behavior: 

Alasia doesn't run away per se by definition. She's pretty hot-tempered and 
whenever she gets into a heated discussion, she'll go outside . . . but she 
comes back. As far as an official referral for running away or mom saying, 
‘She's gone’ . . . to my recollection, she's never done that. 
 
On the other hand, Linda’s JPO thought girls could be runaways without their 

parents making a report. This was made obvious when she explained how so many girls’ 

could detail runaway episodes that do not appear on their record: “They may have been 

on runaway status, but maybe [their] mom didn’t call them in.”   
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Like other JPOs, Leia’s waffled on what to call one of his client’s disappearances: 

“[Leia] ran away. I say ran away—she went to San Gabriel on a weekend little fun trip 

with . . . some of her friends and got a citation down there for minor in possession of 

alcohol.” Leia’s JPO hesitates about whether to call Leia’s disappearance a runaway 

because she left more in search of adventure than in response to something unpleasant. 

But more interesting was Leia’s JPO’s observation about how parents define 

runaways: “A lot of the females that we deal with . . . run away from Friday ‘til Sunday, 

over the weekend . . . I think the parents call the females in a lot quicker on runaways 

because they’re worried that their female is out overnight . . . they wouldn’t call a boy in 

as quick. A couple days later they’d call him in.” Leia’s JPO’s comments reveal three 

things. First, as we have seen, JPOs frequently take cues from their clients’ parents about 

whether to term their clients’ behavior running away. Second, whether a child or an 

action is defined as a runaway and is brought to the attention of the authorities depends 

on parents’ discretion. And third, parents may be more likely to make a report or to report 

more quickly if a girl leaves home than a boy. If these are true,  girls are at a 

disadvantage compared to boys if they misstep, even if the two do the same thing. I had 

an opportunity to see a poignant example of this parental inconsistency within a family. I 

was the probation officer for a brother and sister. Their mother reported to me more than 

once that her daughter, Jennifer, ran away. Jennifer confided in me that her brother, 

Mike, left home frequently without permission. Jennifer complained that her mother 

never reported Mike as a runaway or for violating his curfew but would report her as a 

runaway any time she left home.  
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But how probation officers define the situation when a child disappears can really 

matter. In my experience, when male clients disappear, my co-workers and I tend to call 

them “absconders.” But when our female clients disappear, we tend to call them 

“runaways.” This discrepancy may sometimes work in girls’ favor as “absconder” 

suggests an uncooperative criminal upon whom the system needs to crack down, while 

“runaway” suggests a victim who evokes our pity and needs help. Yet, “absconder” also 

suggests someone who is gone for a substantial length of time, while the term “runaway” 

does not. Therefore, if girls are reported as runaways much sooner after they disappear 

than boys, they are more likely to experience legal consequences for their departures. .  

TO REPORT OR NOT TO REPORT 
 

More important than parents’ definitions of their daughters’ absences are their 

decisions about whether to report the absences, as reports trigger subsequent action by the 

juvenile justice system. Odem (1995) suggests that in the Progressive era, “working-class 

parents attempted to use it for their own purposes, namely to restrain children whose 

behavior conflicted with family needs and expectations” (p.158). In 1920, nearly half (47 

percent) of all young women who landed in juvenile court were referred by their parents, 

guardians, or relatives (Odem 1995:135,136). And runaways, at that time, constituted 20 

percent of those charged with delinquency (Odem 1995:138). 

Today, parents are still one of the juvenile court’s main referral sources, and one 

of the ways parents initiate their daughters’ legal involvement is by reporting that they 

have run away. This study’s parents made runaway reports believing that they could use 
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the system to buttress their diminishing parental authority. But as we will see in Chapter 

5, it is not clear that the parents received the assistance and support they sought when 

they made their reports. 

There were a number of reasons parents in this study reported their daughters as 

runaways. Most often, parents reported their daughters with the hope that by doing so, 

they might reestablish their parental authority. Others reported in retaliation, sometimes 

for what they viewed as their daughters’ disrespect. Some reported to be consistent, and 

others hoped to use the system to modify their daughters’ behavior. While some parents 

understood their daughters’ definition of the situation, that they did not intend to 

runaway, they still reported them.  

Sara’s mother was one who understood that her daughter had not run away but 

reported her because she wanted to effect a change in Sara’s behavior. She shared how on 

six or seven occasions she had reported Sara as a “runaway or missing” after she learned 

that Sara had left school with an older friend: “I’d give her two hours and if she wasn’t 

home, then I’d report her.” Sara’s mother set her own criteria for when to report Sara, or 

perhaps, as Sara suggested, her child’s probation officer had influenced her reporting 

protocol. Nonetheless, her reporting stemmed not from a serious concern about Sara’s 

absence, but from her desire to use law enforcement to modify her daughter’s behavior.  

Like Sara’s mother, some parents routinely reported their daughters as runaways 

any time they left without permission, although they had different reasons for doing so. 

Leia’s mom said she did this to be consistent as a parent: “I mean every time she’s run 

away, I’ve called the police . . . because I told her I was going to do it and you know, I 
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decided to follow through, you’ve got to do what you say you’re going to do.” Other 

parents consistently reported so that the police would return their daughter if they found 

her, or because they were concerned about their possible liability for their daughters’ 

actions; others consistently reported because they were instructed to do so by the police 

or their daughters’ probation officers.   

Haley’s parents were ones who reported their daughter as a runaway any time she 

left home without their permission—even when Haley indicated that she would return. 

Haley’s mother justified her consistent reporting this way: “I was advised by, I guess it 

was maybe the sheriff’s department that I needed to report her as a runaway every time 

she did that because if something happened while she was out there, then I needed it 

documented already that she wasn’t under my supervision at the time.” 

Unlike parents who consistently reported, Kitty’s parents reported Kitty as a 

runaway when it suited them. Although Kitty spent many unauthorized evenings away, 

her parents’ reports were triggered by clashes in the home between Kitty and her parents. 

In other words, Kitty’s parents would report Kitty as a runaway in retaliation—if they 

were upset about their daughter’s behavior towards them, not merely because she left 

home without permission. Kitty’s father confirmed this interpretation. I asked him, 

“Would you report her every time [she left home]?” He replied, “Not every time, no . . . 

whenever she ran—just left the house . . . She’d go off yelling at her mother, calling her 

names.” 

WHY THE GIRLS RAN 
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The majority of my respondents, including the girls themselves, thought these 

girls decided to run away. Yet, upon closer inspection of participants’ narratives, the idea 

these girls decided to run away reminds me of MacLeod’s (1995) notion that social actors 

can be “pushed into jumping” (p. 255). These girls jumped into running away because 

they wanted to be independent and in control of their lives (especially what they will and 

will not tolerate). But they were also pushed by structural forces into running as a number 

of their homes are volatile and prone to violence.  

Participants offered different rationales for the girls’ runaway behavior, and often 

the girls’ running away was due to a combination of these reasons. Sometimes the girls 

decided to run away in order to do things their parents would not allow them to do. 

Sometimes the girls left home intending to return, but their departure escalated into a 

runaway episode. On other occasions, the girls decided to run away to avoid punishment 

for their misbehavior. And sometimes the girls ran away to escape conflict or violence in 

their home.  

Some girls’ running away was their attempt to gain, albeit forcibly, social 

privileges their guardians denied them. For example, Kitty ran away with two males in 

the form of a week-long road trip. Amber’s mother described how a similar desire for 

independence was the impetus for Amber’s first runaway:  

It wasn’t like we had argued. She wanted to go out and I told her, ‘No, it’s 
a school night.’ . . . Well of course, that wasn’t what she wanted to hear so 
she took it upon herself to do what she wanted to do, which was leave. So 
apparently she had had someone come pick her up and I guess when they 
asked her, ‘Well how are you going to get out?’ She said, ‘I’m just going 
to walk out,’ and she did.   
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Like Amber’s mother, Leia’s thought Leia ran away so she could do things her 

mother did not allow her to do:   

She would tell me I was too overprotective. She just wanted to go and do. 
“Why can’t I do what [my brother] gets to do?” And she never appreciated 
my feeling . . . because you are a girl is one of the reasons you can’t, and 
also you are younger. But I always had this kind of concern being a girl 
going out at fifteen, staying out until midnight with a bunch of guys . . . 
she always felt like she could take care of herself. 
 

Amber and Leia’s accounts were very similar to their mothers: they left because 

they wanted to do certain things, and they left despite their mothers’ objections. Sierra’s 

JPO explained that she thought this was true of twelve year-old Sierra:  

[Sierra] was running away to go stay at [her biological mother’s] house  . . 
. ’cause [she] has no rules. They can party over there—not saying that 
Sierra partied, but it’s just like everybody stays up all night, come and go 
as you please, walk to the store, hang out with friends . . . so it was just a 
free-for-all over there. 

 

Likewise, Haley and her mother agreed that Haley liked the freedom running 

away afforded her. Haley’s mother explained Haley’s first runaway this way: “[Haley] 

took off with her [friend] and they went and stayed at [the friend’s] brother’s house . . . 

where they could do whatever they wanted.” Haley admitted, “When I ran away . . . I’d 

use drugs.”  

Unlike girls who deliberately ran away in search of fun, when some girls left 

home, running away was not their intention, but running away became the upshot of their 

departure. Haley explained how she changed course and stayed away for a week, “just, 

smoking, drinking” after she realized she had been discovered sneaking out. Haley 
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described the atmosphere in her house before this episode: “there was a lot of back and 

forth arguing and fighting [about my truancy and drug use].” She shared what triggered 

her first runaway: “My mom had got mad because we are not supposed to have anyone 

over, and I’d already made plans with Abby that she could spend the night . . . so I told 

her to wait outside my house at night . . . I snuck out.” Haley’s sneaking out snowballed 

into a full-blown runaway when she realized her absence had been discovered. 

Some girls appear to run away in hopes of avoiding consequences for other 

misbehavior. Linda’s mother relayed an incident in which Linda ran away to shirk arrest 

for violating her curfew. She explained how after Linda returned home from staying out 

all night, she learned she had been reported to her JPO so she decided to run away.  

Linda’s mother suggested her own complicity in this episode: “I didn’t want to see [the 

probation officers] pick her up and maybe in a way I told her they were going to pick her 

up so she wouldn’t be there [when they showed up].” 

Sierra’s stepmother also offered that Sierra ran away to avoid punishment: “Every 

time she did something wrong, she would run away.” On two different occasions, Sierra 

ran away before her parent could pick her up from the authorities at school. Sierra, 

however, did not agree with the assessment of her probation officer, who thought she ran 

away to enjoy the benefits of a lack of parental supervision, or her stepmother, who 

thought she ran to avoid punishment. Sierra’s thinks she ran away because she followed 

her friends:  

So why do you run away? Well my friends told me to so I listen to them. 
So it’s not because you and your parents got in a fight or because 
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something bad is happening to you at your house? Well I don’t leave for 
that. I just ignore everything. When my dad yells at me, I just ignore him 
or I tell my stepmom . . . she tells him to leave us alone, and so I just stay 
home for that. 
 

In other words, Sierra does not feel she needs to run away to escape conflict with her dad 

because she is able to either disregard what he says or ask her stepmother for help. Yet, 

despite Sierra’s feelings of volition in explaining her runaway behavior, she chooses to 

highlight that her friends’ influenced in her to run away. In other words, unlike most of 

the girls who clearly thought they chose to run away, Sierra was conflicted. 

Alasia was also unsure how much blame she wanted to assume for one of her 

runaway episodes. She described a time when she was gone over spring break: “I was 

supposed to go to the movies with one of my friends and she’s a bad influence.” Outside 

of the movies, Alasia (15) met a twenty-something year-old man, and after some flirting 

she recalled, “The two females that were with him, they grabbed me, and . . . I'm the type 

of person that's known to fight back and I didn’t fight back—I guess because I wanted to 

leave. I didn't want to go back home. And so, I never fought back.” In other words, she 

preferred a narrative in which she was swept away or abducted rather than an active 

participant in her running away. Alasia’s reluctance to “fight back” is also strange 

because shortly after this discussion, she emphasized her volition in her departures: “If I 

run away and don’t come back . . . I knew I was going to get caught, but I would do it 

anyway . . . to me, I was brave. I didn’t care. I was just like, I don’t care about anything 

but myself.” Alasia’s differing accounts suggest that she is conflicted about whether to 

portray herself as fully responsible for her runaway behavior or a victim of her 
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circumstances. If she is solely to blame for her absences, this suggests she deserves the 

legal consequences of her actions. I believe Alasia feared the penalty of her being gone 

for a week and this is why she made up the abduction part of her story.  

In my work experience, I have been privy to other instances where girls made 

false reports alleging rape or kidnapping. One of my former clients claimed to have been 

abducted at gunpoint and held hostage in hopes of excusing her week-long absence.  

Similarly, Leia claimed she was kidnapped to avoid getting in trouble for skipping 

school. When girls make such reports, they are playing on our collective fear, one they 

have often heard adults repeat—that outside of the safety of their homes, girls are in 

constant danger. In other words, when girls need an explanation for their absence, being 

victimized is a believable explanation. I initially believed my former client, Alasia’s dad 

believed her, and Leia’s mom believed her even though Leia ridiculously claimed to be 

kidnapped two days in a row.  

Girls are not supposed to leave home without permission, and certainly not for fun 

and excitement. These girls not only tell these stories because they think they will be 

believed, but also because they think their victimization is an acceptable explanation for 

their absence. These examples demonstrate that these girls not only recognize how taboo 

their autonomy is, they will go to great lengths to hide the fact that they ran away for 

independence. They also show that girls will downplay their agency when it benefits 

them (in this case, to avoid legal trouble).    

Moreover, Alasia is hesitant to accept full responsibility for her runaways because 

to do so implies that she has no legitimate reason for leaving home. By stating “I didn’t 
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want to go back home,” and “I don’t care about anything but myself,” she reveals that she 

is profoundly unhappy and angry about her home situation. Alasia’s JPO confirmed that 

Alasia had good cause to have these feelings; he stated that there are “a lot of problems in 

that home, [it is] very chaotic from one day to the next,” and Alasia and her siblings “saw  

[their mom and dad] fighting, yelling back and forth, throwing things, being aggressive 

towards each other.” Alasia’s runaway over spring break reveals that she preferred 

strangers to her home situation. 

Other girls ran away in order to get away from conflicts at home. Girls frequently 

cited arguments with household members as the impetus for their running away. 

Sometimes the content of these arguments was typical of parents and their teenage 

children. Kitty explained that she ran away because she was “Tired of all the arguing, the 

fighting, just getting blamed for a lot of stuff.” She elaborated, “Say me and my mom got 

into a fight, I would leave to get away from her.” I asked what they would argue about. 

She replied, “Oh just whatever . . . not cleaning my room or doing this or doing that.”   

Other arguments were more emotionally charged, and some escalated to violence. 

Roxanne (15) left the house upset on two occasions when she and her mother had heated 

arguments; according to Roxanne, one of these incidents resulted in her running away. 

She described these arguments:   

[I would say,] “Mom just stay home . . . why do you always have to go 
out?” And [my mother] would get offended by it . . . she would be like 
mad and start yelling at me, like really going off and yelling. And I’d get 
mad and I’d be like, “You’re not a good mom! I hate you!’ . . . And she’d 
start throwing stuff so I’d leave. 
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Roxanne thought her mother’s behavior was behind their arguments. But without a doubt, 

the girls’ behavior caused some of their family’s discord. And although not all of the girls 

acknowledge the connection, it is clear that their running away intensified family conflict. 

Leia described how this was the case with her:  

When I first started running away, it was mainly because . . . I didn’t think 
my mom let me have enough space and I wanted to go out and do things 
with my friends—so I would just leave . . . then after we started to get in 
fights about whatever, I started leaving because we got into a fight—not 
just because I just wanted to go out.  
 

In other words, Leia began running away to gain social privileges; subsequently her 

leaving became the impetus for arguments that then became the primary reason she ran 

away.  

Linda (16) also explained that conflict at home was the impetus for one of her 

runaways. After an argument with an uncle, Linda decided not to go to school upset. She 

called a friend to pick her up and they started talking. As she explained, “The more the 

conversation went, the later it got, and I got scared to go home. I already didn’t go to 

school so they’re probably already saying, ‘She’s missing.’” Linda’s runaway was 

unplanned, and she did not return home in order to avoid a legal consequence. However, 

what started the chain of events that resulted in this runaway was a conflict with another 

household member:  

I wasn’t even planning on running away . . . that morning I had got into a 
fight with my uncle and he was staying with us at the moment . . . and I 
couldn't deal with him no more cause when he's in there he's like he was 
the man of the house . . . and he always felt that he could tell me what to 
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do . . . So I got kind of fed up with that and I have bad past experience 
with him too and like I took off. 
 
In her interview, Linda described two different problems she had with her uncles; 

one uncle had sexually molested her, and another uncle had taunted her and called her a 

liar because of her outcry about the abuse. Although it is not clear what Linda meant 

when she said, “I’ve had a bad past experience with him too,” she is probably referring to 

something painful in her past that she would prefer not to have as a constant reminder in 

her home. 

THE ROLE OF ABUSE IN GIRLS’ RUNNING AWAY 
 

Many social scientists argue that girls often run away to escape abusive homes. 

“Very high rates of physical and sexual abuse have been reported by those working with 

delinquent girls, ranging from a low of 40 percent to a high of 73 percent” (Chesney-Lind 

and Sheldon 1998:115); two-thirds to three-quarters of the girls who find their way into 

runaway shelters or juvenile detention centers have been sexually abused (Chesney-Lind 

and Shelden 1998). Presumably, girls in the juvenile justice system are more likely than 

their non-delinquent counterparts to have experienced sexual abuse.  

But in distinction from what other scholars have argued, I propose that the role of 

abuse in prompting girls to run away is more complex than formerly thought.  My 

findings underscore that while the girls may have and may continue to experience abuse, 

such abuse does not motivate them to run away.  Just because girls who run away have 

experienced abuse does not necessarily mean that they run away because they 
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experienced it.  In addition, the girls themselves sometimes participate in or instigate 

family violence. 

My interpretation of the girls’ narratives and those of significant others is that 

some of the girls in my study have experienced abuse, by which I mean there was a clear 

perpetrator and the girl was clearly his or her victim. Alasia, Kitty and Linda may live 

with a former perpetrator. As for the other girls who may have experienced abuse, the 

abuse occurred in the past and the perpetrators are not in the family home.   

Only two of the study’s girls pointed to recent incidents of abuse, and only one 

said this abuse was behind one of her runaways. Both allegations of abuse were 

investigated and dismissed by child welfare authorities. What is more, one girl was 

empowered enough to call CPS to report what she saw as her parent’s wrongdoing and 

another left home; in other words, they did not behave like helpless victims.  

My intent is not to minimize the abuse my participants experienced and how it 

may reverberate in their lives, particularly to affect their behavior. I do, however, believe 

distinguishing between past and present abuse is important for two reasons. First, if social 

scientists are trying to pinpoint runaways’ motivations for leaving home, then specificity 

is necessary. Second, and more importantly, determining whether the abuse occurred 

recently or in the past would lead to different treatment options. If the abuse is recent and 

happened in her home, then certainly the girl or the perpetrator need to be removed so the 

girl can begin treatment. But if the abuse was in the past, and the perpetrator no longer 

has access to his victim, then the girl and her parent(s) may be candidates for family 

therapy and the girl may be able to remain in her home.  
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Of the ten girls who said they had run away from home, two believed they had 

experienced recent abuse. One of them, Candy (16), described her biological father who 

lived in the family home last year as an “abusive alcoholic.” Yet, when I asked Candy if 

she had any abuse in her history, she only relayed an incident during which her mother 

had kicked her:  

You said she’s kicked you one time? Yeah, and I called CPS on her for 
that because I was laying on the floor, and I wouldn’t move—‘cause I was 
really upset that day, and she told me to move and I wouldn’t move. So 
she decided she was going to move me herself, and she kicked me in the 
butt. It hurt and I rolled over and like, called the cops. What happened? 
CPS got called and they were watching us for like a couple months. And 
to me it was kind of funny because she got what was coming to her, 
because she shouldn’t have hit me. 
 
Candy’s mother volunteered that CPS investigated her home twice for this 

episode. She also referred to it as abuse though she volunteered a slightly different 

account: 

[Candy] and [her stepfather] was fighting over the T.V. He’d take the 
remote and turn it off. She’d push the button and turn it on. He’d turn it 
off. She’d turn it on . . . the fighting had already started . . . I tried to pick 
her up by the arm to whip her and she wouldn’t, so I kicked her. 

 
Candy and her mother both described their household as turbulent and indicated that 

family members have frequent heated disputes. Candy, however, never connected what 

she labeled as her father’s and mother’s abusiveness to her sole, two-hour runaway 

episode. Candy did not say why she ran away, but I suspect she did so in response to 

some turmoil in her home.  



 168

Haley (16), on the other hand, did connect one of her runaway episodes to abuse 

in her home:  

You were getting hit with the paint stick. Was that the reason that you left? 
Yeah. I was all upset and stuff . . . like that night, I remember my stepdad 
sitting on me, cause I was trying to get away . . . that was just a real 
abusive night—not like hitting each other or anything, we were yelling at 
each other and calling each other names and my mom would spank me 
with the paint stick, but I’d fight her, and she’d hit my legs and my arms 
and whatever . . . Did you think that was abusive? I did . . . and when I’d 
gone over to the neighbor’s house, she contacted CPS. And when I came 
back from being a runaway, [CPS] came to the house and evaluated 
everything and said, ‘Oh well no, this was no child abuse.’ Okay, but you 
felt like it was an abusive situation? Yes.  
This discussion illuminates the blurry lines that separate assault, child abuse, 

parental discipline and mutual combat—things that district attorneys, child welfare 

workers, police, and juvenile justice professionals struggle with when they try to figure 

out what actually occurred during such parent-child conflicts. Not everyone would agree 

that Haley was being abused; CPS did not agree and I suspect that if the police had 

actually responded to this scene, Haley would have been arrested for family violence.   

Since I knew other girls might not see a direct connection between their running 

away and abuse as Haley had, I needed to ascertain whether the girls had experienced 

abuse, and if so, when it occurred. I used this information to determine if the girls might 

have run away to avoid abuse. Often, I waited for participants to allude to the topic of 

abuse, but if, towards the end of the interview, the respondent had not broached the 

subject, I would ask something like, “Many people think that girls get in trouble because 

they’ve been abused. Has anything like that happened to you, your daughter, or your 

client?” 
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Only in Linda’s case did all three parties agree that something abusive had 

happened to her and that it contributed to her misbehavior. According to her mother, an 

uncle had “attempted to molest” Linda when she was about eleven. Linda, however, did 

not call it an attempt. She divulged that her uncle had been found guilty of sexually 

assaulting her and was consequently deported. In our discussion of why she would leave 

home, Linda (16) alluded to this past abuse.  

Why’d you leave? Because I was going through bad things in my life I had 
told [my family] about an accident that had happened to me . . . everybody 
stopped talking to me, and I felt that I wasn’t wanted, so I took off. I felt 
nobody believed me and nobody wanted to have anything to do with me, 
so I felt that I didn’t have the need to be there—so I left. And the second 
two times, why did you leave those times? Same reasons. I couldn’t take it. 
I just didn’t want to be around them. They called me a liar all the time and 
I couldn’t take it. So I had to leave and keep on leaving. 
 
Linda was not leaving her home to escape ongoing physical or sexual abuse—the 

past sexual abuse did not even occur in her home. Rather, she left to avoid hurtful 

treatment and verbal abuse from household members (her grandmother and another 

uncle) who ridiculed her for making the accusation of abuse.  

Unlike Linda, Kitty never labeled what she experienced as abuse, though maybe 

she should have. Kitty shared that family members had regularly assaulted her and when 

she finally fought back, she was charged with assault:  

I got in a fight with my mom—and she had slapped me or whatever…I 
was really fed up . . . she just started a fight with me, and I didn’t even 
really do anything . . . it was the very first time I ever hit her back, and she 
called the cops . . . she started crying to my dad and was like, ‘I can’t take 
this abuse,’ and I was like, you know, ever since I could remember . . .  
she’d hit me and stuff.  But you know . . . what really, really made me 
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mad? Whenever she said that . . . she couldn’t take this abuse, ‘cause it’s 
like, I’ve been beat with the belt, beat with the hand, slapped across the 
face . . . my brother used to beat me up too but my mom never really did 
much. 

 
In addition, Kitty’s JPO strongly suspected that Kitty had been sexually abused by 

her older brother: 

I had met up there with Kitty . . . we’d gotten on the topic about her 
parents being gone at night and my concerns about her being there alone, 
and her comment to me was, ‘I like it better that way. You don’t have to 
worry when you hear a noise in the hallway about who’s coming down the 
hall towards your room.’ And I said, ‘Kitty, do you want to talk about 
that?’ And she just put her head down and went, ‘No,’ and she shut down . 
. . when you were making that comment, was the brother living in the 
house? No, he was married and living in Abilene, and she was really 
thankful about that. She could have been making [the comment] about him 
in the past or she could have been making it about her dad? Yeah, but 
there seemed to be such hatred toward her brother . . . whereas she felt 
closer to dad. 
 
Kitty never indicated that she ran away to escape abuse. Instead, she emphasized 

conflicts in her home as her reasons for leaving. What underlay these conflicts may be 

Kitty’s resentment that her mother did not keep her safe from her brother’s abuse, or 

perhaps her mother was abusive to Kitty herself. And, if conflicts in her home regularly 

escalated to violence, Kitty might be leaving to ensure her safety or to avoid doing 

anything that could lead to her arrest.  

Kitty’s arrest in the above example of family violence illustrates how mandatory 

arrest laws for domestic violence that were put in place primarily to help adult women 

actually disadvantage girls when they are participants in violent family disputes. For 

instance, Kitty’s mother started the fight, but Kitty was the one arrested. 
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The female proportion of arrests for Violent Crime Index offenses rose from 10 

percent to 18 percent between 1980 and 2003 (Snyder and Sickmund 2006:128). This rise 

seems to suggest that girls have become more violent, but as Sickmund and Synder 

(2006:128) explain, if girls had become more violent, the female proportion of juvenile 

arrests would have increased for all types of violent crime during this period. On the 

contrary, it stayed virtually the same for robbery (7% to 9%). Rather, what accounts for 

girls’ greater share of violent crime arrests is the increase in the proportion of juvenile 

arrests for simple assault (from 21% to 32%) and aggravated assault (from 15% to 24%).  

Snyder and Sickmund (2006) also offer a possible explanation for the substantial 

increase in female arrests for assault. They give three reasons for this increase: domestic 

assaults represent a larger proportion of girls’ violence than boys’ violence, mandatory 

arrest laws for domestic violence have taken effect in many states (including Texas), and 

people are increasingly willing to report crimes to law enforcement. These factors 

combine to “yield a greater increase in female than male arrests for assault, while having 

no effect on the other violent crimes” (p.129).  

Along with the mandatory arrest laws, I contend that three other tendencies 

contribute to girls typically being arrested when the police respond to a report of family 

violence. First, the law allows parents to use some forms of physical discipline on their 

children; therefore, in disciplinary situations, parents and law enforcement tend to define 

some parental physical violence as discipline. Second, although our culture abhors 

violence against children, I believe that violence against one’s parent, especially one’s 

mother, is taboo; thus girls’ violence against their parents is interpreted as particularly 
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aberrant. And third, it is much easier to arrest a child than the parent, particularly if there 

are other children in the home. Arresting a parent when there is no other adult present 

creates a dilemma for officers who have to arrange care for any minor children left alone.  

Candy and her mother, Amber and her mother, Haley and her mother, and Kitty 

and her father recalled instances of parent-child conflict that escalated to physical 

violence, and a number of these resulted in the girl’s arrest. Candy described one of them:  

I was being cornered in my kitchen, by my stepdad, my dad, and my 
middle sister . . . And my stepdad threatened to hit me and I was defending 
myself ‘cause he raised his hand . . . so I kicked him in the groins three 
times . . . and then I grabbed whatever I could find to keep him away from 
me, which was a knife. It was like the closest thing I could reach and I put 
it in front of me, like, held it up to my stomach so like if he came any 
closer . . . I would of stabbed him—‘cause I was desperate to get out. 
‘Cause I was trying to get out of the house so I could cool down. They 
wouldn't let me get out of the kitchen. They wouldn't let me call my mom. 

 
Candy wanted to leave her house to diffuse the situation; her inability to do so 

resulted in her being arrested and placed on probation for family violence. In my 

experience, parents often try to prevent their daughters from leaving home by blocking 

the door or by other means.  Frequently, these situations turn violent and result in the 

girls’ arrest for family violence.  

Girls’ departures are not the only triggers for violence. It is not unusual for 

violence to erupt between girls and their parents when the girls return home; these parties 

may resume their earlier arguments or start fighting about the details of the girls’ 

absence. Some parents were dismayed and frustrated by their returned daughters’ 

demeanors:  
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She came home and she had a chip on her shoulder . . . couldn’t 
understand why I was so upset, didn’t understand why she was getting in 
trouble. That, ‘Hey I’m back now, aren’t you happy?’ . . . She got her 
attitude about it, like I should be the one that was happy that she was back 
and not give her any slack about it (Amber’s mother). 

 
Even when children return home of their own accord, the police often become involved 

in these homecomings. While police may be summoned when such homecomings turn 

violent, the police also instruct parents when they make the initial runaway report to 

notify them upon their child’s return so they can close the case and give the girl a ticket. 

For instance, Alasia’s mother called the police when Alasia returned so they could ticket 

her. Her mother explained how in the presence of the police officer, Alasia “got in my 

face, yelling and screaming and everything” because she did not believe Alasia’s 

abduction story.  

It is not unusual for such arguments to escalate to family violence. A few parents 

recounted instances when such violence occurred upon their daughters’ return: 

I was calling the police to let them know she was home and they were 
going to come give her a ticket . . . and she started getting really loud and 
yelling. She pushed [Linda’s younger brother] into the [police officer] . . . 
at that point I think he’s like probably 5 years old . . . It really got me mad 
. . . I got up, pushed her away and she kicked me (Linda’s mom). 

I said you’ve been gone nine days, and you come home with this . . . She 
goes . . . ‘So what?   I have a few hickeys.’ And I’m like, ‘We’re going to 
the hospital . . . and you’re going to be examined and we are going to 
make sure everything’s okay [Amber refused] . . . so I went to grab her by 
the arm and she swung, and she hit me. And so we got into a confrontation 
and I’d had enough. I said, ‘You know what, I’m not your doormat. 
You’re not going to be running all over me.’ So I called [the police], I 
filed charges and she got put in detention (Amber’s mom). 
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These examples illustrate just how emotionally-charged these homecomings can be as 

well as how some girls have a part in their household’s volatility. 

Rather than a volatile home life, prior neglect played a central role in some of the 

girls’ misbehavior. For example, both Sierra’s JPO and her stepmother believed Sierra’s 

biological mother neglected her. While her JPO did not think Sierra had other abuse in 

her history, her stepmother did. When I asked her, “Do you think she was ever physically 

or sexually abused?” She answered, “I think so because she told me her mom would get 

mad at her and call her [a bitch], slapped her and stuff like that.” But contrary to the 

claim that girls run away to escape abuse, Sierra ran to her biological mother’s home that 

had been the site of her prior neglect.  

Roxanne (15) connected her “bad childhood” to her misbehavior; though she did 

not link her one runaway to abuse in her home, she believed her anger over her mother’s 

past neglect spurred her to leave. Jessica (14) similarly linked her running away to her 

anger over her mother’s past neglect and verbal abuse. We discussed an exchange 

between her and her mother when she returned home after a runaway: 

My mom just talked to me and asked me, ‘Why did I do it?’ and I told her 
because of the fact that, I didn’t feel like I was wanted at home . . . I never 
got the urge again ‘cause my questions were answered. Were they 
questions about your dad or? They were questions about why—why she 
treated me so different . . . why did she leave me out all the time. Why my 
dad was never around. Why did she do things like that to me. Why would 
she call me names like that . . . ‘Cause I would always, I would feel like I 
was never worth anything. 
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Jessica shared a great deal of emotional turmoil as well as her belief that it manifested 

itself in her running away behavior. Unlike some of the girls’ stories that were not clear 

cases of physical abuse, Jessica’s neglect was unambiguous: 

When I really need her, she's not there . . . Can you think of a time and you 
really needed her and she wasn't there—that you kind of hold against her? 
I was real sick and I was dying already. I had surgery when I was eight on 
my appendix and I went back a few months later to get my intestines taken 
out—and it had erupted in my insides. And she would be like, “It's 
nothing. Just drink a lot of water” . . . the only thing I hold against my 
mom is why, when she knew that I was sick, why didn't she jump and do 
anything about it?  

 
Although this incident of medical neglect happened six years ago, in Jessica’s mind it is 

still fresh and paramount to explaining her behavior, particularly her decisions to leave 

home. 

Overall, I conclude that these girls did not run away to escape ongoing, or even 

recent abuse. Certainly some of these girls endured abuse. It is even possible that as many 

as three of these girls live with family members s who were abusive to them in the past. 

Nonetheless, only Haley suggested that on one occasion, she ran away to escape an 

abusive situation. What is more, this situation from which she fled was not a clear case of 

child abuse.  

The girls’ narratives reveal that several of them live in homes where parent-child 

violence is commonplace. Girls who live in these volatile households sometimes leave or 

run away in order to cool down or to maintain their own safety—to protect themselves 

from violence and avoid situations that are likely to result in their arrest. Additionally, 

some of the girls’ runaways can be linked to past experiences of parental neglect. Two of 
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these girls thought that this neglect had left them emotionally wounded and that their 

resentment was behind some of their decisions to run away.  

Most of these girls are from working-class backgrounds. Bettie (2003) described 

her working-class sample this way: “these were students who did not have the option of 

going off to college to escape parental authority” (p. 74). Bettie also thought that the real 

problem with working-class girls having babies is “girls’ overt claim to adulthood startles 

adult and middle-class sensibility” (p. 69). In a similar way, most of the girls in my study 

are not college-bound and their running away alarms adults who see it as a direct 

challenge to parental authority. Indeed, the runaway behavior of these girls does look like 

premature independence grabs—and even more so through the eyes of middle-class 

observers who subscribe to the idea of an extended adolescence. But the girls’ challenges 

to parental authority are not so untimely when one considers that the life course of 

working-class children is usually truncated compared to their middle-class peers. Writing 

about pregnant teenagers, Luker (1996) asserted: “the real question is to what extent their 

lives are worsened by their decision to have a baby, if ’decision’ is indeed the right word” 

(p. 113). Given the hostility of some of their households and the girls’ own bleak socio-

economic prospects, these girls feel they have little to lose in the long run and much to 

gain in the short run by running away. I conclude then that even in instances where girls’ 

agency is apparent, their runaway decisions cannot be understood without recognizing 

how these girls are structurally situated.  

Finally, as we have seen, when girls on probation leave home without permission, 

regardless of their reasons, they complicate their legal situations. In my experience, girls 
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frequently fail their probation by running away. Thus, it follows that girls from volatile 

homes, once on probation, might find themselves unable to end their terms. Girls in such 

situations can neither safely stay at home nor leave without legal ramifications. But if we 

know some girls run away for self-preservation, we should not assume that once girls are 

on probation they no longer have any need to escape volatile home situations. Girls on 

probation then need a sanctioned release valve in the form of some place they can go 

when hostilities arise in their homes where they will be safe and can be spared the legal 

consequences for running away.  

In this chapter, I explored the reasons the study’s girls ran away from home. By 

examining the narratives of these parties, I was able to unravel the nuances in girls’ 

runaway behavior, including the interplay of their volition and their victimization in their 

runaway decisions. I now turn to the girls’ and parents’ experiences with the juvenile 

justice system.  
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Chapter 5 

A Constellation of Tensions: How Girls and Parents Experience 
Juvenile Justice 

 

My research has revealed that a constellation of tensions exists among these three 

parties. In this chapter, we see how these tensions translate into decreased cooperation 

among the parties; decreased cooperation is a problem because it presumably harms the 

girls’ chances for success in the juvenile justice system. In Chapter 3, we saw that these 

parties have very divergent explanations for the girls’ delinquency; such disagreement 

about causes suggests these parties are not likely to agree on solutions to the girls’ 

delinquency. In this chapter, I address some of their disagreement over available juvenile 

justice solutions. In Chapter 3, we also saw how unhappy these parents are because their 

parenting is suspect. Now in this chapter, we see the myriad ways these parents are 

disappointed with the juvenile justice system, including how it undermines them as 

parents. Furthermore, we see the conflict between parents and probation officers over 

who is responsible for addressing the girls’ misbehavior. As we saw in Chapter 3, class 

differences among justice professionals and many of their clients’ families greatly 

affected how the girls’ probation officers and their parents each explained the girls’ 

delinquency. Here I am interested in whether these noted class differences impact the 

way delinquent girls’ families experience the system and if so, on what dimensions. In 

Chapter 4, we saw that these parties hold very different definitions of the situation of 

girls’ running away. In this chapter, we see the problems that exist when these families’ 
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expectations do not match the reality of their experiences within the juvenile justice 

system.  

The historical backdrop to some of the tensions between court officials and 

parents is important to mention. The establishment of the first juvenile court in the U.S. 

in 1889 was guided by the British doctrine of parens patriae (the state as parent). This 

doctrine asserted that the state had the power as well as the responsibility to provide 

protection for children whose natural parents were not providing it (Snyder and 

Sickmund 2006:94). Therefore, the juvenile court was set up, at least in part, to serve as a 

surrogate parent for children the state deemed neglected; the assumption was that 

delinquent children need the special protection of the juvenile court because of parental 

neglect, and by extension, parental neglect is a root cause of juvenile delinquency. What 

is more, proponents of a separate justice system for children in the U.S. had nineteenth-

century, middle-class ideas about child rearing. 

While my study as a whole aims to illuminate how girls and parents experience 

the juvenile justice system, in this chapter I look at their experience of arrest, detention, 

court appearances, and probation. I consider the system as a series of events and 

interventions. Events, such as arrests, detentions, and court appearances, although they 

may have some effect, are not intended to effect a long-term change in girls’ behavior. 

On the other hand, interventions, such as twelve-month probation terms or eight-week 

substance abuse programs, are ordered by the juvenile court in hopes of rehabilitating 

girls and in some instances, parents. 
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“GETTING ARRESTED YOU AIN’T SWEATIN:” GIRLS’ EXPERIENCES OF ARREST 

 
Overall, the girls suggested that whenever they have been arrested, they have been 

indifferent about it. In other words, they claim to have behaved in a way that is 

completely contrary to the gender stereotype that suggests women in such circumstances 

become very emotional.  I propose that the girls’ stance results from the way they have 

adapted to their surroundings and their legal plights. I asked girls about their first arrests 

because I wanted to know how they experienced their initial legal entanglement. In 

hindsight, given the girls’ bravado, it seems that if the girls were going to admit to 

becoming emotional when they were arrested, they would most likely have done so about 

their first arrest.  

One might think that the incident of first arrest would be emblazoned in one’s 

mind, and it was for several girls who recounted theirs in great detail. But this was not 

true of two girls who had trouble pinpointing their first arrest. Both suggested that their 

uncertainty may stem from their having been arrested so many times that they cannot 

recall the first.  

Several girls insisted that when they are arrested, they are numb or indifferent to 

the event, and two girls said this was true even of their first arrest. The girls offered 

different rationales for their apathy. Leia explained her detachment this way: 

It's like for me the feeling of . . . this isn't good but its happening anyway 
so there is nothing I can do about it, so I'm going to just go along with it 
and see what happens. I would never try to fight them or run or anything 
and usually they wouldn't really do anything to me. I would go to court 
and get a few community service hours . . . so after that, me being arrested 



 181

was really not that big of a deal . . . whenever I'd get arrested . . . I didn't 
really worry too much about it.  

 
Leia contradicts herself about her lack of alarm over her first arrest by saying, 

“After that, me being arrested was not really a big deal,” which suggests it was initially 

worrisome. Nevertheless, Leia makes it clear that being arrested, appearing in court, and 

dealing with the police have become such routine occurrences that they do not concern 

her.  

Speaking of a memorable arrest, Alasia (15) admitted to being initially upset, but 

suggested that apathy swept over her:  

I was shocked at first . . . I was crying . . . I didn’t think the judge was 
going to let me out . . . they finally transported me to detention. So after 
that, everything was calm . . . I was like, “Oh well, I’m not listening.” At 
the time I felt like, oh I have nothing to lose cause me and my mom, we 
didn’t have a good friendship or a good relationship at all . . . so it wasn’t 
a big deal to me and I was like, whatever, I hope I get locked up for a long 
time.   
 

Alasia’s automatic reaction to arrest was to be upset, but upon further reflection, she 

realized that being arrested did not really jeopardize anything for her; once she realized 

that, she took a stoic stance towards her situation. Later in the interview, I pressed Alasia:  

What is it like being arrested and appearing in court? What stands out for 
you about those experiences? Nothing . . . I don’t feel anything whenever I 
get arrested or I’m in court. I just feel the same as if I’m standing here 
right now. It’s not embarrassing or awkward? Not to me. Actually 
whenever . . . my neighbors were outside and I was screaming really, 
really loud, to me, that was embarrassing, but that was only because I was 
screaming real loud. But all the other times I’ve been arrested, it wasn’t 
embarrassing.   
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Yet, earlier in her interview Alasia explained why she did not remember her first arrest: 

“I try to forget [the arrests].” This suggests that she is actively trying to forget something, 

presumably because it is unpleasant; this comment contradicts her other remarks that she 

is indifferent about being arrested. Like Alasia, other girls implied that they are 

impervious to discomfort or shame regarding their legal problems even when they are 

made public. These girls have learned to cope with their legal plights as well as their 

milieu by thinking of themselves as tough or hardened and trying to present this image to 

the world.  

Goffman’s (1959) concept “the presentation of self” refers to people’s efforts to 

control what others think about them; he argues that we present ourselves to others in 

ways that are most favorable to our interests or our self-image. Following Goffman’s 

formulation, I think these girls are engaging in face-saving behavior, Goffman’s term for 

the strategy we use to rescue our image when we experience a loss of face.  Doubtless 

being arrested is humiliating. But these girls want to project that they are tough on the 

outside and the inside so they deny feeling embarrassed.   

Roxanne (15) demonstrated this tendency in her hard-nosed response when I 

asked her what it is like getting arrested: “Getting arrested ain’t hard . . . getting arrested, 

you ain’t sweating ‘cause you put some cuffs on you, get set in the back of the car.”  She 

later let on that she had been embarrassed by a previous arrest due to my query:   

But you got walked out of school didn’t you? . . . What was that like? I was 
like, ah. I just had my hair down, had it in my face and I was like, man, 
everybody’s like, “Look at Roxanne” . . . And I was like, this is not cool. I 
was like, man, this is embarrassing . . . and they just put me in the car . . . 
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took my fingerprints . . . took my mug-shot . . . it was kind of weird. I 
don’t know. It’s not something that’s cool, not something you want to do. 
 

Here we see Roxanne is trying to project a tough image but after some prodding, she 

shows some vulnerability. 

While Roxanne eventually shows that she is susceptible to embarrassment, 

Christy (14) immediately expressed horror about her first arrest. She was not upset 

because she had been publicly degraded, or because she thought she had done something 

wrong. Instead, she was sick at the thought of what family members, particularly her 

grandparents, would think. She recalled her thoughts: “Oh my god. What is my grandma, 

grandpa going to say and what is my mom going to do?” Later I asked her, “So what’s it 

like being arrested?” She replied, “Awful feeling.”  

Rather than embarrassment or horror, Betty’s thoughts at the time of her first 

arrest can be best characterized as disbelief or bewilderment: 

Tell me about the first time you were arrested. What was going through 
your head? I thought it would never happen to me. I was like, sitting in the 
back of a cop car.  It was weird—I almost thought I was dreaming. I 
couldn’t believe this was me in the back of a cop car. 

 
For Betty, the experience of being arrested was surreal and disorienting. 

Unlike some of the girls, and despite stereotypes that would suggest otherwise, 

Candy and Jessica were the only girls that acknowledged crying at their first arrests. 

Candy (16) explained what being arrested is like for her: “It hurts. You cry—unless 

you’re like a guy that like has no feeling and then you don’t cry—which we all have 

feelings. And my mom started to cry and that just killed me.” 
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My reading of the girls’ reactions to the arrests is that their class more than their 

gender informs their reactions. In her work on the sociology of emotions, Hochschild 

(1983) suggests that we acquire a set of feeling rules that shape the appropriate emotions 

for a given role or specific situation. These rules include how, where, when, and with 

whom an emotion should be expressed. Hochschild (1983) also put forward that social 

class influences how people manage their emotions. She summarized existing research on 

the topic to describe how the social class of a child’s parent(s) tends to shape the 

messages about emotions that they transmit to their children: “Working-class parents 

prepare the child to be controlled more by rules that apply to overt behavior whereas 

middle-class parents prepare them to be governed more by rules that apply to feelings” 

(p. 156). For example, middle-class parents may be more concerned with their children’s 

self-esteem, while working-class parents care more about their children’s compliance. 

The majority of the study’s girls are from working-class or poor families. Given 

Hochschild’s argument, I contend that the girls’ reactions are a function of the child-

rearing they received, which is in turn a function of their social class.   

Furthermore, in our culture, girls are expected to be emotional in stressful 

situations, and many girls display emotion when arrested. Yet, only two of the study’s 

girls claimed to have been upset. Although I have seen countless girls upset when they 

are initially detained, the time I’ve spent with the girls has convinced me that some think 

it is inappropriate to be emotional when arrested because they equate certain emotions 

with weakness. While these girls agree on their lack of emotion, each offers a different 

explanation for her reaction. These girls are offering justifications for what they 
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recognize as an inappropriate response. Thus, the girls’ class or race is trumping their 

gender in terms of what they allow themselves to express or feel. 

It is also possible that these girls did not circumvent arrest by following a 

gendered script in their interaction with the police. In other words, if they had cried, they 

may have avoided arrest.  DeFleur (1975) discovered a tendency on the part of the police 

to avoid arresting females who behave in stereotypical ways. Female suspects who cried 

during drug raids, or said they had been led astray by men, or expressed concern for their 

children, were more likely to sway officers to not arrest them than women who did not 

follow such a gendered script. Conversely, female suspects who were aggressive or 

hostile were more likely to be arrested. So if girls who follow a gendered script are less 

likely to get arrested, and the girls in my study are following a contradictory script related 

to their social class, they may be more likely to be arrested when police approach them. 

Other studies complicate the notion that women can get out of trouble by crying.  

Feminist criminologists have examined how women are treated by police, the courts, and 

in prisons. Contrary to stereotypes that suggest that women are treated paternalistically or 

leniently by these entities, “studies of women’s experiences with the criminal justice 

system have revealed that women do not benefit, at least not uniformly, from chivalry at 

the hands of police, prosecutors, and judges” (Britton 2000:62).  

Kitty definitely did not believe she benefited from any chivalry on the part of the 

police. Kitty (17) felt antipathy towards the police who she explained had harassed her 

and her friends on several occasions: “Cops just, they make me so mad . . . they do so 

much stuff that they . . . really shouldn’t be doing.” On one occasion, an officer showed 
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up at her house to ticket her hours after he had seen her smoking a cigarette. She recalled 

the situation escalated when a second officer “Came in my room and started harassing me 

saying where do you get your drugs from . . . saying that I was all ‘cracked out’ . . . he all 

started going through my drawers and looking for cigarettes or whatever  . . . that was 

kind of uncalled for.” The upshot of this episode was an arrest for assault. Still stinging 

from what she saw as police abuse of power and brutality, she described how she was put 

in tight handcuffs that left scars on her wrists, and she was essentially “hogtied.”  

Haley (16), on the other hand, had very different encounters with the police:  

Well the cops that I’ve been arrested by, they’re like mad and stuff when 
they arrest you but when they’re sitting there fingerprinting you and going 
through all your stuff, they’re like, nice and oh well, “Your hair looks 
good today. What’s in it?” . . . it’s just kind of funny ‘cause they sit there 
and talk to you . . . Do you think you have a negative attitude toward the 
cops? No, not really. I get mad at them sometimes if I’m arrested or 
whatever . . . but every time I've gotten arrested really, it's been by cops 
that know me and that I know. And I mean, Officer Foster . . . he was 
really nice, and we talked, and I had a good time with him and I don't 
really have [a negative attitude toward the police]. 

 
The experiences of Haley and Kitty, both of whom are white, suggest that while young 

women may receive paternalistic treatment on the part of the police, like adult women, 

this is not always the case. I contend that these girls’ radically different experiences were 

due to the way the girls behaved with the police; unlike Kitty, Haley probably behaved 

deferentially (i.e., followed a gendered script). 

“A TASTE OF REALITY:” WHAT PARENTS WANT OUT OF DETENTION 
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Detention is one of the major sources of tension among these parties. The study’s 

parents thought detention stays would scare their daughters or at least teach them a 

lesson.  Such parents were disappointed when detention did not have one of these desired 

effects on their daughters.    

Parents were also frustrated when court officials would not use detention on their 

daughters. Parents’ narratives indicate that their expectations of detention and detention’s 

stated purpose are at odds. Texas law dictates that detention centers are merely pre-

adjudication facilities, places to hold children until their cases are completed (Texas 

Family Code 2004:83). In other words, children may reform as a result of a detention 

stay, but they are not supposed to be detained for punitive or rehabilitative purposes.  

Parents’ reactions to their daughters’ detention ranged from feeling relieved to 

feeling stressed. For many of the parents, having their daughter in detention afforded 

them the opportunity to reconnect with their child or take a needed break from their 

daughters’ misbehavior. Some parents who wanted to use detention to scare their 

daughters were disappointed when the juvenile authorities would not detain their 

children, while others found that their daughters’ detention did not have the desired 

effect, and their daughter did not change. Three of the study’s parents, however, thought 

that detention had worked on their child and that they had seen subsequent improvement 

in their daughter’s behavior.  

In Chapter 1, I provided some details regarding my county’s detention center. 

Before I go on to the girls’ experiences of detention, I want to sketch what a typical day 

looks like at a detention center. Most detention centers have two overriding concerns: 
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ensuring the safety of all residents and staff, and maintaining order. To ensure an orderly 

operation, detention centers generally adhere to a rigid schedule. Residents wake up at 

5:45 a.m., and throughout the day, they travel with the group with which they are housed. 

They attend school on the premises, clean their living space twice a day, attend meals, 

and participate in physical activity. Every time the girls are lined up to move, they are 

patted down to insure they do not have any contraband. Residents spend a fair amount of 

time in their rooms between activities. Bedtime is at 7, 8, or 9 p.m. depending on how the 

girl behaved the previous day. Other privileges that are based on their behavior include a 

brief, daily phone call to their parent and free time that allows the girls to write letters, 

draw, visit with each other, or read before bed. In Texas in 2003, the average detention 

stay for all kids was eleven days, with 30% of all juveniles released in one day and 28% 

detained more than ten days (Texas Juvenile Probation Commission 2005). 

 I asked the girls’ parents their reactions to their daughters’ detention. Several 

parents were like Christy’s mother who was happy to get a reprieve from her daughter’s 

misbehavior when she was detained. Her mom explained, “So [the probation officers] 

took her in and I was relieved. I was like, ‘Good, I ain’t got to worry about her the entire 

spring break.’” In another instance, an officer picked Leia up as a runaway twice in a 

matter of hours. The second time he called her mother to say he was taking her to 

detention rather than bringing her home. Leia’s mom recalled thinking: 

That’s good, take her because at least I know she’s safe and at least she 
can’t run away again . . . I was frantic at that time of my life. I was driven 
by fear; fear for her life . . . I wanted to put her in some kind of placement 
. . . I was frantically looking for a place for her. 
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Leia’s mom was calmed by the detention because she knew Leia was safe. What is more, 

she used the time to explore her options for a more long-term plan for Leia. Sierra’s 

stepmother was relieved knowing that detention was a real possibility for Sierra: 

I was never put through something that I’ve been through with Sierra . . . 
when they told me . . . if they catch her they are going to lock her up . . . I 
did feel relief, I did feel relief cause I said, well they did help my son, it 
will probably help her . . . we can let our hair down and just relax now.   

 

Sierra’s mom was hopeful that the juvenile justice system, particularly with its threat of 

detention, could correct Sierra’s behavior. 

Some parents, however, did not feel relieved when their daughters were detained. 

Although Felisa’s mom believed intervention was needed, it was hard on her when Felisa 

was arrested and detained. Sara’s mother took her daughter’s detention even harder and 

explained that when Sara is detained, “I miss work because I feel so bad for her.” 

Likewise, when Amber’s mother was directed by the probation officer to turn Amber into 

detention on a warrant, her mother was distraught: “I cried the whole way. I said, ‘I’m 

sorry’ . . . ‘I have to do this, I have no choice’ . . . I felt miserable. I was like, oh my god, 

I did this to her.” And while some parents were relieved when their daughters were 

detained because they knew they were safe, when Linda was detained, her mother’s 

worries increased:  

What's your reaction when she goes to detention? It hurts every time she's 
in there because I know that she is not coming home [and] because I don't 
know what goes on in there . . . I mean I've never been in a detention 
center, I've never been locked up in a prison.  All I know is the horror 
stories I hear from people that have been there, or movies that we see that 
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don’t paint a pretty picture of it. I don’t want my daughter anywheres near 
that. 
 

Unlike parents who wanted detention to be a horrible experience, Linda’s mother was 

afraid that detention really is horrible. In the next section, the girls’ experiences of 

detention illuminate just how unrealistic Linda’s mother’s image of detention is.  

Prior to a child’s detention, strained relations between parents and children 

already exist, often due to the child’s delinquency. Sierra’s stepmother believed that her 

efforts with Sierra while she was in detention contributed to Sierra’s turnaround:  

The change in her started after she came back, from the last time she got 
put in the detention center . . . she was crying and crying . . . I said, “Don't 
cry, I'll be there to see you.” She was only there I think three or four days, 
I was over there twice to see her . . . I'm still your mom . . . I guess she 
found that out. 

 
Like Sierra’s stepmom, I found that parents often use their children’s detention as an 

opportunity to reconnect with their child, especially through visits and phone calls. 

Amber’s mom was one who went out of her way to visit Amber in detention in order to 

reconnect with her daughter. She explained, “I’ve changed my whole life for Amber. I 

mean I’ve got certain days off during the week so that I could see Amber . . . when she 

was at Monarch detention.”  By putting Amber first, Amber’s mother demonstrates her 

commitment to intensive mothering (Hays 1996). Hays also found that most mothers 

believe children need quality time, and hence, like Amber’s mother, they try to 

compensate for the times they are apart from their child.  
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Several parents viewed detention as a means to curb their child’s misbehavior; 

they specifically believed that a detention stay would cause them to be “scared straight.”  

Christy’s mom described her interaction with Christy when she visited her in detention:  

She would be crying and she wanted to go home and she hated it there and 
I would just tell her, “You put yourself in this position.” . . . I said, “This 
is nothing. If you keep screwing up, you're going to go elsewhere and it's 
not going to be around here.” . . . and I really wanted her to have a taste of 
it because of the way she was behaving. 
 
Candy’s mother proposed how a long detention stay might help Candy: “She’s 

never been away from home ever. And I think if she, if it ever got to that point, maybe 

she would get a better grip on a taste of reality.”  She advocated a novel approach:  

When the kids go on probation they ought to . . . take them out of the 
home 100% for seven straight days, I mean day and night. The children 
that are on probation, I don’t think they're getting it . . . sometimes I think 
Candy's getting it, but to be able to come home and sleep in your own bed 
and, and just be disrespectful to your parents and not comply . . . I mean I 
have no way to deal with her.  
 

Hays (1996) found that class distinctions arose between her middle-class and 

working-class mothers in terms of what each group understood to be a good child versus 

a bad child. In Chapter 3, we saw how this study’s mothers (and JPOs) were hesitant to 

label any child a bad kid. This too was the case with Hays’ subjects. Nevertheless, Hays 

found that: 

Working-class and poor mothers are far more likely than their wealthier 
counterparts to say that a good child is one who is “obedient,” who “minds 
adults,” who “listens,” and who is “compliant.”  More precisely, more 
than half of the working-class and poor mothers I interviewed thought that 
obedience and compliance were valuable traits in children, while less than 
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one-fifth of middle-class mothers mentioned these as important or 
desirable characteristics (p.92). 
 

Hays’ claim is supported by Candy’s mother’s grave frustration with her daughter’s 

behavior. It also explains why Candy’s mother may be interested in a solution that she 

believes will gain her daughters’ obedience. 

The belief in scaring children with detention in order to gain their compliance is 

widely held. Where I work, parents whose children have not been arrested often call and 

ask that we detain their child in hopes that such detentions might effect some change in 

their child’s worsening behavior. While we cannot detain a child who has not been 

arrested for an offense of at least a misdemeanor B or greater, we do schedule tours so 

that children can get a glimpse of detention. I believe such tours are a waste of time 

outside of allowing the parents to feel like they are doing something to combat their 

child’s misbehavior. 

Similarly, parents whose children have been arrested plead with us to keep their 

children overnight or for a few days. Often they are disappointed when we insist that they 

pick up their children because they do not meet our criteria for detention. Several parents 

in the study suggested that this had happened to them. Haley’s mother was one of these. 

She shared the reason she had Haley arrested:   

It was just like getting, just worse and that's why I kept thinking, okay, 
something's got to give here . . . one reason I called in on the assault is, 
they said . . . they'll pick her up, they'll keep her overnight. And I'm 
thinking . . . that'll wake her up, if she has to spend the night in detention . 
. . [The police] left my house probably between 8 and 8:30. They called 
me at 10:30 that night and said “Okay, she's ready to be released to you,” . 
. . I wanted her you know, to spend the night there to see what it was going 



 193

to be like . . . I was disappointed by that. I mean, I was exhausted . . . I was 
so frustrated  . . . I cried the whole way to Kirkton . . . I was thinking this 
might be a shock for her but [it wasn’t]. 

 
Haley’s mom was disappointed that the juvenile justice authorities did not give scaring 

her daughter through detention a chance to work. Furthermore, she was so over-extended, 

she believed she was being mistreated when Haley was not detained. This example with 

Haley’s mom demonstrates the tension between parents’ expectations and how the 

system really operates.   

While my study’s parents believed detention may scare their daughters straight, 

detention is not designed for this purpose. Furthermore, the effectiveness of programs 

that purport to scare kids straight has been questioned. A meta-analysis (Petrosino et al., 

2001) using seven studies that had evaluated the effects of “Scared Straight” or similar 

programs on subsequent offending found that such programs not only failed to deter 

crime, but participants in them had more offending behavior after their participation than 

similar kids who did not attend. In other words, for some kids, “Scared Straight” forms of 

intervention could be more harmful than doing nothing.  

To put things in perspective, Lundman and Scarpitti (1978) looked at 40 

delinquency-prevention programs and found that none of them prevent delinquency. With 

this in mind, they suggested that to expect a two-hour program to combat a condition that 

involves inner city schools, poverty, and dysfunctional families was unrealistic. Thus, 

parents’ hopes that detention will scare their children into compliance are misplaced; 

detention may give parents a well-needed break but it is unlikely to effect the change in 

their child that they want. 
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Some parents shared their views on whether or not their daughters’ detention 

brought about any change in her behavior. Amber’s mom suggested that it did not work 

on Amber as she had hoped it would: “I thought for sure the first night that she spent at 

Monarch Detention that would have been enough for her. But it was like, nope, that 

wasn’t nothing.” Amber’s mother speaks to the difference between how parents thought 

detention would affect their daughters, and what the girls tell us about its actual impact.  

On the other hand, Christy’s, Sara’s and Sierra’s mothers suggested they believed 

that their daughters’ detention stays had had a positive effect on the girls’ behavior. 

Christy’s mom believed that “having a taste of it” turned Christy around. Likewise, 

Sara’s mother explained that Sara “spent about three days there and I think that 

straightened her up a little bit and it scared her cause she didn’t know if she was coming 

home.” After being detained, Sara’s school attendance did greatly improve; her mother 

attributed this to her having been detained, instead of to the affection Sara felt for the 

probation-run school that she was released to attend. Detention, however, did not 

completely straighten Sara up; she continued to test positive for marijuana after her 

detention. I propose that Sara’s mother was so convinced detention would benefit her 

daughter that she subsequently easily believed that detention had positively impacted her.   

“IT’S NOT THAT BAD OF A PLACE:” HOW GIRLS EXPERIENCE DETENTION 
 
The girls suggested that detention stays offered them three things that they and 

their parents agree are positive: they cannot get in any more trouble, they have an 

opportunity to slow down and consider their actions, and they can work on mending the 
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parent-child relationship. On any other point, there is a glaring disconnect between 

parents’ beliefs about detention’s impact on their daughters and the girls’ own 

convictions about its actual impact. And while the girls may be adopting a tough façade, I 

interpret their depictions to mean that detention is not the frightening place that their 

parents desire it to be for them. Furthermore, the girls’ experience of detention is not the 

life-altering one that their parents imagine it to be. The girls’ narratives suggest that 

detention stays may even be counterproductive to parents’ aims as they give girls more 

time to cavort with negative peers.  

The girls’ comments about detention largely showed the futility of using detention 

to try and scare girls straight. When asked about her first detention, Alasia (15) recalled, 

“I was nervous . . . but like, whenever I walked in . . . I knew like half the people who 

were there so I wasn’t really scared.” Jessica (14) recalled being even more distressed the 

first time she was detained:  

I was scared cause I really didn’t know what was going to happen . . . 
when I was young they would always tell me . . . they’re going to send 
you to detention and you’re going to do time . . . and I would always be 
like, I don’t [she defiantly smacked her lips], I don’t care . . . but when it 
really did happen, I cried. 
 

Nevertheless, when I asked about her thoughts that first detention, she corrected any 

perception that she was frightened: 

It was different, real different. The food was nasty, different people, things 
you had to do differently, stuff like that. Do you think it was scary? It 
wasn’t, no it wasn’t scary.  
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Rather than thinking detention was a terrifying place, Jessica worried about the unknown 

aspects of her legal situation and being in an unfamiliar place. But once Jessica learned 

what detention was like, she no longer feared it. Girls’ realizations that detention is not 

frightening frequently undercut parental expectations.  

Similarly in talking about her first detention, Betty (14) acknowledged, “I cried 

myself to sleep; it was the most scariest thing,” but she then vacillated:  

It was funny because there was these other two guys [presumably girls] 
and here I was sitting bawling my eyes out and they were like, “Yep, back 
to this place again.” . . . I was like, “How could they think that?” But 
really I mean, to be honest, it wasn't that bad. It wasn't what I thought it 
would be. Detention is not that bad of a place. When people go there at 
first they think it is going to be really bad, but in my opinion, if you were 
in danger of going back there again, you wouldn't be that scared.  

 
Betty admits to having been scared the first time she was detained, but in retrospect, 

despite detention’s drawbacks, she now thinks she overreacted. Betty’s experience is 

another example of how parents’ expectations (and those of their daughters) are defied by 

the girls’ actual experience of detention.  

Some girls shared negative memories about their first detention. Kitty (17) did not 

eat the first time she was detained because she thought the food was “so gross.”  I asked 

her if she remembers what she thought the first time. She responded, “No. All I know is 

that I wanted out of there.” Roxanne (15) shared similar feelings about her first detention, 

“I was only in there for a day and a half but it feels like a long time . . . I didn’t like it at 

all.” About her first detention, Linda (16) recalled, “I was upset . . . I was just not even 

happy about being in there. I didn’t feel that was the place that I needed to be . . . I didn’t 
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need to be locked up behind closed doors to where it’d make things worse for me. I’m not 

getting any kind of attention in there.” 

But detention was neither scary nor depressing to Christy. Rather, it was an 

unpleasant experience because it abridged her freedom and lacked the amenities of home. 

She talked about her only detention:  

I didn't want to be in there. I wanted to get out, not mess up no more . . . I 
guess I realized that my life's not going to be about this no more, why 
rather, when I can be out there than be in here and then be with my family, 
friends and everything than be in one little cell and eat when they tell me 
to, go to sleep when they tell me to. I'd rather be out here than in there.  

 
It is interesting that Christy’s mother on four occasions refers to her daughter as spoiled. 

She complained that Christy’s grandparents gave Christy too much, and that when 

Christy came to live with her, she wanted to “eat steaks every day.” Christy’s mother was 

one of three who thought detention had changed her daughter. If she is correct, perhaps 

detention’s lack of creature comforts was such a dramatic change for Christy, she was 

inspired to change. Christy agreed with her mother that her detention stay convinced her 

to cease her misbehavior: “It clicked with me not to get in trouble no more.”  

I also asked the girls what detention is like. Leia (17) described it as “kind of like 

a day care,” and Jessica (14) agreed: “It’s just like a big day care with maximum 

security.” In the same vein, Amber said of detention, “Mostly you’re in the day room 

watching T.V.” Undoubtedly, none of these girls’ parents would want their daughters to 

experience detention in this way.  
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In her description of detention, Roxanne (15) offered, “Like it’s not a place you 

want to go because it’s so boring, like the room you’re in, it’s about this big, maybe 

smaller and it’s just, it’s not somewhere fun.” Alasia, on the other hand, saw these 

negatives, but emphasized the positives about her detention stays: 

To me it was like . . . going away from your parents for a little while and 
being with your friends but, also listening to somebody tell you when you 
can go to sleep and what to eat, kind of like that. ‘Cause I, most, every 
time that I went to detention, I knew most of the kids that were there so I 
didn't feel out of place . . . I didn't feel like I wasn't wanted or anything. 

 
Besides being with her friends, Alasia suggests that detention offers her some benefits 

that she may not get at home—she feels wanted and she feels like she fits in. 

Leia (17) saw the benefit of being detained—at least for the duration of her stay: 

“As long as you are in there, you’re not going to get in trouble—that’s one good thing 

about [detention].” Leia’s mother concurred with her daughter on this point. This was one 

of the few examples of parent-child agreement about detention.  

Other girls suggested that the good thing about detention was it gave them time to 

rethink their behavior. But unlike Christy, these girls did not think that detention had a 

lasting impact on their behavior once they returned home. For Alasia (15), although 

detention gave her time for introspection, this did not result in a change in her behavior: 

The good thing about being there is that you can sit there and think about 
all the stuff that you've done. You can . . . just decide, I'm going to do this, 
I'm going to do that. Of course I didn't do that, since I was bad all those 
other times.  
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Alasia’s was the typical jailhouse conversion.  Though she did not have a 

religious awakening in detention, she did have an epiphany about her situation and 

resolved to alter her behavior but did not follow through. In my experience, such short-

lived conversions are very common in detained children. In detention, they have a lot of 

time to think about what they need to do differently to stay out of trouble, and they 

subsequently leave detention with resolve. Once out of detention, little to nothing has 

changed in their lives—their home life, their friends, their school, their neighborhood—

so making good on their promises to reform is not as easy to do as they thought it would 

be while in detention. For example, when I asked Sara (16), “Is there anything good 

about being in detention?,” she replied, “Maybe that you’re off of your drugs or whatever 

you’re on, when you’re in there. And it’ll help you get started on quitting, maybe.” I 

prodded, “Is that what you were thinking when you were in there?” She admitted, “Uh 

huh. I was like, I’m going to quit. But when I got out, [I did] the same thing over again.”  

Jessica (14) described the internal tug-of-war she feels when she is detained:  

It's like a time-out. I'm thinking about what I'm doing and what I can do to 
correct my actions. Do you usually spend the time in detention thinking 
about how things are going to be different or do you . . . usually spend the 
time in detention thinking about what fun you'll have when you'll get out? 
. . . what fun I'll have when I get out . . . and how I will think things before 
I do them. Think about how I will better myself . . . So it's sort of like 
thinking about how to change? Uh huh. But at the same time you're 
thinking about? Doing the same thing [she laughed]. 

 
Jessica admits that detention will not change her because she has dueling desires—she 

wants to do better while at the same time, she wants to continue having fun.  
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Like Jessica, most of the girls did not believe their experience of detention would 

deter any future delinquency. Betty (14) explained why she believes detention is 

ineffective as a deterrent: 

It’s not that bad [small laugh]. Really it's not.  In my opinion if they were 
to make it to where kids wouldn't want to go back there, they might want 
to do some changing of that place. What would they have to do to make it 
worse? I don't know but the kids were sitting there like it wasn't a big deal 
it was almost as if they have friends there . . . We were all playing 
volleyball, having a good time and laughing and all that, and you're in 
detention. You're not supposed to be laughing and having a good time. 
They're supposed to make it to where you won't want to ever go back there 
again . . . and like this one guy told me, most of the kids he sees in there, 
are people he sees in there constantly—that has to say something about 
what they are doing there.  

 
Undoubtedly, many parents are angered by and exhausted with their child’s 

delinquency and may want to try a tough approach. The girls indicated that detention is 

unpleasant because it abridges their freedom and it lacks amenities. However, their 

narratives suggest that not only is detention not scary, for most it is not likely to cause 

any real change in the girls’ behavior. For some kids, being arrested and released with the 

threat of detention for later misconduct may be more effective in altering the girls’ 

behavior than detention itself. The girls’ accounts demonstrate that once detention is 

demystified, the threat of returning is not enough to deter their delinquent behavior even 

if they do not want to return. Because of this, girls’ reactions to detention are more in line 

with detention’s stated purpose than their parents’ beliefs about it are.   

GIRLS’ COURT “APPEARANCES” 
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I found that for girls, court appearances create competing tensions. Several girls 

portrayed themselves as nonchalant about court appearances, and indicated that they did 

not care that their situations were on public display. And yet, the girls cared enough to 

provide a “middle-class performance” in court in order to influence the judge to release 

them. In other words, the girls want to exhibit a tough façade for the rest of the world but 

they want the judge to see them as “Pollyanna.” In addition, while some girls admitted 

court was scary, court appearances themselves had no real deterrent effect on their 

behavior.  

None of the girls spontaneously characterized appearing in court as embarrassing. 

Linda (16) denied even feeling self-conscious: “[I] got no reason to be embarrassed 

because they can’t make fun of you or talk about you because they’re in there for some 

kind of reason too.” I got tepid responses from the girls even when I specifically asked 

them if appearing in court was embarrassing. For example, it was only when I asked 

Amber if it was hard to experience a public airing of her troubles that she replied, 

“Yeah.” I probed, “Does that bother you?” She stated, “Well, I try not to think about it.”   

Jessica (14) divulged how her feelings about court appearances have evolved over 

time: “The first time I appeared in court, I cried. But now, I’ve been in court so many 

times . . . it don’t even phase me anymore.” Likewise, we saw earlier how Alasia claimed 

to feel nothing during appearances. But the emotional eruption she had in court on one 

occasion is evidence that Alasia is not really as apathetic about her legal situation as she 

tries to convey.  
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Conversely, several girls indicated that they feared the judges’ discretion. Linda 

(16) described the anxiety she felt about court appearances: “It’s ugly because you don’t 

know what they’re going to do to you—if they are going to detain you or lock you up for 

a long time or a certain amount of days or probation or an ankle monitor or whatever—

you just don’t know.”  Kitty (17) summarized the girls’ fears about judges and seconded 

the angst Linda expressed, “So it’s a little scary, ‘cause somebody else is, you know like, 

they get to do whatever they want to do with you—they can put you back in detention, 

they can actually send you home, they can put you in a placement, TYC, give your life 

away just like that.”  

While these girls agreed that court appearances were scary, none suggested that 

these impacted their behavior outside of court. Some girls, however, suggested that court 

appearances caused them to act differently in court. System-savvy Leia (17) admitted that 

although she would behave a certain way in court, her behavior did not reflect her mind-

set:  

So when you did appear in court, what was that like? It depends on what 
court you are going to. Like if you are going to small court, then you know 
you just go up there and they read you what you did and you tell them if 
you’re guilty or whatever and he just gives you community service or 
whatever . . . those courts, they’re not really that big of a deal. But the 
bigger courts . . . you just said everything you could to make the judge not 
send you to jail or whatever. And I’m kind of nervous, but I mean, I’m 
still like, whatever he does, he does, I can’t change it . . . [so I don’t] 
worry about it. 
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While Leia admits to feeling anxiety during court appearances, mostly she feels resigned. 

What is more, while the possibility of appearing in court does not deter her from 

misbehaving, once in court, she works to be seen in the best light. 

Two girls thought they had successfully charmed the judge in their favor. Haley 

(16) shared her tactic:  

For me I always tried to look really good so the judge would be like, she's 
not a bad person, she's not bad. When you say look really good, what do 
you mean? Like look nice like, ‘cause some people will come in there 
looking bad like they are a troublemaker and I just try to look all nice and 
innocent. And you do have that look? The judge likes me a lot. Like he 
always makes jokes with me and my family when we are up there—
talking and laughing with us, but with everyone else, he doesn't really do 
that so. And he talks to my mom and stuff. So you've got him fooled? I 
don't know. I just try to give a really good impression.  

 
Haley believed the judge favored her, as did her mom, who explained, “Judge Peterson 

likes Haley for some reason. I mean we would get up there and he would cut up with her, 

and he would talk to her and—he really likes her . . . so he was willing to write [off] the 

incident.” I asked her if she thought the judge had been lenient and she responded, “No . . 

. he was pretty firm. I mean, but it was just a matter of, it was like, ‘I really want to see 

you do something. I really want you to do good.’ It was a loving-type of interaction 

thing.” Haley had the advantages of being white and middle-class; both she and her 

mother agree that their family has received preferential treatment in court proceedings. It 

is possible that the judge in Haley’s case was swayed by Haley’s performance. And it 

would be easier for Haley to provide such a performance than it would be for girls from 

racial or ethnic minority groups, or working-class or poor girls. But the judge’s favor may 
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have been gained both by Haley’s and her parents’ performance. From their performance, 

the judge probably surmised that the family is middle-class and then assumed that they 

are better parents than most of those he encounters.  

Betty thought by displaying manners, she was able to obtain her freedom on more 

than one occasion:  

What do you mean the judge has always been nice to you? I don’t know, 
I've always been "proper" when I go up to him. My mom and my grandma 
taught me good manners. One time he asked me a question and I didn't 
hear him and I said, "Pardon me." . . . my mom said that is probably the 
first time he has ever heard a juvenile say "pardon me." He kind of smiled 
at me and laughed and sent me on my merry way. 
 

Although she comes from a poor family, as a white child, Betty may be better able to 

pass for middle-class in the eyes of the judge and by doing so, procure his favor. 

These girls’ emphasis on courtroom decorum is not aberrant. On many occasions, 

I have been privy to defense lawyers and probation officers coaching their clients about 

how to behave in court, including how to address the judge and demonstrate deference to 

her office. The assumption is that their clients may receive leniency if they make a good 

impression. I have seen kids heed this advice, and I believe that I have witnessed polite 

kids successfully sway judges to release them.   

Goffman (1965) suggested that demeanor is relative to social power and that 

subordinates are expected to show deference. Similarly, Rollins (1985), in her study of 

the relations between domestics and their employers, found that deference is the symbolic 

means by which subordinates give a required permissive response to those in power; it 

confirms the existence of inequality and reaffirms each person’s relationship to the other. 



 205

In other words, these girls recognize the powerful position the judge occupies relative to 

theirs, they know they are supposed to act deferentially, and they do so in order to get 

what they want out of the situation.   

Since the majority of children in the juvenile justice system come from working-

class and underclass backgrounds, probation officers and defense lawyers who dispense 

such advice are encouraging their clients to perform class. They are asking their clients to 

tap into middle-class notions of behavior in hopes that a correct class performance will 

improve their standing in judges’ eyes. The girls’ attempts to charm judges also remind 

me of Kirshchenman and Neckerman’s (1991) finding that employers used class markers 

to select among black applicants. More specifically, they found that black job applicants 

“must indicate to employers that the stereotypes do not apply to them . . . by 

demonstrating their skills or by adopting a middle-class style of dress, manner, and 

speech.” Like black applicants, these girls are trying to indicate to judges that the 

stereotypes about their race or class do not apply to them. 

Goffman (1959) suggested that only by influencing other people’s ideas of us 

could we hope to predict or control what happens to us. The girls definitely have a stake 

in presenting themselves to the judge in a certain way. They want to be viewed in a 

positive light or at the very least, not as a bad person.  The girls also appear to be 

engaging in Goffman’s impression management; they are providing their judges with a 

desirable definition of who they are, and they are simultaneously attempting to conceal 

anything incompatible with the image they are trying to project. And for a number of the 

girls, this means trying to conceal the self they normally display to the world.  
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“THIS IS NOT A REFLECTION ON ME:” PARENTS AND COURT APPEARANCES 

 
The parents’ comments suggest that they found themselves confronted by two 

competing tensions with regards to their daughters’ court appearances. On the one hand, 

in these instances, because they suspect that their parenting is under scrutiny, parents 

choose to adopt a tough façade. And yet, because parents hold themselves responsible for 

how their children turn out (Hays 1996), parents act resilient in court when they may 

actually feel vulnerable and question their own culpability for their daughters’ 

misbehavior. 

I suspected that parents would find court appearances humiliating. But when I 

asked them what it is like to appear in court with their daughters, most parents indicated 

that they were not embarrassed by when they did so. Instead parents insisted, much like 

we saw in Chapter 3, that their parenting should not be called into question because of 

their daughters’ legal troubles. Leia’s mom, for one, explained why she did not believe 

her daughter’s numerous court appearances were proof that she had failed as a parent: “I 

never really felt embarrassed because I felt like it was her deal. You know, this is a 

reflection on you not me.” Likewise, when Alasia had an outburst in court and was 

restrained and shackled, her mother recalled feeling: “Very embarrassed. Everybody’s 

turning around.” But Alasia’s mother was not ashamed at the airing of her daughter’s 

illegal behavior, rather about her daughter’s misbehavior in court. 

A couple of parents suggested that they were not embarrassed because the other 

people in the courtroom also had kids who were in trouble. As Haley’s mom described 
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the situation: “At first I was very intimidated, but then after a while, it’s just to where . . . 

you’re all in here, all of you parents, we’ve got something in common.” On the other 

hand, for Felisa’s mom, appearing in court with her daughter was shameful and a cause 

for introspection: 

It’s embarrassing. I feel it’s a demeanor to me because it starts to make 
you doubt yourself—what have you done wrong, what you could have 
changed so that we would have never gone down this path. It makes you 
stop and wonder, why didn’t I pick it up? Was I that blind or was I that 
naïve or was I just that plain tired I didn’t want to see anything—I didn’t 
want to deal with anything. It made me wonder.  
 
My research suggests that many mothers have such doubts even when they make 

statements to the contrary. We saw in Chapter 3, that Felisa’s mom insisted that she had 

not made any real parenting mistakes because she gave her children her “undivided 

attention.” But here, Felisa’s mother demonstrates how for mothers, their girls’ trouble 

can cause nagging doubts because she does second-guess herself about whether she did 

anything wrong that led to Felisa’s legal trouble.   

THE JUVENILE COURT: FAIR AND UNFAIR TO GIRLS 
 

While some girls and parents agreed about the nature of the system’s treatment of 

them, others disagreed. Those who disagreed often did so for precisely the same reasons: 

in other words, they used the same evidence to support wildly different claims. If the 

system gave a girl several chances, for example, a parent would cite that leniency as 

evidence of unfairness while her daughter would cite it as proof of fairness. In addition, 
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my research reveals that when parents perceive that the system has criticized them, they 

are more likely to judge its actions as unfair.    

I asked some girls and parents how they think the girls’ cases have been handled, 

often prompting them with the options “fairly?” or “unfairly?” The majority of the girls 

believed they had received fair treatment by the juvenile court. When I asked Betty, she 

answered, “Fairly. I think I deserved everything I got.” And when I asked Haley, who the 

court had placed outside her home for six months, she replied, “Oh yeah [small laugh]. 

I’ve been given so many chances and I just haven’t taken them seriously.” Similarly, 

even though she did not like being placed outsider her home, Jessica thought she had 

received fair treatment when the judge followed her probation officer’s recommendation.  

Most parents likewise agreed with their daughters that their cases had been 

handled fairly. Betty’s mom concurred with her daughter and said the court had been 

“[as] fair as could be.” And like their daughters, parents who did not like the outcome of 

their daughters’ cases still usually believed the court had been fair. For example, Jessica’s 

mother was as unhappy as her daughter that Jessica was placed outside of her home. 

Nevertheless, she held a largely favorable impression of how her daughter’s case was 

handled by the juvenile court.  In her mind, the judge’s demeanor with her and her 

daughter translated into fairness. I asked her, “What do you think of Judge Peterson’s 

court and how all of them have handled her case?” She replied, “He’s handled it really 

good . . . I like the way they treat people in Kirkton, I really do.”    

On the other hand, while Amber never suggested she had been treated unfairly, 

Amber’s mother thought the court had not handled her case fairly, precisely because her 
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parenting was criticized in court. Amber was willing to go to a placement several hours 

from her family home, but her mother was stridently opposed. She shared her grievances:  

It was lockdown facility. They had several teenage girls that were 
pregnant . . . it was my understanding that Amber was going there for the 
drug rehab, but she wasn't. She was incarcerated with . . . juveniles that 
were felons, that were, I mean, downright bad—that I was real 
uncomfortable [with.] The first time I saw her, her feet looked like 
elephant's feet, she was so swollen because she was doing calisthenics . . . 
I wasn't happy. She had dark circles under her eyes . . . I was just like, 
what are they doing to her?   

 
While Amber’s mother concerns about her daughter’s placement appear 

legitimate, I contend that she would have been opposed to any placement. The real reason 

Amber’s mother was upset was because she felt maligned in court by her child’s 

probation officer. The officer relayed to the court that Amber’s former counselor believed 

Amber’s mother to be an enabler, and for that reason claimed that it was not in Amber’s 

best interest to return home.  

In my experience the juvenile court removes a child from his or her home because 

the court believes the child is abused or neglected in the home or the child’s needs or 

misbehavior are too severe for the child to remain at home. I propose that although 

Jessica’s and Amber’s mothers were unhappy that their children were removed from their 

homes, they were especially unhappy because in their minds, their daughters’ removal 

constituted an indictment of their parenting.   

Unlike Haley, who thinks she was treated fairly by the court because she was 

given many chances, Haley’s mother asserted that this is precisely how the court treated 

Haley unfairly: 
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I think where it failed her is because we as parents, because we had been 
told this, by the juvenile justice system, “Okay, understand if she violates 
this, then this is going to happen.” And so we were telling her that. Well 
then when she did that, that didn't happen and so . . . it got worse and 
worse and worse. Had something really followed through, like WE as 
parents had said it was going to, the very first time, she may not have 
ended up where she's at (emphasis mine).  

 
Haley’s mom thinks the system shares some of the blame for her daughter’s downward 

spiral.  In her mind, if court officials had intervened more swiftly, more harshly, and as 

promised, they might have prevented her daughter’s subsequent misbehavior. Yet, 

Haley’s mother’s comments suggest that she is really upset about something more. What 

she believes was really unfair was that court officials did not respond to her daughters’ 

violations the way she thought they would. In her mind, their failure to sanction Haley 

undermined her as a parent because they did not make good on the threats Haley’s 

mother parroted to Haley.    

A common practice within the juvenile justice system is to divert as many non-

serious, first offenses as possible to deferred prosecution programs. In my county, we 

have three different deferred programs, two that offer clients no supervision in the 

community and another that offers minimal supervision. In one program, participants 

attend law-related education classes, while in the other, they meet with a neighborhood 

volunteer for social work-type assistance. In the third, they convene with an actual 

probation officer who links them to community services, but she may take the girl to 

court if she does not fulfill her end of the deferred prosecution contract. 

The rationale behind programs like these is that many kids who commit a minor 

offense are not likely to re-offend and may simply be guided back on track with some 
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education, community resources, or support. Probation departments do not have adequate 

personnel to provide community supervision to all the kids whom law enforcement refers 

to the system, and they do not think they should do so. By having deferred programs, 

probation departments can concentrate the bulk of their resources on chronic offenders.   

Furthermore, the juvenile justice system is set up to impose increasingly severe 

penalties upon  non-compliant children and those who have committed more serious 

offenses. Deferred prosecution programs are one example of how the system attempts to 

use this progressive discipline. This incremental approach is problematic because, as 

some parents stated, some children do not take the system seriously when its initial 

consequences are not harsh.  Leia (17) admitted that she had been one of these kids: 

“Before I was on formal probation, I was on deferred . . . I didn’t take it seriously and so 

when I got put on this probation I was like, okay, well it must be kind of the same, so I 

still did everything I was doing.” 

Alasia’s mom shared her frustration with the system when she discussed her 

daughter’s deferred prosecution: 

It was a total joke . . . it gave her a message that . . . probation, I don’t 
have to do crap . . . I mean they ordered her to pay 35 dollars a month and 
there was never a probation officer to see her, there was never a probation 
officer to go to, visit, nothing. She was on six months probation. We get a 
letter in the mail saying she’s off, no problem. 

 
Alasia’s mother is upset because she does not think that the probation department 

handled her daughter’s case properly. I would argue that Alasia’s mother’s discontent 

stems from the disjuncture between what she believes deferred prosecution entails and 
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what it actually entails. In other words, it was not clear to Alasia’s mother what she could 

expect from court officials when Alasia was on deferred prosecution.  

Besides the problem of unclear expectations is the fact that deferred prosecution 

probation officers may try to talk tough to clients in hopes of gaining their compliance 

even when they have no power or intention to carry out their threats should the child 

violate her agreement. In other words, parents often do not understand that their child’s 

probation officer is attempting to bluff their child. What is unfortunate is that officers 

often do this believing that they are helping the parents. And if the child believes the 

threats, such bluffs may work. However, when the child, like Leia, continues to 

misbehave without being penalized, the credibility of the system is undermined in its 

clients’ eyes.  

Of all the girls and their parents, only Linda and her mother agreed that Linda’s 

cases had been handled unfairly by the juvenile court—yet they disagreed on how the 

court had been unfair. I asked Linda if she felt her cases had been handled unfairly. She 

replied: 

Uh huh [yes]. Okay, by the court? Uh huh. And by the police? Uh huh. 
And what about, how do you feel your case has been handled by 
probation? I don’t know, just I don’t feel I need to be on it . . . I’m on it, 
and none of it happened. 
 

Linda bemoaned how she has been handled by the entire juvenile system. Linda’s mom 

on the other hand, was most unhappy that the juvenile court was not addressing what she 

thought was her true problem. She explained why she thought her daughter’s case had 

been handled unfairly:  
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I think unfairly in the fact that again . . . we're not looking at the big 
picture. Linda is getting a criminal record now that, it's going to continue 
to grow . . . if we don't take care of the right thing. I think they've . . . put 
her in a category of being, you know, breaking the law when . . . her 
problem is . . . not on paper. You think they labeled her? Yeah, they 
labeled her as a runaway, they labeled her as assaulting me, and as theft 
and they haven't labeled what she really is, and she's a drug user.  
 
Linda’s mother believes that to the juvenile system, Linda’s problems are 

confined to what is on her record; since her daughter has not been arrested on any drug-

related charges, Linda’s drug use—what her mother believes is driving her 

delinquency—is being ignored. Linda’s mother’s comment speaks to the frustration some 

parents feel when they believe their child’s problem is one thing and court officials think 

it is another.   

THE JUVENILE COURT: UNFAIR TO PARENTS 
 

It was difficult for the study’s parents to distinguish between how the juvenile 

court handled their daughters’ cases and how it treated them. When I asked parents if 

their daughters’ cases had been handled fairly or unfairly, parents often responded by 

telling me how the court had mistreated them. Parents had three chief complaints: they 

did not like it when court officials treated them disrespectfully, when court-related 

activities overly taxed their time, and when they were asked to pay unreasonable sums of 

money to the court.  

While I doubt anyone working in the juvenile system thinks that the juvenile court 

deliberately burdens parents, I do think juvenile court officials often take a by any means 

necessary approach to helping children under their jurisdiction; they take this tact from 
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their middle-class position, and this stance may translate into by any middle-class means 

necessary. In other words, court officials do not always take into account the hardships 

they are asking working-class and poor families to bear in order to comply with the 

court’s orders. I propose that this is a major source of tension between parents and the 

juvenile justice system.  

My court’s judges make some effort to take families’ situations into account. 

They ask parents if mornings or afternoons are better for them for court times, and some 

judges will not order a child into certain programs if they foresee that it may be too 

arduous for her parent to get to the program. Nevertheless, these are very small 

accommodations as working-class parents can rarely to afford to miss work for any 

length of time or to pay fees for their children’s probation.   

Some parents complained about judges who had been rude and disrespectful to 

them.  While Jessica’s mother liked the judge to be aggressive with her daughter, she 

took issue with a municipal judge who took an abrasive approach with her:  

That’s the way [the judge] makes you feel—it’s the parents’ fault. You go 
in there and she treats you like crap . . . she talks to you so bad in front of 
your kids . . . so I guess our kids feel like, “I guess [the judge] can talk to 
them like that, we can treat them like that too.” 
 

Jessica’s mother is mostly upset about the judge’s treatment of her for two reasons: she 

feels she is being blamed for her daughter’s misbehavior, and she feels her parental 

authority is being undermined in front of her children. 

When I asked Sara’s mom about how Sara’s cases had been handled by the 

courts, she also took issue with how the municipal judge spoke to her and her children: 
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[The judge is] very rude . . . I mean she'll ask [the kids] a question and 
they'll open their mouth to answer and she'll shut them up, “You're lying!” 
. . . they are in trouble yes, give them the opportunity to give you their side 
of the story . . . every time we go to court here, I would have an upset 
stomach and I know Sara would have an upset stomach…’cause [the 
judge] would put me down…she makes grown people cry . . . I think she 
tries to get you by scaring you but she's so . . . disrespectful. But once we 
went over [to the district court], I can say [the judge] spoke to us and let us 
answer the questions and . . . talked to her like a person. He didn't try to 
yell at her from the stands so everybody in the courtroom could see and 
look at her or whatever. 
 

Sara’s mom perceived the judge’s lack of respect and refusal to listen as evidence of 

unfair treatment. I would argue that such treatment has the opposite of the desired effect; 

is not likely to motivate girls and parents to work with court officials in order to achieve 

the court’s goals. The examples offered by Sara and Jessica’s mothers also point to 

something else: how little things have changed since the juvenile court’s inception. 

According to Odem (1995), in its early days “the juvenile court functioned as a place of 

moral instruction and discipline of working class parent and their daughters. Parents were 

required to attend court hearings with their daughters, and they frequently found 

themselves subject to the scrutiny of court officials” (p.150). In my experience, some 

judges are more apt to chastise parents publicly than others. Those that do may be in the 

minority, but they are likely voicing opinions that other court officials share.   

I found that parents were also frequently upset that their daughters’ court took up 

so much of their time. In terms of their time, parents had several complaints: the number 

of times they had to appear in court before the disposition of their child’s case, the 

amount of time they have to spend waiting for hearings, the amount of work they have to 
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miss due to court appearances, and the amount of time they have to spend on court-

ordered programs. Leia’s mother thought her daughter had been treated fairly but she was 

unhappy with the court’s practices:   

I think they have been more than fair…She knew what she was headed for 
ahead of time, like I said, making the choices she made. So your only issue 
with the courts has been the slow pace with which action is taken? Slow 
pace. Okay. And I’ve had to take a lot of time to go back to court because 
things got delayed or postponed or whatever. That’s been hard. 

 
Leia’s mom described herself as “pissed” because she has had to “take off time to deal 

with this over and over and over again.” Similarly, Haley’s mom complained,  

Your court time would be either at eight or one-thirty and then if you got 
there at eight, you had to wait ‘til they called your name and that may have 
been noon and then the one-thirty, they may not have called your name ‘til 
five . . . so any time we had to go to court, it was pretty much a half day 
for both of us [parents], of being off work.   
 

Though neither Leia’s nor Haley’s parents were in danger of losing their jobs due to their 

absenteeism, most working-class parents do not have a great deal of job security. Many 

of the study’s parents were like Betty’s mom, who is a hairstylist and does not get paid if 

she does not work. She estimated that she had taken off twenty days for Betty’s court 

appearances. Similarly, Jessica’s mother claimed to have quit her job in part because of 

her daughter’s many court obligations. Without a doubt, system officials would not want 

their clients’ parents to lose their jobs and be unable to support their families. However, 

this is an unintended consequence of the system’s insensitivity to working-class parents. 

On other occasions, I have experienced other juvenile justice professionals’ 

insensitivity to the time needs of their clients’ parents. For example, children often get 
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released from our detention facility after their parents have waited a substantial amount 

of time for their child’s court hearing. These parents are often anxious to return to work 

or to pick up younger children from school. But when anyone tries to hurry along the 

release process for these parents, they are often met with comments like, “[The mother] is 

just going to have to wait,” or, “If she doesn’t like it then she shouldn’t let her kid come 

in here.” I believe the insensitivity such comments reveal is widespread among juvenile 

justice professionals; such insensitivity stems ultimately from the fact that JPOs blame 

parents for their daughters’ misbehavior. 

Parents also complained that the juvenile court had been unfair to them when they 

thought it cost them too much money. Besides lost wages, many of the study’s parents 

endured a number of expenses due to their daughters’ entanglement. Amber’s mother 

complained about how much money she spent on court-ordered obligations including 

fines or fees for programs she had to participate in: “I’m stressing out having to pay this 

250 dollars I don’t have, on top of spending all this money to go back and forth [from her 

daughter’s placement], [and] the wear and tear on my car.” And when I asked Kitty’s 

father how he thought Kitty’s case was handled by the court, he replied: 

Well, I didn't see a reason why we needed to have a lawyer but the judge 
said we need to have a lawyer so that was 1500 dollars there. And then 
they put her in [a treatment center] in Paulstown down by San Jacinto, and 
they put her in there for six months . . . we had to pay 850 [dollars] a 
month. They first set it at over a thousand dollars a month and I talked to 
them to bring it down a little. And that was just towards her treatment or 
was that child support or? Child support.  
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Kitty’s parents were among those who were ordered by Sun County’s juvenile court to 

pay child support to the probation department while their child was in court-ordered 

placement. The court did not take into account that Kitty’s parents had already charged 

ten thousand dollars on their credit card in their attempts to help Kitty before her juvenile 

court involvement. 

Linda’s mother was also chagrined that she had to pay the probation department 

when her daughter was ordered into a placement: “When they told me I had to pay child 

support I was like, “That’s crazy ‘cause I’ve never gotten it so now you’re getting it?” 

In addition to parents who were ordered to pay large sums were parents who were 

asked to pay repeatedly because their daughters continued to get in trouble. Alasia’s mom 

was one of these parents, and she complained bitterly about being repeatedly court-

ordered to pay. In her interview, she proclaimed, “I'm not paying nothing. I done paid it 

the first three times she was on probation. I told her P.O.—why should I pay? . . . I done 

paid for an attorney, I paid court cost, I paid the fine—I’m not paying the twenty a 

month.” These examples suggest that parents are asked to pay unreasonable sums of 

money, and often these parents are those the least able to do so. The system behaves 

callously in expecting these parents to endure such exorbitant costs. It is also being 

foolish if it does not recognize that parents who endure such costs will prioritize getting 

their child out of the system over the system’s goals.  

Of the two counties in this study, Sun County’s parents were disproportionately 

ordered to pay for a variety of things. This county did appear to offer more programs and 

to place more children out of their homes than Rattler County. By way of contrast, the 
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county where I work provides many programs for our clients but rarely orders the parents 

to pay for anything aside from a few state-mandated fees and an attorney if they do not 

qualify for a public defender. If they have insurance, they may be asked to secure mental 

health services for their child at their own expense.  

Some parents stressed that they wanted their daughters to do community service 

in lieu of their children’s fines. Not all of them had that wish granted. Jessica’s mom was 

one of these, and she gave this as one of the reasons she did not think her daughter’s 

cases were handled fairly by the municipal court.  

You didn't like that she wouldn't let her do community service obviously? 
Right, and I'm having to pay just out of pocket. Right. And [the judge] 
wanted me to come up with the whole thousand dollars within two weeks. 
And then, after that, if I couldn't come up with that money, then she would 
probably take payments—probably. 

 
In the Progressive Era, Odem (1995) found that, “parents also tried, although not always 

successfully, to influence the court’s decisions in accordance with their interests” (p.158). 

Thus, “rather than seeing the court system as a top-down model of class control then, we 

should conceive of it as a triangulated network of struggles and negotiations among 

working-class parents, their teenage daughters, and court officials” (p.158). 

Candy’s mom also pointed to the treatment she received from the municipal judge 

in her reply about how her daughter’s cases have been handled: 

I don’t like [the judge] . . . she takes her position to the extreme to me . . . I 
don't think it's fair for them to fine the parents, especially when . . . I could 
show them I'm financially unable to pay it. She doesn't care and she has 
told my husband and I that…if we have money to buy alcohol or beer . . . 
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tobacco and possibly drugs and stuff like that, we could to pay fines. And I 
couldn't believe it. It was 960—two tickets—964 dollars. 

 
Candy’s mother provides another example of a way our present-day juvenile court may 

scrutinize parents’ behavior. In this case, the judge is making an unfair assumption about 

her by suggesting that she drinks or uses drugs. This is also an example of how out-of-

touch and unsympathetic the court is about the financial situations of working-class and 

poor families.  

In Chapter Three, we saw that the probation officers largely blamed their clients’ 

parents for their children’s misconduct. In this section, we hear from parents about the 

many ways the juvenile court, and more specifically judges, mistreat them. Like 

probation officers, judges may believe that parents are largely responsible for their 

children’s delinquency. Whether such attitudes are pervasive among all juvenile justice 

professionals, including judges, desperately needs to be explored by future researchers.  

PROBATION: THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE NOT-SO-BAD 
 

One of the major aims of this research was to allow the girls to voice how they 

experience the juvenile justice system. Therefore, I was interested in what the girls 

thought were probation’s positive and negative aspects. Besides being interested in the 

girls’ views of the system and their experiences within it, I was interested in whether 

these girls thought the experience had affected them and if so, in what way(s). Because 

all of the girls in my study were on formal probation, I narrowed my focus to this aspect 

of the juvenile justice system.  
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Before I explain the girls’ and their parents’ experiences of probation, I provide 

here a helpful description of what being on probation generally entails. In Texas, 

probation is usually ordered in increments of six, nine, or twelve months, or continued 

until the child’s eighteenth birthday. In counties like Rattler County with limited 

resources, the probation term itself is the primary intervention ordered by their juvenile 

court. Counties with more resources do more than supervise their probationers in the 

community; their clients are usually ordered to participate in rehabilitative programs. 

When a juvenile court places a girl on probation, the girl is given a set of probation rules 

they must follow for a set amount of time, and she is assigned to a probation officer. 

Some counties’ JPOs have specialized caseloads. For example, a child that is believed to 

have mental health needs may be assigned to a JPO with that specialty, or a child that is 

considered high-risk may be assigned to a JPO who provides intensive supervision. 

Depending on the county and the level of supervision the court assigned, probation 

officers are in contact with their clients anywhere from a few times a week to once a 

month. Besides reporting to their JPOs, probationers are subject to urinalyses at their 

JPOs’ discretion, curfew checks so that their JPO ensure the child is adhering to court-

ordered curfew, and school visits so their JPO can check on their client’s attendance, 

grades and behavior. Children on probation are also required to perform community-

service, but their county determines its scope. Rattler County orders all of its probationers 

to perform 100 hours of community service while my county normally requires between 

25 and 50 hours. Probationers may be ordered to participate in certain programs intended 

for their rehabilitation such as substance abuse treatment, parenting classes, anger 
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management classes, counseling, and many others. Their parents may be required to 

participate as well. Probationers or their parents are required to pay some court costs, 

probation fees, and some other fees as assigned. Children who violate the terms of their 

probation order are subject to further court action that may include having their probation 

revoked or extended. 

Using their referral histories, I determined that Leia, Alasia, Betty, Sara, Roxanne, 

Sierra, and Linda had previously been given a chance at deferred prosecution, either by 

the juvenile court or their probation department; some of these girls completed deferred 

prosecution and then re-offended, and others were transferred to formal probation 

because they had problems on deferred. Most of the girls were assigned a one-year 

probation term; all five Rattler County girls, regardless of their offense, were given one-

year terms, as this is that court’s standard practice.  

I asked the girls what was good and bad about probation. Overall, the girls 

indicated that they thought probation had helped them. But unlike their parents, the girls 

did not highlight that for them probation had been truly onerous. Instead, their responses 

suggest that for girls, probation is simply a nuisance. 

Jessica, Jasmine and Linda agreed that there was nothing good about probation. 

Haley, on the other hand, pointed to an enjoyable community service experience, and 

Betty singled out her probation officer as the best thing about probation. And two girls 

thought that probation had made a difference in their families. Kitty (17) lauded 

probation for “how it’s helped my family.” And Amber (15) praised how “It’s helping me 

stay out of trouble and with my little girl.”   
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Like Amber, many of the girls said the best thing about probation was that it 

helped them avoid more legal trouble. Leia (17) was one who cited probation’s deterrent 

effect: “If I’m tempted to go out and do something, when I’m on probation, I don’t do it. 

[Probation] probably prevents me from doing a lot of things I would do if I wasn’t on 

probation.” Along the same lines, Christy (14) liked that probation “keeps you in right, 

keeps you not doing no drugs, not being out too late.” Felisa (14) explained how 

probation works: “It sets the standards that I can and cannot do . . . it’s kind of like a 

rulebook.” 

I also asked the girls to name the worst thing about being on probation. Some girls 

had trouble pinpointing a worst thing. Betty said she could not point out a worst thing 

because her probation officer and therapist had made probation “pretty easy.” Initially, 

Leia said meeting with her probation officer when she was in trouble was the worst thing, 

but then she reversed her position: “There’s nothing really bad about probation.” Amber, 

though, had no problem picking one thing: being away from her family the two times she 

was in a court-ordered placement. Several girls cited a specific probation rule or rules 

that they did not like as the worst thing about probation. Jessica did not think there was 

one worst thing but named some bad things about probation: “Bad things is not being 

able to talk to other people on probation which is basically all your friends . . . you can’t 

be out late, you got to be home at a certain time if not supervised by a parent or guardian. 

It’s just a lot of things.” Roxanne summarized most of these girls’ complaints in her 

answer: “You can’t do what you want. You can’t hang out . . . with whoever you want. 

You can’t stay out as long as you want . . . you have to be in at six  . . . [you] have to drop 
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what you’re doing and come and meet your probation officer and you could be doing 

something.” Sara (16) said the worst thing to her was “Drug testing. I don’t know—they 

always be checking on you, you got people watching you.” Two other girls also thought 

having their actions monitored was the worst thing about probation. Christy (14) 

primarily disliked something different about being on probation, Christy hated the stress 

that she felt while on probation. She explained, “If I mess up, I have to worry a lot about 

it . . . you can be locked up at any time.” 

The girls’ responses both about what they see as the best and worst things about 

being on probation suggest that many of them believe that being on probation 

discourages them from getting in more trouble.   

GIRLS’ VIEWS OF THEIR PROBATION OFFICERS 
 

Because probation officers are an essential ingredient in carrying out the juvenile 

court’s will, whether officers succeed in helping their clients become more law-abiding, 

productive citizens is important. Although the specific impact of probation officers on 

their clients’ behavior is impossible to measure, by listening to the girls’ experiences with 

their probation officers and their impressions of whether their JPOs had helped them, we 

gain some insight into how probation may work or why it may fail to meet the needs of 

its clients and its goal of community protection. 

The main job of probation officers is to ensure that their clients abide by their 

probation contracts. JPOs though are not merely contract enforcers; they also have quite a 
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bit of latitude to sanction their client’s misbehavior and to direct clients to community 

resources they believe would benefit them.  

Girls from Rattler County tended to stay with the same probation officer 

throughout their probation term and to be reassigned to their former officer if they re-

offended. Three of the Rattler County girls had the same probation officer throughout 

their probation term, and two had two different officers. One of the two, Jasmine, only 

had a second JPO because she had transferred from another county. And Felisa had a 

second JPO because she had been in a six-month, grant-funded program that required her 

to change probation officers when it ended. 

Conversely, all of the girls in Sun County had experienced more than one 

probation officer; including their current officers, one Sun County girl was on her second 

officer, four had had three officers, and four girls were on their fourth officer. The 

number of officers each girl has worked with may seem large, but there are two reasons 

that explain why a county may assign girls multiple officers. Many mid-size departments 

like Sun County’s, along with large departments, assign officers to handle a particular 

aspect of the juvenile justice process.  In addition, many JPOS specialize in a certain type 

of client.   

In the county where I work, we have deferred prosecution officers who handle 

those specific cases and pre-trial probation officers who take new cases to court. Once the 

court process is complete, a deferred prosecution officer or a field probation officer is 

assigned to supervise a child in the community and oversee their probation term. We 

have deferred prosecution officers who specialize in truancy and family violence cases, 
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and field officers who specialize in substance abuse, mental health, sex offenses, 

placement or intensive supervision. Clients usually start with a deferred prosecution 

officer, or if assigned formal probation, with a regular field officer and then may be 

moved to other officers if new concerns arise during their probation term.  

Children and their parents are often unclear about the roles of different probation 

officers, and this confusion can be a source of disappointment or aggravation. For 

instance, unlike field officers, pre-trial and deferred prosecution officers provide minimal 

community supervision to clients. In addition, deferred prosecution officers and field 

officers usually link children to community resources while pre-trial officers tend to 

merely recommend to the court the programs they believe would be most beneficial to 

their clients.   

I asked all the girls what they thought of their assigned probation officer; girls 

who had had more than one officer were asked their opinions of all the officers they had 

been assigned. By their count, the fifteen girls had had forty probation officers between 

them. The girls expressed fairly positive opinions about eighteen, dislike for ten and 

indifference about the remaining twelve. Ten girls spoke favorably about their current 

probation officer, with nine of the probation officers receiving an overall positive rating. 

Only Linda, who had recently changed probation officers, took a very negative stance 

toward the probation officer that knew her the best and who was interviewed for the 

study. The other four girls were more indifferent toward their current probation officers. 

As I stated in Chapter 2, the high number of positive responses about their current 

probation officers may be skewed by the fact that probation officers helped me recruit 
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their clients to participate in the study. Nevertheless, only one of the five Rattler County 

girls, Sierra, gave a positive review of the probation officer that knew her best. I 

characterize the other Rattler County girls as indifferent about the probation officers with 

whom they had had significant working relationships. Furthermore, seven girls named at 

least one probation officer they had not liked. Amber (15) described one former officer as 

“mean,” and both Sara (16) and Linda (16) had former officers that were “rude” and had 

an “attitude.”  

A common stereotype about probation officers is that they are exacting and 

authoritarian. While such labels may hold true, only Candy (16) did not like one of her 

former officers because she had been “too strict.” Roxanne (15) described her probation 

officer as “strict but then it’s her job—she’s my probation officer, she’s supposed to keep 

me out of trouble.” Some girls suggested that they could separate their probation officers’ 

actions from their sentiments about them. Jessica did not hold a negative view of a 

previous officer who had recommended that she be removed from her home, and neither 

did Christy when her probation officer put her in detention.  

Girls offered one of four different reasons or some combination of these for why 

they liked a JPO: they were nice or cool, they had helped or tried to help them, they had 

given them chances, or they had connected with them. When asked about the probation 

officers she had experienced, Alasia (15) explained why she thought hers had been “real 

cool:” “Honestly, I like them . . . a lot of times I think that I could have gotten locked up 

for the things that I’ve done but they always . . . give me that second chance.” Jessica too 

had liked a former probation officer because he “was real laid back. He cut me a lot of 
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slack. I liked him a lot. He tried to help me.” And like Jessica, Amber liked that her 

current probation officer had helped her. 

Overall, the girls lavished the most praise on officers they thought they had 

connected with on a personal level, Leia, Alasia, Kitty, Jessica, Haley, Betty, Sara, and 

Felisa suggested that they had experienced such a connection. Five girls said this was 

why they liked their current officer:  

I requested [that she] be my probation officer again . . . we get along and 
I've had her for so long and it's like other people, you know, it just takes 
time to get used to them . . . to talk to them, to be honest, to be real with 
them . . . and that's what happened with her . . . I can actually talk to her 
(Kitty, 17). 
 

I love [my JPO] . . . I feel like she really does care about me and that she 
really wants to help me and that she's more in sync with me and my family 
and . . .she knows more about me . . . she's my favorite (Haley, 16). 
 

Moreover, probation officers who were not characterized as going beyond their essential 

job descriptions by “really getting to know” their clients received either negative or 

indifferent ratings. Kitty, Jessica, and Haley justified their negative ratings of their 

previous officers along these lines. Kitty had had three probation officers she had not 

liked, and though initially she had trouble pinpointing her reasons, she decided, “I just 

didn’t really want to talk to them because I didn’t really know them.” Jessica had not 

liked one of hers because “He knew that I was . . . always in trouble so that’s, that’s who 

I was to him, I was always in trouble.” And Haley said, “With Melanie, I didn't really like 
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her because . . .  she was just doing her job, like she didn't really care . . . she seemed like 

a witch.” 

 I propose that a perceived lack of personal connection explains some of the girls’ 

indifference to their JPOs. For example, Haley explained how she neither really liked nor 

disliked Tracy, one of her former probation officers: “I mean she was kind of nice . . . she 

gave me chances, it’s just, I didn’t really have a good connection with her.” Four of the 

five girls from Rattler County were indifferent towards the probation officers they had 

dealt with the most. This ratio seems curious because there is a scarcity of available 

programs in that county, which means that their probation officers are the main 

intervention that comes with their one-year probation terms.   

Another explanation for this indifference is the small number of contacts 

probation officers in Rattler County make with their clients. The consensus among the 

participants from Rattler County was that clients report to their assigned officers 

monthly. Furthermore, it is common for co-workers to visit with each other’s clients if 

the assigned probation officer is unavailable. This may result in relatively few face-to-

face contacts with a client in a twelve-month probation term. In addition, since there are 

no programs to discuss, girls’ and JPOs’ conversations may be routine with little to 

discuss beyond school attendance, urinalyses results, home situations, and upcoming 

appointment times.  

Conversely, Sun County JPOs (and the JPOs in my county) meet with their clients 

weekly or bi-weekly. Presumably, more contacts over time allow more opportunities for 

forging relationships. JPOs in these counties also have access to more resources including 
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treatment programs; girls may also equate their officers referring them to treatment 

programs as proof that they care about them and are trying to help them. 

This ideology of connectedness is nothing new to the juvenile court. Odem (1995) 

described how one of the first juvenile court referees, Miriam Van Waters, encouraged 

the teachers and staff at the girls’ reform school she oversaw to “form personal 

relationships with the girls, for she believed that human warmth and interaction were 

important in the rehabilitation process” (pp.147-148). My findings suggest that girls who 

believe they have a good relationship with their assigned officers may be more successful 

or at least be more motivated to succeed than clients who do not have a good relationship. 

Yet, if girls require more emotional work on the part of their JPOs, this may explain why 

justice professionals universally consider female offenders harder to work with than male 

offenders. 

PARENTS’ VIEWS OF THEIR DAUGHTERS’ PROBATION OFFICERS 
 

Knowing how the parents viewed their children’s probation officers is important 

to this examination for two reasons. First, as we have seen, a child’s probation involves 

more than interactions solely between that child and her probation officer, and these 

interactions have been at the center of this study. And second, in Chapter 3 we gained a 

fairly clear idea of how JPOs view their clients’ parents, but we have yet to find out what 

the girls’ parents think of their children’s JPOs. Furthermore, how parents view JPOs is 

important because it helps us put together the puzzle of how these three parties 

sometimes work at cross-purposes. 
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I asked fourteen parents their opinions about their daughters’ probation officers. 

Four parents made very positive remarks about their experiences working with their 

daughters’ probation officers; five others made largely positive remarks, but theirs were 

not as enthusiastic as these four. Haley’s mother gave even amounts of praise and 

criticism. The four remaining parents’ comments about the probation officers were 

overwhelmingly negative.   

Many of parents’ positive remarks were similar to those of the girls; probation 

officers were deemed “helpful,” “pretty nice,” “pretty good,” “very fair,” “easy to talk 

to,” and “responsive.” The four most complimentary parents, however, stressed the 

connection they or their daughters had with the probation officers or the support they 

received in their role as parents. Leia’s mother pointed to two probation officers she had 

worked with whom she found to be particularly supportive:   

I’ve been kind of looking to him to help me help her. So I felt it was more 
important to open up and tell him . . . ‘This is what’s happening. What can 
we do?’  I’ve had a real good experience with [him] . . .they know what 
I’ve been trying to do, my concerns, my fears . . . I think they have really 
tried to help me help her. 
 

Felisa’s mother also applauded the amount of support she received as a single parent and 

the connection she had with her daughter’s probation officer: 

I really like [her] because [she] would take up the slack in my family. And 
it was like [she] was a part of the family—they discipline her but yet the 
loving part of that . . . I’ve known [her] throughout the entire six months . . 
. three times a week I saw her, so she became part of the family . . . [she] 
saw Felisa all the time . . . [she] knew what was going on . . . [she’d] call 
me and let me know. 
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Likewise, Sierra’s stepmother praised Sierra’s probation officer for being sympathetic 

and connecting with her: “I think she cares about a lot of the kids . . . she takes care of 

them. She understands more or less family feelings. You can meet some probation 

officers and they don’t care what’s happening in the family—the kid got in trouble, just 

take care of it and leave . . . But no, she understands.” These mothers believe that their 

daughters’ JPOs are empathetic to their situations, and that they have benefited from their 

support.  

Betty’s mother’s admiration for her daughter’s JPO went one step farther—she 

thought that she was behind Betty’s rehabilitation: 

[The JPO] was definitely the best . . .she just makes the kids feel like they 
can tell her things . . .she doesn’t make them angry to get them to do what 
she wants, she just kind of talks to them like they are real, and that kind of 
made Betty feel better about wanting to do better . . . you can’t really tell 
her what to do, you almost have to talk her into it . . . [she has] put an 
impact on her—I’ll put it that way—of wanting to succeed later on and 
why. 

 
Betty’s mother’s observation demonstrates that probation can serve as an effective 

intervention.  Through connecting with Betty, the JPO motivated her to change. 

It is interesting to note that four out of the five Rattler County parents made 

positive remarks about their daughters’ probation officers compared with their daughters, 

only one of whom made a positive comment. The four other girls were largely 

indifferent. I believe because the court requires little of Rattler’s County’s parents, these 

parents are happier with their daughters’ probation overall, and this satisfaction translates 

into affinity for its JPOs.   
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Parents, however, criticized the JPOs on four main grounds: for their lack of 

communication, for their ineffective responses to violations, for their inability to make a 

connection, or for their criticism of them. Roxanne’s mother complained about her 

daughter’s probation officer’s lack of communication with her. Although she said it had 

been easy for her to talk to the officer, she was disgusted that she had not been notified 

that Roxanne’s urine specimens had been testing positive for marijuana. Haley’s mother 

voiced her previous difficulties in trying to reach Haley’s probation officer: “I called 

every day to that lady . . . and could not get her to call me back.” This lack of 

communication was a familiar experience for Alasia’s mother who explained, “You call 

and report it and you don’t get the response . . . I called for a week straight.” 

Non-existent, slow or ineffective responses to their daughters’ violations made up 

the most frequent complaints of parents about the probation officers. In addition to not 

having their phone calls returned, some parents complained that officers insisted that 

parents handle things they thought the probation officers should handle. For example, 

Amber’s mother was unhappy that Amber’s probation officer expected her to get Amber 

to school:  

The probation officer [said], “Well, she’s got to go, even if you have to 
drag her.” I had already had one altercation with her . . . I said I’m not 
going to do it . . . because I don’t want to be hit . . . they go, “It’s your 
responsibility to make sure she goes to school.” And I’d say, “Is there any 
way that someone can come and get her?”   
 

Jasmine’s mother shared a similar experience: “Her P.O. gets mad at me. They think it’s 

just easy, telling her and pushing her . . . I don’t have time . . . if he knows she’s not 
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going to school, how come he doesn’t just pick her up and take her to jail?” I maintain 

that these examples illustrate a common struggle parents and probation officers have over 

how to divide the labor of managing a child’s misbehavior. Here we see two parents who 

think their child’s misbehavior should be handled by their children’s JPOs; conversely, 

the JPOs think their clients’ parents are still required to parent their child, in this case by 

making sure they go to school.  

Parents were also unhappy when they thought officers responded too slowly or 

too leniently to their daughters’ probation violations. A common sentiment was that the 

probation officers had been too easy on their daughters. Leia’s mom was “not overly 

impressed” with one probation officer she saw as laid-back, which is a quality favored by 

the girls. Some parents went further and contended that such leniency was at least 

partially responsible for their current problems with their daughters:   

They were real easy with her at first . . .I think if they had nipped it in the 
butt then maybe it wouldn’t have gotten this bad . . . so they let her get 
away with this and then, during the middle and the end is when they 
wanted to start enforcing . . . [but] you have to start from the beginning 
(Amber’s mother). 

They’re a little more tougher on the boys than on the girls . . .if they would 
deal a little more tougher . . .I don’t think we would have been back there 
after that first time . . . if they would take them to . . . prison . . . if they’d 
actually let those women in her face . . . that’s what she needs (Alasia’s 
mother).  
 

We saw in Chapter 3 that a common complaint of JPOs is that their clients’ parents do 

not provide their daughters enough supervision or structure. Here we see parents with the 

same complaints about their daughters’ JPOs. Furthermore, all three of these mothers are 
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working-class or poor, and as I previously mentioned, Hays (1996) found that these 

parents tend to me more concerned with their child’s obedience than middle-class parents 

are.  

A third, albeit less frequent, complaint of parents was the feeling that their 

assigned probation officer never really connected with their family. Jessica’s mother 

recounted a previous probation officer she had not liked: “He just didn’t seem 

understanding. It seemed like he didn’t care.” Amber’s mother was annoyed that her 

daughter’s probation officer made unreasonable demands on her and her child—demands 

that did not take into account their specific hardships. And, unlike parents who wanted 

their daughter’s probation officer to be stern, Linda’s mom did not appreciate this quality 

in her daughter’s officer:  

[She] is known for being very strict . . . [the kids will] tell you that’s 
probably the [probation officer] they fear the most. And it’s because of the 
way she carries herself . . . she doesn’t smile very much . . . she doesn’t 
believe everything the kids say . . . I thought that that’s what [JPOs] were 
here for—I thought they were her to help get these kids straightened up . . 
. to protect them too and get them the help they needed—and not to be 
advocates for the court, the court doesn’t need no help. 
 

Linda’s mother suggests that because Linda’s JPO was not personable, neither she nor 

her daughter could connect with her, and this lack was detrimental to her daughter’s 

success. Furthermore, Linda’s mother’s comment indicates that she is not clear about the 

dual role of the JPO; JPOs do serve clients and their families, but above all else, they 

serve the court. 
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In Chapter 3, I argued that probation officers frequently blame parents for the 

delinquent paths their daughters take. Consequently, parents might detect some implied 

accusations from their children’s probation officers. Nevertheless, only three parents 

complained about probation officers they saw as either blaming them for their daughters’ 

continued misconduct or for not cooperating with their daughters’ probation, and these 

parents complained vehemently: 

I have no faith in this office whatsoever. I just go with the program 
because I have to . . . I’ve been accused before . . . when they do 
something wrong, I get accused. So my dealing with this office is very 
limited (Alasia’s mother). 

At one point [the JPO] thought I was hiding things from her . . . she was 
saying that I was just covering up and I was lying . . . to protect my 
daughter (Linda’s mother). 

Her P.O. gets mad at me . . . he knows what she is doing and then he 
comes and blames me . . . he starts yelling…it seems like it’s me, me, me, 
me and me . . . I don’t like it because I feel like I’m the one that’s on 
probation . . . he just tells me that like, I’m not being harder on her 
(Jasmine’s mother). 
 

Given how many complaints the JPOs had about their clients’ parents and their parenting, 

it is surprising that more parents did not use the interview to also counter any criticism 

they suspect their child’s JPO might make about them. Since JPOs want to elicit parents’ 

cooperation, I believe they keep much of their criticism to themselves. In addition, as we 

have just seen, parents often form relationships with their daughters’ JPOs. Such parents 

may believe that their daughters’ JPOs recognize that they are not to blame for their 

daugthers’ misbehavior.  
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PARENT AND JPO INTERACTIONS 
 

As I noted earlier, parents and probation officers do not necessarily agree on 

where the parent’s job ends and the probation officer’s begins, and this creates disputes 

over how to divide the labor associated with handling a girl’s delinquency. I have heard 

many probation officers lament: “Once a girl is on probation, her parents expect us to 

parent her.” Yet, parents are instructed by the court to report all of their daughters’ 

violations to the probation officers. In other words, parents are essentially told to rely on 

court officials to handle their daughters’ missteps. This obligation ultimately serves to 

undermine parental authority and disempower parents, which in turn negatively affects 

their ability to parent their daughters.  

JPOs’ comments that their clients’ parents expect them to parent their children are 

interesting in light of my findings which suggest parents are not anxious to report their 

child’s violations to them. They are also remarkable given how often JPOs think their 

clients’ parents need to parent better or need help parenting. Additionally, given the way 

JPOs tend to blame their clients’ parents for their children’s misbehavior, it is significant 

that the juvenile court expects these same parents to report their children’s violations 

when doing so may only serve to further indict their parenting. 

These tensions raise several questions that I address in this section: how seriously 

do parents take their obligation to report violations and how do they decide what to 

report? In other words, how apt are parents to initiate this process? Do parents reasonably 

utilize probation’s ability to intervene when their children misbehave? Or do they 

overburden probation officers as some JPOs suggest by asking them to address things 
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they should handle as the parent? Finally, if the juvenile court was founded on the idea 

that it would serve as a surrogate parent for delinquent children, how willing are these 

children’s parents to relinquish their power to court officials, and how willing are JPOs to 

take on these responsibilities? 

I found that the parents in this study were not eager to let JPOs “parent” their 

daughters. Parents who reported violations felt compelled to do so. Some felt a particular 

episode was more serious than they could handle, or that their child’s misbehavior was 

escalating. Others were afraid that if they did not report their child might get in more 

trouble later, or they, the parents, might experience the court’s fury. Others reported 

because they felt compelled to abide by the agreement they signed or to follow through 

with a threat they made to their child. And some reported because they felt pressured to 

do so by family members or their JPO.  

Parents shared a number of reasons why they have hesitated to report, or they 

have chosen not to report their daughters’ violations: they were uncertain how the JPOs 

would address the violation, if they addressed it at all; they thought probation’s response 

might be too unpleasant for them, such as more probation; they wanted to try to handle 

their child’s misbehavior themselves either because they felt competent enough or they 

believed the situation would be best handled within the family; they used violating 

incidents as bargaining chips to elicit good behavior from their girls; or they give their 

daughters permission to violate in exchange for open communication or ongoing 

improved behavior.  
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Parents often keep probation officers apprised of any problems they are having 

with their children, but as I mentioned, the juvenile court requires that they report 

violations to the assigned officers. Violations parents may report are truancy, curfew 

breaches, runaways, known or suspected drug use, association with negative peers, non-

attendance of court-ordered programs, and any further law-breaking. However, in our 

discussions about reporting violations, the parents and girls tended to focus on curfew 

violations. Unlike other violations, JPOs are less likely to discover curfew violations 

without a parent’s report; this may explain why curfew violations ended up being the 

focus of our discussion about reporting violations.  

I asked the parents, “If your daughter violates her probation in some way, do you 

always report it to her probation officer or do you sometimes try to handle it first?”  

Leia’s, Alasia’s, Amber’s, Haley’s, Jessica’s, Sara’s and Roxanne’s parents indicated that 

throughout all or most of their daughters’ probation, they reported her violations. For 

example, Betty’s mother said that if Betty had ever violated, “I would have told her,” and 

she added, “I still would” even now that Betty is doing well. Linda’s and Jasmine’s 

indicated that they typically did not report violations. And Sierra’s, Kitty’s, Christy’s, 

Felisa’s, and Candy’s parents said they decided whether to report on a case-by-case basis. 

Parents gave different reasons for reporting their daughters’ violations. Jessica’s 

mother explained that she reported her daughter’s violations because she had been legally 

bound to do so, and she feared that if she did not, she would feel the court’s wrath: “I felt 

like that’s the order that [the judge] gave me . . . that if Jessica didn’t want to go to 

school, I had to report . . . to the probation office and then call her office . . .I would call 
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him because I knew it was going to fall back on me.” Roxanne’s mother gave a similar 

reason for reporting. While she admitted that there had been incidents she had not 

reported, she shared what she had reported and her rationale for reporting: “Her leaving 

the house, her coming home intoxicated, her leaving school . . . ‘cause those were rules 

that were actually put down on paper that we signed for.” In other words, Roxanne’s 

mother limited her reporting to only those things she believed she was absolutely 

required to report, and she may have even omitted some of those. 

Conversely, Haley and Amber’s mothers called their daughters’ probation officers 

“for everything,” though they did so for very different reasons. Haley’s mother explained 

that her frequent calls were her attempts to elicit a response from her child’s probation 

officer: “It got to the point, I called her for everything because it . . . was just like getting, 

just worse and that’s why I kept thinking, okay, something’s got to give here.” Haley’s 

mother adopted a “squeaky wheel” style of reporting because she wanted to the juvenile 

authorities to intervene in what she saw as her daughter’s downward spiral. 

Amber’s mother, on the other hand, constantly consulted with Amber’s JPO 

because she did not want Amber (and quite possibly herself) to get in more trouble. She 

described the evolution of her reporting: 

See I get stressed out because it’s like, okay, how are [the probation 
officers] going to react to this? And I have to call them for everything: if 
she doesn’t go to school, she doesn’t show up on time, if I get a call from 
school . . . at first I tried to handle it on my own…now since all this 
happened with her being in facilities . . . I don’t do anything until I talk to 
them. If I can’t talk to them, I pretty much try to think, “Well this is what 
they would have done.” 
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Amber’s probation has had a disempowering effect on her mother as a parent; 

rather than make decisions on Amber’s behalf, she now feels dependent on her child’s 

JPO for these. Another drawback to probation’s undermining of Amber’s mother’s 

authority is that her daughter may also come to view her mother as powerless. Not only 

might this negatively impact Amber’s behavior in the short-run, but once probation ends, 

Amber may have no regard for her mother’s authority. 

Rather than significantly increase their reporting over time as Amber’s mother 

did, some parents did the opposite. These parents indicated that historically they had 

reported their daughters’ violations but recently stopped. Sara’s mother offered two 

reasons to explain why she no longer reports: “I try to handle it sometimes on my own 

‘cause . . .now she’s almost through and I don’t want her to be in trouble anymore. . .I’ve 

been dealing with this for so long, I’m just ready to be through.” She added, “I let her go 

with her friends [now] because she does come home and she does talk to us now . . . 

that’s a better situation than her just leaving, us not knowing where she is at.” Sara’s 

mother has stopped reporting because she does not want to risk Sara’s probation being 

extended, and she believes her communication with her daughter has improved to a 

satisfactory level. In other words, she no longer feels the need for the external constraints 

probation provides. 

Conversely, Linda’s mother was one who did not historically report her 

daughter’s violations. She offered a few reasons for why she would not report, and some 

of these reasons overlapped with those of other parents:  
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I had never called and told the probation officer when she would leave at 
night . . . I would just say if she got caught, then that would be the way 
they’d find out . . . I didn’t want to see her in trouble . . . every time she 
did something wrong I’d try to cover for her so that they wouldn’t have 
something else to tell her, because she was going to fail—‘cause they 
weren’t taking care of the problem they were supposed to be taking care of 
. . . [and] probation was going outside the family . . . to get information on 
Linda and I don’t think that was right . . . She would come home and she’d 
be okay . . . she would always tell me where she was at . . . in order not to 
argue, I would let her go out.   

 
One reason Linda’s mother offers for not reporting mirrors that of Sara’s mother; both 

mothers said that it was preferable for them to know their daughters’ whereabouts than 

not to know. But unlike Sara’s mother who did not want Sara to get in more trouble when 

she was so close to completing probation, Linda’s mother did not want Linda to get in 

trouble because it was emotionally painful for her, and she did not want to report to an 

entity that she thought was already shirking its responsibility to her daughter. 

Additionally, to her, reporting her daughter’s violations borders on an act of family 

disloyalty. In fact, the only time Linda’s mother reported one of her daughter’s many 

curfew violations was when she felt extremely pressured by family members and the JPO 

to do so. Also, in this instance, she had threatened Linda before she left that if she did not 

come home, she would report her. 

Unspoken understandings or actual verbal agreements seem to be behind some of 

the parents’ decisions not to report their daughters’ violations. I contend that there are 

some benefits of such arrangements for both; the girls can be out past their curfew 

without worrying about repercussions with their probation, yet their mothers know their 

whereabouts and do not have to worry about whether they will come home. But there are 
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also problems with these arrangements. Girls and parents with these understandings may 

communicate better, but parents become complicit with their daughters’ undermining of 

the court’s orders. Furthermore, these understandings put parents in a vulnerable position. 

Like their daughters, parents do not want to get in trouble with the court. These 

arrangements give the girls something they can hold over their parents’ heads—that they 

too disregarded the court’s orders. 

  Nevertheless, parents had different reasons for striking these bargains with their 

daughters. Christy’s and Candy’s mothers allowed their daughters to break their curfews 

as a reward or an incentive for good behavior. Candy’s mother gave her rationale: 

She’s gone out with my twenty-one year old daughter . . . they don’t get 
along but Candy has no way to go out. I don’t take Candy out . . . she 
wants to [go rollerskating]. The judge told me that I can’t allow her to [go 
out] . . . I have to do that, if not, I’m in trouble . . . how am I going to help 
her change her ways if I can’t give her something in return? 

 
Candy’s mother is not worried about the trouble she will have with the judge if she is 

caught allowing Candy to break her court-ordered curfew; instead she fears the trouble 

Candy may give her if she is never allowed out. Financially disadvantaged parents like 

Candy’s mother may have little they can use to barter with their children for their 

compliance. Candy’s mother expounded on this dilemma, “How do you punish 

somebody who don't have nothing? She doesn't have a Gameboy, she don't have MTV, 

she barely has clothes that fit her.” From her mother’s perspective, if she lets her go out, 

she gains something she can use to negotiate with Candy. Candy’s mother’s comment 

suggests why working-class parents may look more to the juvenile justice system to 



 244

discipline their kids that middle-class parents. Unlike middle-class parents, working-class 

and poor parents have little with which they can materially penalize their children; they 

look to the system for alternative sanctions.   

There were different circumstances behind the understanding Leia’s mother had 

with her daughter. She relayed a recent incident that she handled within the family (and 

without probation): Leia snuck out one night and did not return until late afternoon the 

next day.  She asserted, “I’ve warned her—one more time and I’m going to tell [her JPO] 

everything.” While Leia’s mother could have turned Leia in to her probation officer for 

this incident, she preferred to be able to threaten Leia with it in hopes of gaining her 

future compliance. What is more, Leia’s probation term was almost over and her mother 

did not want it to be extended. 

Parents gave other reasons for why they did not report their daughters’ violations. 

Alasia’s mother indicated that she would normally report if her daughter violated her 

probation, but later shared that she had not been reporting recently because “It don’t do 

me no good to call them.” Alasia’s mother stopped reporting because she felt her 

daughter’s JPO was not responsive to her concerns. Jasmine’s mother, on the other hand, 

had reported very few violations. She too thought that her daughter’s JPO would not 

respond appropriately if she reported. She also thought reporting had other drawbacks:  

If I call, I’m scared  [Jasmine] might threaten me or something . . . and I 
don’t tell him much about it because it doesn’t go nowhere . . . once you 
get into saying the problems . . . and you just wish you never started 
because you expect their help and there’s really no help there, it just gets 
worse. 
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Both Jasmine and Alasia’s mothers suggest that their children’s JPOs do not respond to 

the reports they make. From my experience, I can offer a number of reasons why a JPO 

would not respond or would appear to be non-responsive to a parent’s report. For one, 

sometimes parents report behavior such as their child not doing their chores or being 

disrespectful, and these are not probation violations. Surely JPOs can and do talk to their 

clients about these things, but they are not going to take action against a client for 

something they perceive as typical adolescent behavior. Another reason JPOs appear non-

responsive is they usually have many clients on their caseload. It is not unusual in my 

county for a JPO to be supervising 35 or more probationers at any given time; this means 

they are pulled from one calamity to the next. Therefore, what one parent sees as a crisis, 

the JPO may see as a minor situation. Another reason JPOs appear non-responsive is that 

they respond to a violation but not in the way that their client’s parent would like. More 

specifically, they do not arrest and detain their clients for every violation. Instead, JPOs 

try to use detention sparingly: for serious violations, a pattern of violations, or a sudden 

accumulation of violations. 

A common reason parents gave for not reporting was that they preferred to try and 

handle some incidents on their own or within the family unit. Roxanne’s mother 

discussed two violent outbursts her daughter had at home that she only told the probation 

officer about much later, after she had addressed them: “I did not tell [her JPO] 

immediately. Why? Because I felt that maybe I could try to work this out with Roxanne 

without involving anybody else . . . I didn’t need an outsider—this had to be more dealt 

with family . . . so I kind of tried to deal with it.” Other parents shared this desire to be 
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self-sufficient as parents. Their decisions to do so hinge on whether or not their 

daughters’ violations left them feeling powerless:       

I’d talk to her first and find out what’s going on and why she did it and it 
would be totally up to my judgment if I had to call him or not . . . but more 
than likely I wouldn’t say anything unless I knew she was [using illegal 
drugs] (Christy’s mother). 

If I could handle it, I would handle it . . . if she would take off to a friend’s 
house and not come back ‘til the next day, or something like that, I could 
handle, ‘cause I would know almost where she would be at. But if she was 
gone like the whole weekend, I would report her for that (Sierra’s 
stepmother). 

 
I read such comments to mean that parents may mentally set a threshold above which 

they will not tolerate their child’s misbehavior or be willing to cover for her.  

Other parents describe other deliberation processes. Roxanne’s mother shared 

how she deliberates and how taxing she finds making the decisions to be: “I mean I get 

like [exasperated sigh], ‘Do I have to pick up the phone and call her?’ ‘No, I can handle 

this myself.’ . . . if I can handle it, why do I need a third person?  I am the mother. I am 

the parent. I should be able to handle this.” Roxanne’s mother is demonstrating not only 

how hesitant she is to involve probation, but also how frustrating it can be for parents that 

they are required to report all of their daughters’ violations.  

Candy’s mother was actually in the throes of this deliberation process during our 

second meeting. Candy had an incident over the weekend in which she repeatedly dented 

and broke several things on her stepfather’s car with a baseball bat, took the car keys and 

drove the car without a license, and then packed her things to run away but instead 

grabbed a knife, and then started pulling her hair out and banging her head with her fists.  
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This series of events was frightening; Candy’s mother could have called the police who 

most likely would have arrested Candy or alerted mental health deputies who might have 

hospitalized her. Nevertheless, Candy’s mother struggled with whether or not to inform 

Candy’s probation officer: 

I’m probably going to tell him, and then he can, I mean, I don’t know. 
That’s what I’m saying, I don’t know what to do . . . I’d like him to be 
aware of it so, but I mean, I’m back to having a lock on my bedroom 
door—I didn’t want a lock on my bedroom door but . . . she went into my 
drawer, got the keys to that car and drove.  

 
Although probation officers complain that parents expect them to parent their children, 

like Candy’s mother, many of these parents wanted to handle many of their daughters’ 

missteps on their own. In addition, parents often agonized over whether to make these 

reports. In other words, parents are not eager to let JPOs do their parenting for them.   

Earlier I queried whether the relationship between probation officers and parents 

is disempowering for parents. In their interviews, several parents stated that they were 

anxious to have their daughters’ probation end. I propose that they would be less eager if 

they found probation to be supportive of their parenting.  

My findings about the reporting of violations demonstrate that probation may 

inadvertently help restore or establish parental authority and promote the parent/child 

dyad by allying parents and children in outsmarting their probation officers. Parents and 

children may have a number of reasons for doing this, but one reason is clearly so they 

can both avoid more probation. Another reason is that the lines of communication 

between parent and child may be reestablished, and children may begin to respond better 
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to their parents’ authority and to negotiate their own desire for independence and 

excitement with their parent’s need for their safety. For example, children who before 

probation were not coming home at all or staying out very late, are coming home now at 

the time they negotiate with their parent, which is often a time that is later than their 

court-ordered curfew but not unreasonably late.  

On the other hand, for the reasons I have already offered, probation can also 

undermine parental authority as it reduces parents’ self-reliance. Probation can also 

frustrate parents who are unclear where their parenting role ends and the JPOs’ role in 

addressing their daughters’ misbehavior begins. 

HAS PROBATION AFFECTED THE GIRLS? 

 
As I stated previously, girls’ and parents’ voices and perceptions need to inform 

the juvenile justice system’s practices. Although my study’s design did not lend itself to 

exploring the girls’ recidivism, I was curious if the girls thought juvenile probation had 

any impact on them. Therefore, I asked the girls to discuss whether and how being on 

probation had affected their lives, and if they thought it would have any effect on their 

future. All of the girls responded affirmatively that probation had affected them. And all 

but two thought being on probation had affected their thinking or their behavior. Some of 

these girls thought probation had affected their thinking or behavior in significant ways.  

Although parents were more mixed in their estimations of probation’s effect on 

their daughters, most thought it had helped. Some suggested that their daughters had 

changed for the better, in large part because of experiences they had on probation. What 
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is more, several parents believed their daughters would be fine after probation ended if 

they would continue on their current path that was due to probation. And some parents 

expressed that probation had served to discourage their daughters from future 

misconduct—either because their daughters had genuinely changed, or because they 

would want to avoid more probation.  

In terms of how probation had affected them, the majority of the girls focused on 

how being on probation affected their behavior. Some emphasized that they did things on 

probation that they otherwise would not have done, or that they would have done on a 

different timetable. Christy and Linda found the regular trips to check in with their 

probation officers burdensome, but for Leia (17), probation pushed her to accomplish 

some of her goals: “You have to do things you normally wouldn’t do. Like right now, I’m 

required to find a job within two weeks.”  

Often the girls highlighted how being on probation caused them to refrain from 

doing delinquent things. Christy’s (14) first response to how probation has affected her 

life was to say, “I can’t do the things I used to do.” Jessica (14) also spoke to this: “It’s 

kept me from doing things . . . that I could do when I wasn’t on probation. Like when I 

wasn’t on probation, I could smoke [marijuana] and not get in trouble for it. But when 

you’re on probation, you can’t do none of that.” Alasia (15) rated probation positively 

because of how it affected her behavior: “I think it affected my life in a good way 

because like I said, I don’t ever violate my curfew and violating my curfew is what led to 

me doing all the bad stuff that I did.” Alasia’s comments reveal that she believes she 

avoided more legal trouble because she was on probation.  
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Rather than think that the good thing about probation was how it affected her 

behavior, Kitty (17) thought probation had helped her because it affected her family’s 

behavior: “It’s changed my family interaction, like we’ll try and spend more time with 

each other . . . ’cause if I get in trouble or something and I get sent away . . . they try to 

use their time wisely while I’m still around.” Instead of merely fixing Kitty’s behavior, 

Kitty suggests that probation has helped mend her family’s previously rocky relationship: 

what her probation officer believes was the root cause of Kitty’s delinquency.  

Amber, however, thought probation had helped her in all three of these ways: it 

made her do things she would not have done, it made her refrain from things she would 

have done, and it helped her family. I asked Amber (15) if she thought when she was 

older, she would think her experience with probation had affected her life in any way. 

She answered, “Yeah . . . just lots of ways . . . [this probation term has] changed my life 

‘cause I’m doing counseling, and I’m not doing anything that I used to be doing 

anymore.” 

Several girls suggested that they had lessons to take away from their experiences 

with juvenile probation. Sara (16) offered one of the lessons she had learned: “My future 

is more important than [to] be in trouble.” Of the lessons, a number of girls said they 

would take away, several said they were motivated to avoid trouble by their desire to stay 

off of probation:  

I know I'm not going to want to go through this again. So when I get off 
[of probation] . . . I'm going to think twice. I'm going to be like, ‘Uh, I 
don't know if I should do that ‘cause that could be probation again,’ 
(Roxanne, 15). 
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It’s made it to where I DO NOT GET IN ANY TROUBLE (emphasis 
hers) . . . I will not get in trouble with the law ever again—and I mean 
that, ever again. I’m not doing anything wrong (Candy, 16). 

 
For Candy, dealing with probation has been so arduous that the experience has made her 

renounce her past behavior, and it has deterred her from further delinquency.  

Conversely, when I asked Leia (17) if she thought probation had slowed her 

down, she replied, “Not really. It didn’t slow me down . . . before I was on formal 

probation, I was on deferred . . . I didn’t take it seriously and so when I got put on this 

probation I was like, okay, well it must be kind of the same, so I still did everything I was 

doing.” Leia reveals that at the outset of her probation, she continued her delinquency 

because she was not aware of the magnitude of being placed on formal probation. 

Two other girls shared Leia’s belief that being on probation had not caused them 

to curb their misbehavior. Initially, Sara (16) replied that probation had affected her life 

“A lot . . . mainly, not doing things . . . I guess I would be in trouble.” She noted that she 

stopped smoking marijuana because she was on probation. But shortly thereafter, she 

waffled about whether being on probation really kept her from doing things.    

If you hadn't been on probation what kind of things would you have done? 
I don’t know . . . I would be in trouble. I'd probably still do the things I did 
but, Do feel like it stopped you from doing even more things? Nah [no]. It 
didn't stop you? You feel like you always did pretty much what you 
wanted to do? Uh huh [yes]. 
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Sara’s contradictory remarks may stem from Sara’s competing desires: she wants to 

acknowledge that probation is stifling while at the same time, as we saw in Chapter 3, she 

wants to portray herself as an unfettered social actor.  

Unlike Sara, Roxanne (15) said of probation, “[it] kept me from smoking 

[marijuana].” But other than this, Roxanne was less certain that probation had deterred 

her: 

I would say keep me from getting in trouble but in a way, it kind of did but 
in another way . . . sometimes I think if I wasn't on probation, I probably 
wouldn't get into trouble  . . . when you're on probation . . . and an 
opportunity comes along to go party or something, you're like “Yeah,” 
because . . . it's not every day you're going to be able to do that, you're on 
probation—it’s so strict. You're more likely to do something you're not 
supposed to do (on probation)? Yeah . . . I don't know. It's weird the way 
that works, but that's kind of the way I feel . . . I’m more tempted to do 
stuff ‘cause I know I'm on probation . . . I want to do it even more ‘cause I 
know I'm not supposed to. 

 
In other words, for Roxanne, being on probation increases the appeal of rule-breaking; 

things she is not allowed to do on probation become even more tempting. But later, 

Roxanne qualified her remarks: “I'm down for stuff but . . . on probation, it makes you 

think. So when my friends like [say], 'Come on let's go break into cars and steal stereos,’ 

I’m like, 'Whoa, hold up.’ . . .’Cause if we get caught, I'm going to bootcamp . . . before 

I'd be like, 'Alright, let's go!'” Roxanne admits that while she is tempted, and sometimes 

even willing, to do things that violate her probation, she draws the line at committing new 

offenses because the consequences for these are too dire.  

Several girls believed that being on probation made it easier to get in more trouble 

for other reasons. Kitty (17) found that probation magnifies minor infractions: “There’s 
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actually a lot more stuff that you can get in trouble for, and it’s like, you wouldn’t really 

think that staying out late or . . . missing a day of school, or . . . something like that can 

actually send you to court—it can.” Christy was cognizant of the imbalance of power in 

her relationship with her probation officer and worried that the added supervision put her 

at risk of re-arrest.  She explained, “You have to go check in with somebody . . . who's 

just watching over you like, ‘What are you doing?’  And they have the say so . . . You 

can just get locked up quick . . . they have some more power over you too and it’s just an 

awful feeling.” These girls comments suggest the girls’ belief that on probation there is 

little wiggle-room for infractions and that they kept this fact in the forefront of their 

minds while they were on probation. 

Two girls actually blamed probation’s tightrope for their current legal status. They 

explained that because they are on probation, rather than overlooking their subsequent 

misbehavior, the system noticed it and prosecuted them. If they had never been placed on 

probation, their legal situations would not be what they are. Haley (16) shared her 

rationale: “If I wasn’t on probation . . . I probably wouldn’t be here. Because if I wasn’t 

on probation, I wouldn’t have gotten in trouble for violating probation and all kinds of 

stuff.” Linda (16) also thought her probationary status exacerbated her legal situation. 

She stated, “Probation has caused a lot of problems . . . every time I run away . . . 

[because] I’m on probation for something else . . . I get in trouble more when I come 

back.” Haley and Linda’s comments speak to the fact that once they are on probation, 

girls often have trouble completing it. While their arguments appear circular, girls do 

often have a hard time getting off probation—a reality that some girls recognize. I 
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propose that the reason they have trouble completing it is that girls on probation 

frequently have a history of truancy, running away, or drug use; once on probation, if 

these problems persist, they are then considered probation violations.  

The girls were mixed regarding the difficulty of probation. Several described 

probation as “hard” or “stressful,” and Candy (16) complained, “It made my life a living 

hell practically.” Conversely, Leia (17) said of it, “It’s really not that bad as long as you 

follow the rules.” Overall, though, the girls’ comments suggest that they did not find 

probation to be nearly as onerous as parents did.  

Two girls specified that being on probation had made them aware that there are 

consequences for their choices. Haley (16) said, “It’s been a good thing because it’s 

finally opened my eyes and showed me that I have to do what’s right otherwise there will 

be consequences, and they will make sure that I pay for it.” Betty shared a similar 

experience: “It’s made me realize what life’s about, that it’s not as simple as . . . you’d 

like to think—just you know, lay around the house all day smoking pot, not a care in the 

world . . .you have priorities, you have things you’ve got to do. If you don’t do them, 

there’s consequences.” These girls suggest that they learned one of the primary lessons 

parents and the system would like for them to learn: there are consequences for your 

actions.  

I also asked parents if they thought probation had impacted their daughters in any 

way, and if they thought the probation experience would affect their daughters after 

probation ended. Some mothers responded that court-ordered programs had helped their 

daughters. Betty’s mother thought the counseling she and her daughter received had 



 255

made them closer. Sara’ mother likewise thought that a substance abuse program she and 

Sara had been attending, and that she enjoyed, had given Sara “some good stuff to think 

about.” And Haley’s mother thought Haley would do fine after probation ended if she 

took to heart what she was learning in her court-ordered placement, while some parents 

credited their daughters’ experiences while on probation for the transformations they had 

observed in their daughters: 

She’s been doing pretty good . . . before she was on probation, she was 
kind of bad . . . but it seems like she’s really, really chilled out (Christy’s 
mom). 

Ever since we went to court the last time . . . I think it opened her eyes . . 
.[a high-speed car chase with the police] scared her to death . . . A couple 
days later she come to me, she goes, ‘Mom, I’m going to change for you, 
for myself . . . This is what I want to do…I don’t want to be who I am 
anymore . . . she’s been more positive . . . she controls her anger more 
(Roxanne’s mother). 

 
Other parents were not sure whether probation had had an overall positive effect on their 

daughters. I asked Leia’s mom if she thought Leia’s being on probation had affected 

Leia’s life. She replied, 

Not much. I really don’t think it has been that big of a deal for her . . . her 
most recent relationship with [her probation officer] has probably made 
more difference to her because he just hasn’t let up on her . . . I think she 
knows he’s serious and so that has affected her as far as wanting to do the 
right thing or follow the rules, but . . . she can’t wait to be through [with it] 
and exercise her independence.   
 

Later, however, Leia’s mom stressed what she thought Leia had gained from probation: 

“I think she’s learned a lot. I know she learned a lot in bootcamp—she really did. It 

seems to have really . . . changed her attitude . . . [she] came out of it, seemingly changed 
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quite a bit.  I know it had an impact on her.” Leia’s mother’s contradictory comments 

suggest that she is conflicted; although she wants to be optimistic, she does not want to 

express her full faith in her daughter’s recent transformation because she has been let 

down before.  

Some parents were even more tentative about whether probation had really 

impacted their daughters. Alasia’s mother, still reeling from a recent setback, spoke about 

probation’s affect on her daughter: “To be honest with you . . . I was really happy and 

positive because whoa—she hadn’t gotten in trouble and then boom—here come the 

negative—just out of the blue . . . she got kicked off the [school] bus [for punching 

someone].” Alasia’s mother’s comment resonates with what I have seen in my 

professional experience. Parents are understandably eager to see signs of progress with 

their child, and they often think such signs are proof that their child has made a genuine 

turnaround. Therefore, they are highly disappointed when their daughters get in more 

trouble. 

Perhaps even more than their daughters, parents thought and hoped that the 

avoidance of future legal trouble was the main lesson their daughters would learn from 

their involvement in the juvenile system. As Amber’s mother explained, “I’m hoping and 

wishing that she will take everything with probation . . . remember what it was all for and 

try not to make the same mistakes . . . I hope that probation has done something for her, 

something positive.” Amber’s mother suggests that not only does she believe Amber has 

learned a great deal on probation that should help her stay out of trouble, she thinks the 

amount of work probation entails should also deter Amber from re-offending. Sara’s 
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mother offered a similar insight when I asked her if Sara having been on probation would 

affect Sara’ life or her choices: “I think so . . . I think she’s going to want to stay out of 

trouble . . . it’s a lot to do.” 

Jasmine’s mother, on the other hand, responded to the question of whether 

Jasmine’s probation would affect her daughter’s future with an eye for her own 

interests—and she was not interested in more probation: “I feel like it’s just going to get 

over and done with then. She’s probably going to promise not to get in trouble no more. I 

don’t want to get in no more trouble. I just want to be left alone.” Other parents expressed 

this sentiment:  

I swore, “Amber once you get off, this is it. We're not doing this again.” 
and I've told her that, many a time. I said, “Because you're not on 
probation—I AM [emphasis hers].  Because everything you do, reflects on 
me.” . . . So I said, “I don’t want to be on probation anymore.” . . . as a 
teenager, even as an adult, I've never been on probation, but I know how it 
feels . . . because I’ve had to do all this stuff—parenting classes, drug 
classes (Amber’s mother). 

 
These parents’ comments are troubling because they suggest how taxing their daughters’ 

probation has been on them; for some parents, probation has been so laborious on them 

that the positives their children may have gained from probation are outweighed in their 

minds by probation’s downside. 

The majority of girls thought that being on probation had affected their lives in 

significant ways—particularly by causing them to curb their misbehavior. Leia, Sara, and 

Roxanne, however, were not convinced that probation worked as a deterrent for them. 

One of these, Roxanne, thought probation made her think about her behavior before she 
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acts, but probation’s austerity increased the appeal of invitations to misbehave. From 

what we learned of the girls in Chapter 3, these three girls were particularly prone to 

emphasize their volition. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that these same girls would 

deny that probation had any ability to constrain their behavior.   

Like their daughters, most of the parents I asked thought that probation had 

affected their daughters. In fact, parents were quick to credit probation for helping curb 

their daughters’ misbehavior or for effecting a positive change in their daughters’ 

behavior. Nevertheless, because probation is too taxing on parents, parents are often 

anxious for it to end, and as we saw in the previous section, even willing to do things to 

undermine probation so that it will not be extended. 

HAS PROBATION AFFECTED THE PARENTS? 

 
Overall, the study’s parents had a great deal to say about how their daughters’ 

probation has been a major source of stress in their lives. Parents complained about the 

expenses they endured, expenses that most people would agree are steep, particularly for 

working-class families. Parents also felt probation was too time-consuming; they were 

unhappy about the amount of time they had to take off from work for and the amount of 

time they had to devote to probation-related appointments. Parents believed their 

daughters’ delinquency and probation strained their relationships with other family 

members including their spouses. And one parent suggested that her daughter’s probation 

worsened her mental health.   
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When asked how their daughters’ probation had affected them, unlike their 

daughters, most parents emphasized probation’s drawbacks. Nevertheless, two parents 

did highlight something positive about probation. Betty’s mom said about her daughter’s 

probation, “It taught us some lessons and it made us close, probably closer.” Similarly, 

Candy’s mom acknowledged the positive, “We do spend more time together doing some 

things.”   

Many parents cited the financial strain they had experienced. In Texas, parents are 

required to retain counsel for their child, even if they are the alleged victim or their child 

does not want to contest the charge. Most parents in this study qualified for a public 

defender for their child; however, those that did not generally paid between one thousand 

and fifteen hundred dollars per incident for an attorney. Once on probation, probationers 

are ordered to pay a twenty-dollar court cost fee and to pay between ten and twenty 

dollars monthly in probation fees, fees which their parents usually pay.  In addition, if 

there is any restitution owed to any victim(s), they may also be court-ordered to pay it. 

Beyond these fees, the court can order parents to pay others.  

With the exceptions of Christy’s mother who had to pay a municipal court fine 

and Felisa’s mother who paid ninety-five dollars in restitution, the expenditures of the 

Rattler County parents were limited to court costs and probation fees. Thus, Rattler 

County parents complained far less frequently than Sun County parents about probation-

related expenses. Beyond court costs, probation fees, and attorney fees, Sun County 

parents often had to pay large municipal court fines for their daughters’ tickets. Many 
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parents also shouldered costs if the court ordered counseling, drug treatment or out-of-

home placement.  

Another common complaint of parents was that their daughters’ probation was 

too time-consuming. Travel expenses, that have both a time and a financial component, 

were mentioned by several parents. Parents also frequently relied on the generosity of 

their employers who allowed them to miss work for a probation-related matter. It was not 

unusual for parents to have missed ten or more days of work, and for many of these 

parents, missed work means lost pay. Sierra’s, Alasia’s, and Jessica’s parents said they 

had quit a job due to the amount of time they had to spend dealing with their daughters’ 

problems, including probation requirements.  

Parents also complained about the amount of time their daughters’ probation-

related appointments took away from their other obligations. Four parents mentioned they 

have younger children who also need their attention. For example, Linda’s mother said, 

“She committed the crime but in a way, I’m doing the time because I have to take away 

from what I have to do in order to be to these classes and stuff.”   

Several other parents indicated that great stress was a primary effect of their 

daughters’ probation. Leia’s mother implied that stress was one of several offshoots of 

her daughter’s probation, especially “Just having to stay on top of her to do what she is 

supposed to do,” and struggling with Leia over the probation obligations. On the other 

hand, Jessica’s mother was stressed that her daughter was removed from her home and 

put in a court-ordered placement for six months; while this relieved her of many 

probation-related obligations, she felt stressed because she could not have any contact 
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with her daughter for the first month. Jasmine’s mother felt that her daughter’s probation 

had affected her life “a lot” by giving her stress and worsening her clinical depression. 

For Linda’s mom, her daughter’s probation strained her work situation and thus 

was stressful: “Every day I go to my job thinking this might be the last day I’m working 

here because I have to go to another court thing or I have to do this. I mean [her boss is] 

going to get tired. Eventually, he’s going to say, ‘You know what? Too much is too 

much.’”  

But for Alasia’s mother, the stress she felt with Alasia had actually started with 

her older children, “When the older kids started getting in trouble, then it’s all gone—the 

fines, and the attorneys and the court fees and stuff. We had to file bankruptcy . . . we 

started having problems with each other because of our kids.” She explained how she 

missed work, lost her job, and ultimately had to change her work schedule due to her 

kids’ entanglements. She suggested this was a great source of contention between her and 

her husband because she always had to do these parenting tasks. 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated the range of ways delinquent girls and their 

parents experience the juvenile justice system. Thus, my focus has been on three events 

that are common to children who come under the jurisdiction of the juvenile court: 

arrests, court appearances, detention, and the intervention of the court that comes in the 

form of probation. In particular, my interest has been what the girls’ and their parents’ 

involvement in the juvenile justice system has meant to them. 

In terms of being arrested and detained, most of the girls indicated that these two 

experiences had little significant effect on them. Undoubtedly, some of their responses 
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stem from their bravado. Nevertheless, when we listen to their accounts, we see that these 

things were neither alarming nor the wake-up call that many, including their parents, 

believed they would be. Most of the girls agreed that detention was unpleasant but not a 

scary or life-altering experience; for most of the study’s girls, being arrested was not 

momentous.  

Some of the girls indicated they were cowed when they had to appear in court—

although such appearances could become routine as well. The girls were essentially 

intimidated by the amount of power the judge wielded over their lives. Several revealed 

that rather than act complacent, when they appear in court, they try to charm the judge.  

As for their experiences with the juvenile court, parents overwhelmingly thought 

it insensitive to their financial and time-constraints. In isolated instances, parents found 

judges and JPOs to be rude or critical of their parenting.   

Beyond gathering the experiences of girls and their parents of the juvenile justice 

system and seeing what their involvement has meant to them, it is interesting to compare 

how their experiences with the way girls and their parents were treated in the early days 

of the juvenile court. Odem (1995) described parents’ experiences of juvenile court in the 

early 20th century this way:   

Parents had a mixed record of success when they sought the assistance of 
the juvenile court to control disobedient daughters. Although some were 
able to use the court effectively, others found that court decisions and 
policies seriously conflicted with their own needs and desires. Parents 
usually had clear and specific ideas of what they wanted when they 
reported their daughters to the authorities. Most did not intend to 
relinquish the care and control of their children to the court; rather, they 
expected court officials to bolster their parental authority and help them 
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raise their daughters on their own terms. They thought that a stern 
reprimand by the referee and sometimes a brief detention in Juvenile Hall 
would make their daughters more submissive to parental orders (p. 178).   
 

This historical analysis reveals that the tensions I have exposed in this chapter have 

existed and remained unaddressed since the juvenile court’s inception. In the conclusion 

that follows, I make some policy recommendations and suggest avenues for further 

research that would alleviate these aforementioned tensions so that justice professionals 

and families may be able finally to break out of this cycle. 
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Chapter 6 

Three Roads: the Present Course, New Directions, and  

Further Research 

 
Until now, we have not known much about how delinquent girls and those close 

to their delinquency interpret the girls’ misbehavior or their subsequent legal problems. 

Nor have we known what girls’ or their parents’ involvement in the juvenile justice 

system has meant to them or their beliefs about its impact upon them. Filling in these 

gaps in existing delinquency research is one of the achievements of this examination. 

This research also substantiates and extends my contention that girls, their parents and 

their probation officers hold very different views regarding the reasons for the girls’ 

delinquency. 

This study allowed three parties with first-hand knowledge of girls’ delinquency 

an opportunity to explain it from their vantage points. Their narratives illuminate 

complexities that should be considered in the debate over how much female offending is 

due to girls’ agency, how much is due to their victimization, and how much is due to 

other structural forces that shape their lives. As I previously stated, none of these groups’ 

explanations is paramount. However, individually and in tandem, they deepen our 

understanding of girls’ delinquency. Given the findings of this examination, it is clear 

that without the insight and experiences of these parties, what social scientists know 

about female delinquency is woefully incomplete. Without a full understanding, justice 
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professionals, legislators, and those who care about delinquent girls labor in the dark in 

their efforts to help these girls. 

That almost none of this project’s participants thought the girls were bad kids 

suggests two things; one, participants do not put forth psychopathological explanations 

(perhaps the most “individual” way of defining the problem) for the girls’ delinquency; 

two, they agree that the girls are not beyond help. While the girls did not think that they 

met the criteria to don the bad kid label, they do believe that bad kids exist. Conversely, 

many of the adults in this study were hesitant to make such a claim. Their comments 

demonstrate the extent to which our culture believes that all children are innocent 

(Zelizer 1985)—we saw that even officially delinquent girls are viewed as inherently 

good. 

Despite their many socio-economic disadvantages, the girls largely refrained from 

offering any structural explanations for their delinquency. What is more, only two girls 

acknowledged their families’ deprivation, even though at best, three of the girls are from 

lower middle-class families. And unlike their JPOs, only two girls thought that their 

problems were at all related to poor parenting. Other scholars have found that we tend to 

emphasize personal responsibility when we want to explain achievement, failure, or other 

individual outcomes (Bettie 2003; Macleod 1995); this was true of the study’s girls who 

strongly believed themselves responsible for their delinquency.  

Throughout their interviews, the girls stressed their own agency. As they bragged 

about instances when they had been fiercely independent or resisted authority, it became 

apparent that this is an overriding feature of their self-concept. Furthermore, the girls 
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chiefly explained their delinquency by citing their volition. For example, rather than 

being prey to peer pressure, some girls believed they strategically did things to obtain 

their peers’ approval. What is more, the girls firmly believe that they control their own 

destiny and that they need merely decide to avoid future legal trouble in order to do so.  

Unlike the girls, their JPOs rarely blamed their clients for their misbehavior. 

Instead, the JPOs explained the girls’ delinquency by pointing to what they saw as 

deficiencies in the girls’ parenting, parental misconduct, or family-related emotional 

injuries. And even when they acknowledged these working-class families’ hardships, the 

JPOs tended to hold the girls’ parents to middle-class parenting standards. For instance, 

despite knowing that many of the girls’ parents are single mothers who are struggling to 

provide for their families, a number of the JPOs connected their clients’ delinquency to 

their parents’ inadequate supervision. Likewise, even when JPOs did not think parents 

were culpable for the girls’ emotional injuries, they believed that their failure to meet 

their daughters’ emotional needs at least partially explained the girls’ delinquency. If 

JPOs believe that their clients’ parenting or their home lives are at the heart of their 

delinquent behavior, presumably they will recommend remedies such as counseling to 

address the girls’ psychic injuries and to repair the parent-child relationship, or 

recommend parenting classes to increase parents’ efficacy, or recommend removing the 

child from the home to extricate them from their surroundings or to undergo intensive 

treatment.   

The study’s parents, on the other hand, were very cognizant of our collective 

tendency to blame them for their daughters’ misbehavior. Therefore, rather than explain 
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what they believe is behind their daughters’ legal trouble, many parents spent a great deal 

of time explaining why they are not responsible for their daughters’ delinquency. Overall, 

these parents believe—and many of their narratives suggest—that they made sacrifices 

and went to great lengths to steer their daughters in the right direction. And while most 

parents asserted their own efforts to parent correctly, some shared that they still had 

nagging doubts about where they might have gone wrong as parents.  

Like their daughters, the study’s parents rarely acknowledged their families’ 

socio-economic deprivation; therefore, most did not connect their daughters’ problems to 

larger structural forces. Parents’ explanations of the girls’ delinquency, however, were 

the most varied of the three groups. Unlike the JPOs, most of the parents did not think 

they were to blame for their daughters’ misbehavior; unlike the girls, many parents 

discounted their daughters’ volition in their delinquency. Those that did see their 

daughters as having an active role in their delinquency blamed them for their choice of 

friends, for their decisions to follow them, for their attempts to appear tough, or for their 

attempts to obtain attention. Parents were also more likely than their daughters or the 

JPOs to link the girls’ friends to their daughters’ legal troubles. And while some parents 

believed their daughters’ misbehavior was due to a combination of their volition and their 

psychic injuries, parents accepted little responsibility for these injuries.   

Just as I found that these three parties offered divergent explanations for the girls’ 

delinquency, I also found that they define girls’ “runaway” episodes differently. The girls 

thought they ran away if they said they ran away; in other words, their intentions behind 

their absences are what matter. Their parents, on the other hand, thought their daughters 
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ran away if they felt they ran away; essentially, many of the parents defined their 

daughters’ departures as runaways if they experienced them as an affront to their parental 

authority. The JPOs (and law enforcement) appeared to take their cues from the girls’ 

parents about when to define any act of unaccountability as a runaway. I argue that letting 

parents be the arbiters of their daughters’ runaways (i.e., define the problem) is unwise as 

it disadvantages girls and wastes resources. In their attempts to reestablish their parental 

authority, parents may report their daughters as runaways when they have only been gone 

a short time, and when parents have some culpability for their daughters’ departures. 

Thus, our allowing for the most stringent definition of runaway means that any girl who 

is away from home without permission—even when her leaving may have put her in less 

danger—may officially be considered a runaway and be subject to arrest and legal 

penalties.  

By examining these girls’ runaway motives, my research offers one of the major 

debates about female offending a more nuanced way of viewing and explaining this 

common form of girls’ delinquency. This debate is about how much of women’s 

offending is due to their agency and how much of it can be linked to their victimization. 

While many observers have argued that girls run away to escape abuse, I did not find this 

to be true (with the exception of one girl who said she left for this reason). These girls ran 

away for other reasons, all of which contain volitional elements: they wanted social 

privileges their parents denied them, they ran to avoid consequences for other 

misbehavior, they left home not intending to run away but decided to stay away, or they 

left to escape volatile situations in their home. Put more simply, some of the girls’ 
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absences represent their attempts to gain freedom, while others represent their attempts at 

self-preservation.  

I did find that a number of these girls live in turbulent homes where verbal 

altercations are routine and domestic violence is not out of the ordinary. The girls, 

however, were generally not mere victims of their household’s turmoil and violence; their 

behavior often ignited the conflicts, and sometimes the girls initiated the violence in their 

homes. Furthermore, I argue that running away is a rational response for girls who find 

themselves in violent or potentially violent situations; it is an especially logical decision 

for these girls since they may be the likely candidates for arrest in these situations given 

current domestic violence arrest practices.  

I also examined how delinquent girls and their parents experience the juvenile 

justice system including their experiences working with the girls’ assigned JPOs. Similar 

to the bravado we saw in Chapter 3, and contrary to gender stereotypes that would 

suggest that the girls would behave emotionally, many of the girls said they took a tough 

stance or were indifferent when they were arrested or detained. In addition, although 

some girls indicated that they thought detention would be scary, once they were detained, 

detention was demystified, and for most, it was neither scary nor behavior altering—the 

way the girls’ parents had hoped it would be. 

Overall, most girls and their parents thought the girls’ cases had been handled 

fairly by the juvenile court. However, a number of parents had complaints about how 

they were treated by the juvenile court, and for some this treatment translated into these 

parents believing their daughters’ cases had been handled unfairly. In terms of court, 
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some girls’ shared how they exchanged their tough façades for middle-class 

performances because they hoped to influence judges in their favor. 

As far as the effects of probation on the girls, most of the girls believed that 

probation had affected them; it had a positive impact on their thinking and on their 

behavior, and ultimately deterred them from more delinquent conduct. Some girls also 

thought probation or its programs had helped them or their families. For the girls, 

probation was a nuisance and an experience they did not want to repeat. Many of their 

parents agreed with the girls’ assessment of probation’s positive effects; some credited 

probation for their daughters’ turnarounds. But compared to their daughters, parents 

found probation to be very burdensome; probation was not just something to avoid, some 

believed they had to actively undermine it in order to not risk the possibility that it would 

be extended.  

Besides uncovering how girls and their parents experience different juvenile 

justice events and probation, I found that a constellation of tensions exists among these 

three parties. I argue that these tensions decrease families’ collaboration and ultimately 

harm the success of girls within the juvenile system. I uncovered four primary tensions: 

role conflicts, disagreement over solutions, expectations that do no match actual 

experiences, and system practices that undermine parental authority and parental 

cooperation.  

In terms of role conflicts, JPOs and parents disagree over whose job it is to handle 

various aspects of the girls’ misbehavior (i.e., where the parents’ job ends and the JPOs’ 

job begins). Adding to the clashes is the fact that parents are instructed to report all of 
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their daughters’ violations, but their reports do not necessarily translate into the JPOs 

handling of each problem. What is more, JPOs may become annoyed if they interpret 

parents’ behavior to mean that parents expect them to take over their parenting roles.  

A second tension that I laid bare was how parents, JPOs and the system itself may 

not agree on the best way to address girls’ delinquency. Parents’ dislike of court-ordered 

solutions sometimes had as its basis parents’ sense of being mistreated or maligned by 

court officials. Other times, parents and officials disagree on how and when officials 

should apply juvenile justice interventions they have at their disposal. For example, while 

officials may want to use detention sparingly, and Texas law says detention is to be used 

for pre-adjudication purposes, many parents wanted their daughters detained hoping that 

a detention stay would straighten them out. 

Another primary tension among these parties I uncovered involved different 

parties’ expectations. Expectations of each other or the system frequently do not match 

the actual experiences. A great example of this is parents’ and girls’ expectations that the 

girls’ behavior will change as the result of a detention stay. However, as the girls’ 

histories and comments suggest, for many of them detention did not effect the change 

they desired.  

A fourth source of tension among these groups is system practices that undermine 

parental authority and parental cooperation. Some practices that undermine parents and 

work to decrease their cooperation include: judges or JPOs criticizing parents in front of 

their daughters, probation obligations that are too burdensome for parents, and requiring 

parents to report all of their daughters’ violations even when they would prefer to handle 
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and feel competent to handle these situations on their own. The last of these also 

illustrates a real paradox in the system. Not only are parents blamed by court officials for 

their daughters’ misbehavior, they are heavily taxed when their daughters are involved 

with the system. Nevertheless, despite these negative repercussions, parents are expected 

to report their daughters’ misbehavior to their daughters’ JPOs.  

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

 
We cannot fix the structural realities of many delinquent girls’ families—their 

poverty or their broken homes. But what we can do is design policies that take their 

families’ circumstances and perspectives into account. As I stated in Chapter 1, one of the 

goals of transgressive criminology is at the heart of this project: to illuminate avenues for 

justice professionals to refine the way they perceive and subsequently interact with 

clients and their families (Cain 1990).  

Overwhelmingly, the girls in this study believed that they are in control of their 

lives and command their own destiny. Throughout their interviews, we saw the ways this 

self-concept manifested. Of interest to justice professionals are the facts that these girls 

tended to blame themselves for their legal trouble and tend to see themselves as 

responsible for their own rehabilitation. Furthermore, the way the girls explained their 

delinquency runs counter both to how adults define the problem, and to how the juvenile 

justice system tends to view girls under its jurisdiction. In addition, if everything in their 

environment stays the same, these girls believe they can stay out of trouble without much 

help and especially without the help of probation.  
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Thus, we should ask ourselves what the implications are of this extraordinary 

sense of agency that these girls possess. One implication is that their sense-of-self affects 

their reception to juvenile justice interventions; justice professionals need to be aware of 

these girls’ self-concept when they work with them or design programs intended to 

benefit them. More specifically, the girls’ insistence on their ability to control their lives 

implies that they will be more open to juvenile justice interventions that emphasize their 

autonomy in their offending. At the same time, they are likely to be resistant to 

interventions that suggest that larger structural forces shape their behavior or that they are 

victims. 

In addition, given the girls’ extreme sense of power over their lives and how hard 

their structural situations are to address with available resources, we are left to try and 

figure out ways to help these girls channel their agency and motivation to their 

advantage. Despite many of their grim situations, these young girls are strikingly 

optimistic about their educational and professional futures. Unfortunately, many are also 

unrealistic given how their educational achievement does not correlate with their high 

ambitions. Juvenile justice should have as its ultimate goal graduating young people who 

will be productive citizens. With this in mind, I believe probation departments should 

spend the lion’s share of their programming dollars on helping these girls complete their 

education and providing them with occupational guidance and training. 

Another thing that needs to be changed about the current situation is the JPOs’ 

tendency to explain the girls’ delinquency by pointing to something about their 

households or their parents. This tendency has as its basis our cultural ideology that 
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stipulates that there are no bad children, only bad parents (Hays 1996); justice 

professionals’ tendency to blame parents for their daughters’ misbehavior can be traced 

back to the origination of the juvenile court (Odem 1995). We should re-examine the 

premise of parental culpability, especially in light of these parents’ efforts. Indeed, many 

of these parents have done their best to adhere to our culture’s parenting/mothering 

mandates even when they have not adhered to middle-class parenting standards. JPOs 

need to acknowledge their clients’ parents’ efforts in front of their clients and in their 

own minds. In doing this, JPOs would be taking a big first step in supporting these 

parents, buttressing their authority, and building a spirit of mutual cooperation. 

Probation departments, however, need to do much more. We saw that many of the 

girls and their parents thought probation had helped them, and yet, many of these parents 

expressed dissatisfaction with probation. The way the system is now, not only is 

probation more difficult for parents than for their daughters, it compounds the difficulties 

of working-class and poor families because of the demands it makes on these parents’ 

pocketbooks and their time. This works to encourage parents to abandon or circumvent 

probation’s protocols, or to want to dispense with probation entirely.  

Probation departments need to take steps to counteract these problems and 

tensions. For example, to combat the role conflicts between parents and JPOs and 

minimize parents’ disappointed expectations, probation departments could establish the 

protocol of an initial meeting between a girl’s parents and her JPO. The purpose of this 

meeting would be to make probation more transparent to parents and to build rapport 

between these adults as they begin to work together towards a common goal. If parents 
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have a clear understanding of what they can expect from the JPO, such clarity will cut 

down on parents’ frustration and disappointment. Parents could be told what they can 

expect from their daughter’s probation officer, including her (or her department’s) 

philosophy on responding to violations as well as the use of detention. Parents could 

share with JPOs what interventions they have already tried, where they think the problem 

lies, and their expectations of probation. The two could discuss in advance how they 

might handle possible scenarios such as if the girl leaves the house without permission or 

refuses to go to school. JPOs could let parents know that they should still feel empowered 

to make decisions and discipline their children and JPOs could tell parents that they will 

discuss their options for addressing violations with them before they take action.  

Furthermore, the juvenile justice system overall needs to bear in mind the 

structural realities of many of the families they purport to serve. Families’ incomes 

absolutely need to be taken into account before the court orders them to pay any fines or 

fees. In order to accommodate parents’ work schedules, the juvenile court should have 

the option of evening court settings or more staggered start times for court hearings. For 

instance, rather than setting a case for 1 p.m. that is not going to be heard until 4 p.m., the 

court could set some cases early and some later. Parents could also be dismissed more 

often from attending court hearings. In addition, since many of these families have 

transportation problems, departments can take this into account by setting up satellite 

offices for their clients who live great distances away or by having officers visit these 

clients in their homes and at their schools rather than requiring them to come to the 

probation office. 
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Class issues can also affect juvenile justice professionals’ work with their charges. 

When working-class and poor children are under the control of the juvenile court, they 

may be further disadvantaged by the middle-class biases of juvenile justice professionals. 

I have pointed out situations where I think this occurs. One such instance is in the 

qualities JPOs favor in their clients; if JPOs prefer qualities that middle-class children are 

more likely to possess, such as being able to communicate comfortably with 

professionals, working-class and poor children may be at a decided disadvantage. And if 

the ability to adhere to a schedule is critical to probationers’ success, working-class and 

poor children who have less practice at keeping appointments and frequently have less 

reliable transportation may be less likely to succeed at probation. Lastly, if working-class 

and poor parents are less likely to intervene on behalf of their children, either because of 

their own hesitance to deal with professionals or their willingness to surrender 

responsibility to professionals (Hays 1996), then their children probably have a 

significant disadvantage in the juvenile justice system. The only way I believe the system 

can mitigate the class bias of its officials and how it may negatively impact its working-

class and poor clients is for justice professionals to be made aware of their bias and these 

concerns. Many departments already engage in training their staff about issues of 

diversity. I believe a component could be added to such trainings that address the class 

differences of justice professionals and many of their clients’ families and how they may 

operate to the disadvantage of their clients. 

Along with increasing their officers’ awareness of class concerns and increasing 

their cultural competency, probation departments should add to the repertoire of their 
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officers’ newly acquired knowledge about delinquent girls. By doing so, perhaps more 

justice professionals will feel more comfortable working with girls, and girls will be less 

slighted by a system that is not well equipped to accommodate their needs. 

In addition to addressing class issues in the system, we also should come up with 

strategies to identify girls who may end up as adult offenders. Although these parties 

overwhelmingly believed these were not bad kids, and they were not likely to end up in 

the adult, criminal justice system, we know some of them will end up there. I think it is 

dangerous for these parties to believe and act on the assumption that these girls will age-

out because inevitably, as the research suggests, some of these girls will end up in legal 

trouble as adults. Probation departments should focus more of their energies on girls who 

are likely to become adult offenders.  

I now turn to what I think lawmakers should do to improve the juvenile justice 

system. Legislators should finally and fully decriminalize running away and truancy. 

Children who are not under the jurisdiction of the juvenile court should not be penalized 

for these behaviors and these should not be treated in the same system that treats crimes 

against property or persons. Other systems need to handle these status offenders, but for 

this to be a realistic possibility, the legislature needs to allot more resources to non-

juvenile justice services for children and families. Currently, many juvenile probation 

departments are funded to provide children under their jurisdiction a multitude of 

services, including individual and family counseling, mentoring, psychiatric and other 

mental health evaluations and services, and substance abuse treatment. At the present 

time, families cannot easily access these kinds of services if their children are not on 
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probation; some parents are eager for their children to enter the juvenile justice system in 

order to receive help. But the juvenile justice system should not be the best or only place 

to address children’s needs or their every misstep. Resources are misappropriated away 

from other community providers and away from kids who have committed serious 

offenses when the juvenile justice system operates in the name of public safety as a 

depository for every kind of problem child. It also sets up a system in which we 

criminalize children who undoubtedly would be better off without this label. This 

quagmire ultimately serves to undermine our collective goals of secure, healthy, children 

and a safe society for everyone.   

Whether or not the legislature fully decriminalizes the act of running away, 

juvenile justice professionals and law enforcement need a reasonable and working 

definition of a runaway. Rather than privilege parents’ definitions, justice officials need a 

new definition that would take into account a child’s age. Under such a definition, even 

the youngest children would not be considered runaways without at least an overnight 

absence. Furthermore, individual girls’ motives for running away would be considered 

before any case was referred to the juvenile authorities.  

Juvenile justice could separate all of its probationers’ absences into either curfew 

violations or incidents of absconding; they could eliminate “runaway” entirely from its 

vocabulary so that the term could be more correctly used for children who are not under, 

and should not be under the juvenile court’s jurisdiction. Furthermore, JPOs should 

outline household safety plans with their clients and their parents, (particularly ones with 

a history of violence, running away, or household volatility), that should be followed in 
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the event tempers flare-up in the home. Such plans would include “safe-house” options 

that girls could go to temporarily, but that are places that meet the approval of the parent 

and the probation officer. 

Arrest laws and practices that are in place to help victims of domestic abuse 

should not be applied so that girls involved in such disputes are automatically arrested 

and subject to prosecution. What would be more reasonable is that in these incidents, law 

enforcement had more options including the option to separate the parties by taking the 

child to a shelter or the home of a trusted adult. Certainly no arrest should be made if 

there is not a tangible injury or a reasonable complaint of pain. In the event a girl is 

arrested, probation departments need a specialty within deferred prosecution, something 

along the lines of a family violence court. Such a court would recognize the 

interdependent nature of family violence and that the fact that often in these cases, there 

are no clear perpetrators or victims. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
This project raises a number of interesting possibilities for future research. First, I 

offer some suggestions that stem neatly from this research. For one, do justice 

professionals and parents share the same sentiment about boys that they do about girls—

that they are not really bad kids? I suspect justice professionals may be more likely to 

declare male clients bad than their female clients. In my experience, I have heard co-

workers discuss and agree that certain boys are going to spend a substantial portion of 

their adult lives in jail. I have never heard a similar remark about a female client. Other 
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questions my research suggests include: do boys claim the same amount of agency about 

their offending as girls? Do parents of boys blame their sons more for their misbehavior 

than we saw these parents blame their daughters? How does masculinity play into this 

picture, especially given the widespread sentiment in our culture of “boys will be boys” 

that suggests a certain amount of delinquency is thought to be normal for males?  

In order to be able to improve services to girls (and boys) in the juvenile justice 

system, we need more investigation of how the dissimilar class positions of justice 

professionals and the people under their control affect the way these parties interact and 

how they think about each other so we can further our understanding of these 

relationships. Along similar lines, another inquiry would be exploring the interactions of 

JPOs with middle-class parents. Lareau (2003) explored the ways parents from different 

classes interact with their children’s schools. She found that middle-class parents 

intervene more in their children’s school situations and in doing so, procure benefits for 

their children. Is the same thing true of middle-class parents when their children are 

involved in the juvenile justice system? And how do such parents respond to probation’s 

undermining of their parental authority? Are they more likely to comply with probation, 

or do they resist its disempowering aspects more?  

Another needed line of inquiry is to see how other justice professionals explain 

delinquent conduct. I propose that a complementary study be done that looks at the 

explanations judges and detention officers offer for these children’s misbehavior. Judges 

do not work closely with clients or their families and they occupy an even higher social 

class than most of these clients and other justice professionals. Detention officers, on the 
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other hand, would be interviewed because they work directly and solely with children and 

compared to other justice professionals, they are more likely to be working-class. Also, 

because detention officers only work with children who may favor explanations that 

emphasize agency, these officers might be influenced by those explanations.  

The question of whether girls have more trouble on probation than boys remains. 

My belief is that girls have more trouble successfully completing probation than boys. 

Put another way, when they are assigned the same amount of time and do not commit a 

new offense as opposed to violations, on average, girls will take longer than boys to 

complete probation. I suspect girls’ probation is extended more often, either because they 

violate their probation more than boys, or their violations are noticed more, reported 

more, or handled more harshly. A comprehensive examination to explore the reasons 

girls’ probation terms are extended and the reasons boys are extended and the average 

number of days it takes successful girls versus successful boys to graduate probation 

should be undertaken.   

As I mentioned in the above section, probation departments need to be able to 

focus more of their energies on girls who are more likely to end up in the adult system. 

To this end, a risk assessment tool specifically designed for this purpose is needed. In 

order to design one, we need to determine what factors put girls at the highest risk for 

adult involvement. Along these same lines, longitudinal research should be conducted on 

girls whose only juvenile involvement was for status offenses. How many and which of 

these girls age-out, and how many and which of these girls graduate to more serious 

offenses? If these girls were considerably less likely than other delinquent girls to have 
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adult criminal involvement, this would be further evidence for why so-called status 

offenders should not be handled by the juvenile court. 

A detailed examination of family domestic violence situations should be 

undertaken. In situations of “parent-child” domestic violence or so-called mutual combat, 

what is the content of these interactions? In other words, who initiates the conflict, who 

initiates the violence, and what forms of violence are these parties most prone to using 

against the other? A detailed study of these interactions would reveal a great deal. For 

instance, are children are more likely to push parents, but parents are more likely to slap 

or punch their children? Additionally, are parents more likely to hit their daughters than 

their sons who may retaliate? Are girls more likely to leave during these exchanges while 

boys are more likely to stay and fight? The content of these exchanges is very important 

if we are going push for changes to arrest practices and laws regarding family violence 

situations. 

If we can work together for these policy changes and if sociologists can do further 

research, we can change the juvenile justice system for the better. The suggestions I made 

above will address the problems that have been in the juvenile justice system since its 

inception. And further research will deepen our understanding of the relationships and the 

tensions between delinquent girls, their families, and justice professionals.  
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Appendix A 
TABLE A1: Descriptive Data on the Girls in the Sample 

 
                                                                                                     

* Rattler County girls **Leia obtained her GED. *** Biological parents divorced, 
separated, or never married **** The number of referrals (including Class C offenses) on 
record with the girl’s probation department. *****Leia was the only girl adjudicated on a 
felony offense. The rest of the girls had misdemeanor adjudications.

Girl Age Self-
Reported 
Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Number of 
Grades 
Behind in 
School 

Intact 
Family*
** 

Number of 
Referrals 
**** 

Most Serious 
Adjudicated Offense 

Alasia 15 African-
American 

0 Yes 5 False Alarm Report 

Amber  15 Hispanic 1 No 6 Assault Family 
Violence 

Betty 14 White 0 No 5 Contempt of Magistrate 
Candy 16 White  1 No 7 Assault Family 

Violence 
Christy* 14 Hispanic 0 No 3 Theft 
Felisa* 14 African-

American 
0 No 3 Criminal Trespass 

Habitation 
Haley 16 Caucasian 2 No 9 Assault Family 

Violence 
Jasmine* 17 Hispanic 0 No 2 Criminal Mischief 
Jessica 14 Hispanic 1 No 1 Contempt of Magistrate 
Kitty 17 White 2 Yes 5 Assault Family 

Violence 
Leia 17 White, 

American 
Indian 

3** No 12 Unauthorized Use of a 
Motor Vehicle ***** 

Linda  16 Hispanic 2 No 7 Fail to Identify Fugitive 
Roxanne* 15 Hispanic 0 No 2 Possession of 

Marijuana Drug Free 
Zone 

Sara 16 Hispanic 0 No 4 Contempt of Magistrate 
Sierra* 12 Hispanic 0 No 3 False Report to Police 

Officer 

1 
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TABLE A2: Descriptive Data on the Juvenile Probation Officers in the Sample 
 
 

* All JPOs have completed a Bachelor’s degree; three are pursuing Master’s degrees. ** 
Kitty’s JPO reported she has supervised Kitty “off and on” for 2 years.   
   

Juvenile 
Probation 
Officers 

Age Self-
Reported 
Race/ 
Ethnicity 

College Major* JPO is 
a 
Parent  

Length 
of Time 
in 
Juvenile 
Justice 

Length of Time 
Supervising Girl 

Alasia’s  34 Hispanic Criminal Justice Yes 8 years 19 months 
Amber’s  53 White  Psychology Yes 10 years 4 months 
Betty’s 30 African-

American 
Sociology No 10 years 4.5 months 

Candy’s 60 Hispanic Social Work Yes 8 
months 

6 months 

Christy’s 34 Hispanic Business  Yes 1.5 
years 

8 months 

Felisa’s 29 White Political Science No 5 years 6 months 
Haley’s  33 White Criminal Justice Yes 9 years 4 months 
Jasmine’s  25 White Criminal Justice No 3 years 18 months 
Jessica’s  31 White Criminal Justice No 6 years 1.5 months 
Kitty’s  45 White Social Work Yes 6 years 24 months** 
Leia’s  31 White Science & 

Psychology 
No 6.5 

years 
17 months 

Linda’s 38 Hispanic Applied 
Sociology 

Yes 7 years 8 months 

Roxanne’s 36 Hispanic Criminal Justice Yes 9 years 7 months 
Sara’s 36 white Public 

Communications
No 3 years 4.5 months 

Sierra’s 38 White Criminal Justice Yes 8.5 
years 

9 months 
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TABLE A3: Descriptive Data on the Parents in the Sample

Parent Age Self-
Reported
Race/ 
Ethnicity  

Educational 
Attainment 

Occupation Marital 
Status 

Own 
Legal 
Trouble 

Other 
Children 
Legal 
Trouble 

Alasia’s 
Mom 

42 Black h.s diploma Certified 
nurse’s aid 

Married Yes Yes 

Amber’s 
Mom 

41 Hispanic h.s diploma Cashier Divorced No Yes 

Betty’s 
Mom 

39 White 1 ½ yrs. 
college 

Cosmetologist 
and certified 
attendant 

Never 
Married 

No Yes 

Candy’s 
Mom 

46 White h.s. diploma Self-employed 
locksmith 

Remarried No No 

Christy’s 
Mom 

32 Hispanic h.s. diploma Hairdresser Divorced Yes No 

Felisa’s 
Mom 

42 African- 
American 

Some college  Trade school 
supervisor 

Separated No No 

Haley’s 
Mom 

36 White Some college Escrow officer Divorced No No 

Jasmine’s 
Mom 

37 Hispanic 7th grade Unemployed/ 
disabled 

Never 
married 

Yes Yes 

Jessica’s 
Mom 

30 Hispanic 10th grade Unemployed Never 
married 

No No 

Kitty’s Dad 51 White 8th grade Retired 
machinist 

Remarried Yes Yes 

Leia’s 
Mom 

49 White h.s. diploma Controller for 
computer 
network  

Divorced No No 

Linda’s 
Mom 

37 Hispanic 9th grade Restaurant 
manager 

Remarried Yes No 

Roxanne’s 
Mom 

34 Hispanic h.s. diploma Retail manager Divorced Yes No 

Sara’s 
Mom 

35 Hispanic GED Daycare 
teacher 

Never 
married 

No Yes 

Sierra’s 
Step-mom 

42 Hispanic 9th grade Food service Remarried No Yes 
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Appendix B 

 
(Pamphlet to Solicit Study Participants) 

 
 

 

My name is Christine Edwards 

and I am a graduate student at the 

University of Texas at Austin. I 

am working on a research project 

about girls on probation and I 

need study participants. 

 

 

 

 

 
YOU CAN 

 
MAKE YOUR 

 
EXPERIENCE 

 
COUNT! 

 



 287 

What is this study 
about? 
I am interested in what you, 
and those close to your 
situation, think about why 
you have been in legal 
trouble.  I am also 
interested in your 
experiences with the 
juvenile justice system. 
 
Who is needed for this 
study? 
! Girls on probation who 
have been referred to a 
juvenile court more than 
once for offenses or 
probation violations.  
! The parent or guardian 
you live with who has been 
involved with your legal 
situation. 

! The probation officer 
assigned to your case. 
 
What will happen if 
you agree to 
participate? 
! I will set up three 
separate interviews. One 
with you, one with your 
parent or guardian and one 
with your probation officer. 
! I will ask each about 
you, your legal trouble, and 
your experiences on 
juvenile probation. 
! I will compensate your 
parent or guardian $35.00 
for your family’s 
participation in this project. 
To learn more or to sign up 
to participate, ask your 

probation officer or please 
contact:  
  

Christine Edwards 
Student Researcher 
University of Texas 
(512) 467-2874 or 

cededwards@yahoo.com 
 

              

Note: Along with being a 
student researcher, Christine 
Edwards has had over six years 
experience working with girls 
in the juvenile justice system. 



Appendix C (Family) 

IRB#_______ 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 
You and your child are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides 
you with information about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of 
this research) or her representative will also describe this study to you and answer all of 
your questions.  Please read the information below and ask questions about anything you 
do not understand before deciding whether or not to take part.  Your participation is 
entirely voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you or your child are otherwise entitled. 

Title of Research Study: Girls, Families, Delinquency and Juvenile Justice 
 
Principal Investigator(s) and Telephone Number(s): 
 
My name is Christine Edwards and I am the Principal Investigator.  I am a graduate 
student at the University of Texas at Austin, and this study is part of my doctoral work. 
My supervising professor, Christine Williams, Ph.D., is a faculty member in UT’s 
Department of Sociology. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study or 
your participation in this study, we are both available to answer those prior to your 
participation and/or after your participation. Christine Williams, Ph.D. can be reached at 
(512) 232-6321 and I can be reached at (512) 731-5493. 

Funding Source:   
This study does not have a financial sponsor.  The Principal Investigator is responsible 
for all of its expenses.  

What is the purpose of this study? 
Sociologists, lawmakers, and juvenile justice professionals know little about girls who 
have been in trouble with the law, especially from the perspectives of the girls 
themselves, their families or those that work directly with them.  Knowing what girls and 
those close to their situation think about why girls continue to get in trouble and what, if 
anything they think would help change their situations, should help policymakers and 
juvenile justice professionals write better policies and design more appropriate programs 
for girls who have been in trouble with the law and their families. 
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The focus of my research project is girls who have been in trouble with the law.  I intend 
to explore two questions. Why do some girls continue to get in legal trouble?  And what 
does involvement with the juvenile justice system, and especially with probation, mean to 
them?  I will explore these questions from the perspectives of girls themselves, their 
parents or guardians and their probation officers.  
 
What will be done if you take part in this research study? 
 
I will explore these questions by separately interviewing each person about their 
opinions, attitudes and beliefs. You are here today because you learned about this study 
from my flyer that advertised this project.  Girls in this study must be on probation and 
have been referred to the juvenile justice system more than once. Parents or guardians 
must have either raised their child or had the child live with them for the majority of the 
time they have been involved with the juvenile justice system. The girls’ probation 
officers must have worked with the child and their family enough that they believe they 
can speak adequately about their client, her involvement with the juvenile court, and her 
family. 
 
If you consent to be interviewed and allow me to interview your child, I will hold three 
separate interviews. Nobody will be told what anyone else says. Each interview should 
last one hour to an hour and a half.  You, your child, and your child’s probation officer 
will be one of about fifteen sets of three (or three of approximately forty-five people) that 
I will interview for this project. 
 
I will ask you and your child questions about your child’s legal trouble and your reactions 
to this legal trouble.  I will ask questions about the involvement your family has had with 
the juvenile justice system and particularly with probation as a result of her legal trouble. 
I will ask questions about your child’s home and school situations. I will ask you about 
any evaluations such as special education or mental health that may have been done on 
your child.  Finally, we will discuss your child’s future. 

I will also interview your child’s probation officer.  Similarly, I will ask him or her 
questions about your child’s legal trouble and your family’s involvement with the 
juvenile justice system and juvenile probation. I will ask about your child’s home and 
school situations and about any evaluations that have been done on your child.  I will ask 
about his or her experience with supervising girls on probation and what they see in your 
child’s future.   

 
What are the possible discomforts and risks? 
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There is some psychological risk associated with this study in that our discussion might 
upset you or your child.  Attached to your copy of the consent form is the name and 
telephone number of at least one mental health resource you can contact. Also, while I 
am not a mental health professional, if you would like to contact me at a later date to 
discuss any discomfort you experienced as a result of our interview, I will listen.  You 
can contact me at (512) 731-5493. 

A few of the questions are of a personal or sensitive nature. For example, I will ask you 
to summarize the legal involvement you and other family members have had. You may 
skip any question you do not wish to answer.  

There is also the risk of the loss of confidentiality of your responses.  There are several 
safeguards in place to prevent a confidentiality breach. Besides using pseudonyms in my 
discussions, transcripts, research notes and my writing about this research, I will keep 
audiotapes in a locked filing box in my home when not in use. The tapes and the 
transcripts will not have any identifying information on them and I will erase each 
audiotape after it has been transcribed. 

You should be aware that courts of law are able to subpoena research data i.e., 
audiotapes, transcripts or research notes.  While I believe that this would be a very 
unlikely with this project, to reduce your child’s legal risk, we will limit our discussions 
to offenses or probation violations that have already been disposed of by the juvenile 
court. Thus, I will request from the probation officer a copy of your child’s referral 
history.  I will be vigilant to keep your child from discussing any pending legal matter or 
any behavior that has not come to the attention of law enforcement or her probation 
officer.  Furthermore, I will resist any demands for information that would identify you or 
your child and I will not report to your child’s probation officer or his or her department 
any information including delinquent behavior that your child tells me about. 

Finally, there are three instances in which I will not keep your statements confidential.  If 
you or your child reports a threat of harm to, or the physical or sexual abuse of, a child or 
an elderly person, I am legally required to report this information to the Department of 
Protective and Regulatory Services. Second, if either of you threaten to harm yourself or 
others or admit to committing a serious, violent offense against a person, I will report this 
information to the mental health deputy or the police. And third, if your child reveals that 
she plans to escape from her detention facility, I will report this to the facility’s 
administration. 

 
What are the possible benefits to you or to others? 
There are no expected benefits to participating in this study. However, you may find your 
interview beneficial in that you will be talking to someone who is really interested in 
what you have to say about your experiences with the juvenile justice system.  You may 
find that your interview gave you time to reflect on and/or process out loud your 
experiences, which you might find helpful. Also, as I have worked as a juvenile justice 



 291 

professional for a several years, you might gain some satisfaction from feeling that you 
were “heard” by someone in that profession. Additionally, I hope that this research 
project may suggest ways that the juvenile justice system could improve its programs 
intended for young women and their families. Thus, your participation may benefit other 
parents and girls who later come in contact with the juvenile justice system. 

 
If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything? 
The only cost to you and your child for your participation in this study is your time. 

 
Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study? 
I know your time is valuable.  I will compensate the parent or guardian $35.00 once I 
have interviewed them and their child. If after I have interviewed their child, the 
parent/guardian meets with me but declines to be interviewed, I will compensate the 
parent $20.00 for the child’s interview.  

 
What if you are injured because of the study? 
Since this study consists of interviews, I cannot foresee any way in which you or your 
child could be physically injured as a result of your participation.   

 
If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available to 
you? 
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  You are free to refuse to be in the study, 
and your refusal will not influence your current or future relationship with your child’s 
probation department or The University of Texas at Austin.  If you do not wish to 
participate you can tell me now or if you decide later not to participate, you can tell your 
child’s probation officer and he or she will let me know your decision or you can contact 
me at (512) 731-5493. 

 
How can you withdraw from this research study?  
If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you 
should contact: Christine Edwards at (512) 731-5493.  You are free to withdraw 
your consent and stop participation in this research study at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits for which you or your child may be entitled.  Throughout 
the study, the researchers will notify you of new information that may become 
available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study.  
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In addition, if you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please 
contact Clarke A. Burnham, Ph. D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (512) 232-4383. 
How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research records be 
protected? 
Authorized persons from the University of Texas at Austin and the Institutional 
Review Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect 
the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  If the research 
project is sponsored then the sponsor also has the legal right to review your research 
records.  Otherwise, your research records will not be released without your consent 
unless required by law or a court order. 
If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your 
identity will not be disclosed. 
I would like your permission to audiotape your interview.  If you agree to the 
audiotape, no identifying information will be put on the outside of the tape itself. 
Your tape will be kept in a locked file box in my home.  I will erase your tape after 
transcribing its contents. 
 

Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? 
I will benefit from your participation in this study. I will benefit professionally because 
successfully defending this research before a committee of UT faculty members is the 
final requirement I need to complete my doctoral degree.  I will benefit personally 
because the research questions in this study are questions that I have had for a long time 
and I am very interested in your responses to them so that I may increase my 
understanding of girls who get in trouble with the law. 

 
 
 
Signatures: 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the 
benefits, and the risks that are involved in this research study: 
 
 

Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent                    Date 
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You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits 
and risks, and you have received a copy of this Form.  You have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can 
ask other questions at any time.  You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
By signing this Form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights but you are 
indicating that you have read the material above and have agreed to participate and 
allow your child to participate in this study. 
 
 

Printed Name of Parent or Guardian Participant                                 Date 
 
 

Signature of Parent or Guardian Participant                                        Date 

 
 
Printed Name of Minor Participant (between 13 and 17 years)           Date 

 
  

Signature of Minor Participant                                                                Date 

 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator                                                          Date 
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Appendix D (Probation Officer) 

IRB#_______ 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 
information about the study. The Principal Investigator (the person in charge of this 
research) or her representative will also describe this study to you and answer all of your 
questions.  Please read the information below and ask questions about anything you do 
not understand before deciding whether or not to take part.  Your participation is entirely 
voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which 
you are otherwise entitled. 

Title of Research Study: Girls, Families, Delinquency and Juvenile Justice 
 
Principal Investigator(s) and Telephone Number(s): 
 
My name is Christine Edwards and I am the Principal Investigator.  I am a graduate 
student at the University of Texas at Austin, and this study is part of my doctoral work. 
My supervising professor, Christine Williams, Ph.D., is a faculty member in UT’s 
Department of Sociology. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study or 
your participation in this study, we are both available to answer those prior to your 
participation and/or after your participation. Christine Williams, Ph.D. can be reached at 
(512) 232-6321 and I can be reached at (512) 731-5493. 

 
Funding Source:   

This study does not have a financial sponsor.  The Principal Investigator is responsible 
for all of its expenses.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 
Sociologists, lawmakers, and juvenile justice professionals know little about girls who 
have been in trouble with the law, especially from the perspectives of the girls 
themselves, their families or those that work directly with them.  Knowing what girls and 
those close to their situation think about why girls continue to get in trouble and what, if 
anything they think would help change their situations, should help policymakers and 
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juvenile justice professionals write better policies and design more appropriate programs 
for girls who have been in trouble with the law and their families. 
 
The focus of my research project is girls who have been in trouble with the law.  I intend 
to explore two questions. Why do some girls continue to get in legal trouble?  And what 
does their involvement with the juvenile justice system, and especially with probation, 
mean to them?  I will explore these questions from the perspectives of girls themselves, 
their parents or guardians and their probation officers.  
 
What will be done if you take part in this research study? 
I will explore these questions by separately interviewing each person about their 
opinions, attitudes and beliefs. You are here today because I contacted you regarding 
your possible participation. Girls in this study must be on probation and have been 
referred to the juvenile justice system more than once. Parents or guardians must have 
either raised their child or had the child live with them for the majority of the time they 
have been involved with the juvenile justice system. The girls’ probation officers must 
have worked with the child and their family enough that they believe they can speak 
adequately about their client, her involvement with the juvenile court, and her family. 
 
If you consent to be interviewed, I will separately interview you, your client and your 
client’s parent or guardian. Nobody will be told what anyone else says. Each interview 
should last one hour to an hour and a half. You, your client, and their parent will be one 
of about fifteen sets of three (or three of approximately forty-five people) that I will 
interview for this project. 
 
I will ask your client and her parent questions about your client’s legal trouble and their 
reactions to this legal trouble.  I will ask questions about the involvement their family has 
had with the juvenile justice system and particularly with probation as a result of her 
legal trouble. I will ask them questions about your client’s school situation and their 
home. I will ask them about any evaluations such as special education or mental health 
that may have been done on your client.  Finally, we will discuss your client’s future. 

 

I will also interview you, as your client’s probation officer.  Similarly, I will ask you 
questions about your client’s legal trouble and her family’s involvement with the juvenile 
justice system and juvenile probation. I will ask about her home and school situations and 
about any evaluations that have been done on her.  I will ask about your experience with 
supervising girls on probation and what you see in your client’s future.   

 

What are the possible discomforts and risks? 
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There is some psychological risk associated with this study in that our discussion might 
upset you.  You may skip any question you do not wish to answer. Attached to your copy 
of the consent form is the name and telephone number of at least one mental health 
resource you can contact. Also, while I am not a mental health professional, if you would 
like to contact me at a later date to discuss any discomfort you experienced as a result of 
our interview, I will listen.  You can contact me at (512) 731-5493. 

There is also the risk of the loss of confidentiality of your responses.  There are several 
safeguards in place to prevent a confidentiality breach. Besides using pseudonyms in my 
discussions, transcripts, research notes and my writing about this research, I will keep 
audiotapes in a locked filing box in my home when not in use. The tapes and the 
transcripts will not have any identifying information on them and I will erase each 
audiotape it has been transcribed. 

You should be aware that courts of law are able to subpoena research data i.e., 
audiotapes, transcripts or research notes.  While I believe that this would be a very 
unlikely with this project and particularly with regards to your interview, please know I 
will resist any demands for information that would identify you.  Furthermore, I will not 
relay to your client or her parent any statements you make about them in your interview.   

Finally, there are three instances in which I will not keep your statements confidential.  If 
you report the threat of harm to, or the physical or sexual abuse of, a child or elderly 
person, I am legally required to report this information to the Department of Protective 
and Regulatory Services.  Second, if you threaten to harm yourself or others I will report 
this information to the police or the mental health deputy.  And third, if you admit to 
committing a serious, violent act against a person and your participation has not come to 
the attention of law enforcement, I will report this to the police. 

 
What are the possible benefits to you or to others? 
There are no expected benefits to participating in this study.  However, you may find 
your interview beneficial in that you will be talking to someone who is really interested 
in what you have to say about your experiences as a juvenile justice professional.  You 
may find that your interview gave you time to reflect on and/or process out loud your 
experiences, which you might find helpful. Also, as I have worked as a juvenile justice 
professional for a several years, you might gain some satisfaction from being able to 
speak confidentially with someone else in your profession. Additionally, as I hope that 
this research project may suggest ways that the juvenile justice system could improve its 
programs intended for young women and their families, your participation may benefit 
other professionals as well as parents and girls who later come in contact with the 
juvenile justice system. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, will it cost you anything? 



 297 

 
The only cost to you for your participation in this study is your time. 

 
Will you receive compensation for your participation in this study? 
While I know your time is valuable, no financial compensation is available for probation 
officers who participate in this study. 

 

What if you are injured because of the study? 
Since this study consists of interviews, I cannot foresee any way in which you could be 
physically injured as a result of your participation.   

 
If you do not want to take part in this study, what other options are available to 
you? 
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  You are free to refuse to be in the study, 
and your refusal will not influence your current or future relationship with your 
department or The University of Texas at Austin.  If you do not wish to participate you 
can tell me now or if you decide later not to participate, you can contact me at (512) 731-
5493. 

 
How can you withdraw from this research study?  
 
If you wish to stop your participation in this research study for any reason, you 
should contact: Christine Edwards at (512) 731-5493.  You are free to withdraw 
your consent and stop participation in this research study at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits for which you may be entitled.  Throughout the study, the 
researchers will notify you of new information that may become available and that 
might affect your decision to remain in the study.  
In addition, if you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please 
contact Clarke A. Burnham, Ph. D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin 
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (512) 232-4383. 
How will your privacy and the confidentiality of your research records be 
protected? 
Authorized persons from the University of Texas at Austin and the Institutional 
Review Board have the legal right to review your research records and will protect 
the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  If the research 
project is sponsored then the sponsor also has the legal right to review your research 
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records.  Otherwise, your research records will not be released without your consent 
unless required by law or a court order. 
If the results of this research are published or presented at scientific meetings, your 
identity will not be disclosed. 
 
I would like your permission to audiotape your interview.  If you agree to the audiotape, 
no identifying information will be put on the outside of the tape itself.  Your tape will be 
kept in a locked file box in my home.  I will erase your tape after transcribing its 
contents. 

 
Will the researchers benefit from your participation in this study? 
I will benefit from your participation in this study. I will benefit professionally because 
successfully defending this research before a committee of UT faculty members is the 
final requirement I need to complete my doctoral degree.  I will benefit personally 
because the research questions in this study are questions that I have had for a long time 
and I am very interested in your responses to them so that I may increase my 
understanding of girls who get in trouble with the law. 

 

 

 

 

 

Signatures: 
 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, the procedures, the 
benefits, and the risks that are involved in this research study: 
 
 

Signature and printed name of person obtaining consent                       Date 
 
You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits 
and risks, and you have received a copy of this Form.  You have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can 
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ask other questions at any time.  You voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights but you are 
indicating that you have read the material above and have agreed to participate in 
this study. 
 
 

Printed Name of Probation Officer Participant                                       Date 
 
 

Signature of Probation Officer Participant                                              Date 
 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator                                                           Date 
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Appendix E 

Interview Schedule for Girl Participants 

 
I. Descriptive Data 
 
Desired Pseudonym..., Birth Date…, Age..., Race/Ethnicity..., Last Grade Completed…, 
Current School Status, Residence (where you live and who lives with you)…, Father’s 
Occupation..., Father’s Educational Attainment..., Mother’s Occupation.., Mother’s 
Educational Attainment..., Siblings (number/sex)..., Length of Time on Probation  
 
II. Your Legal Trouble and Reactions to It 
 
Before your first arrest had you ever been in any legal trouble before such as truancy, 
brought home by the police, day or nighttime curfew tickets, runaway from home, 
disorderly conduct?  
 
When did you first get into legal trouble? What happened? Think Back.  What did you 
think when you first got into trouble? When you were first arrested? Detained? 
 
How did your parent or guardian first learn of your charge(s)? What was your parent or 
guardian’s reaction the first time you got into legal trouble?  
 
Since the first time, what other trouble have you been in (including probation violations)?  
Explain each incident (include if anyone was with you and how it came to the attention of 
the police or the probation officer).   
 
Who knows now about your offense(s)? Who knows about your probation? Prompts: 
(parents, friends, the father, other relatives, ministers, teachers, etc., How did they react? 
Do they treat you any differently? Do you think they think you are a “bad kid”? 
 
Have your friends ever been in legal trouble? What about your siblings? Parents? 
Boyfriend? 
 
III. Your Involvement in the Juvenile Justice System 
 
Have you ever been arrested? What was it like? What about when you went to court? 
How did you feel? 
 
Have you ever been in detention? How many times? What is it like? What is the worst 
thing about it? Is there anything good about it? 
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Has being on probation affected your life? If so, how? What programs have you had to do 
on probation? What is the worst thing about being on probation? What is the best thing 
about it? What do you think of your probation officer? If you violated your probation in 
some way and your parent knew about it, would she or he tell your probation officer? 
Explain. 
 
Do you think you need any help? If so, what do you think you need help with?  
 
Are you a risk-taker? Do you think you are a “bad kid”? Do you think you are a leader or 
a follower? How do you and your friends decide what you are going to do for fun?  
 
If you could “do it all over again” would you change anything? Why do you think you 
get in trouble?  
 
IV. Your Future  
 
Do you think having been on probation will affect your life after probation in any way? If 
so, how? 
 
What things could be different which would help you stay out of future trouble? 
 
What are your future education and work plans?  How do you see yourself in 5 &10 
years?   
 
Would you mind if I contact your probation officer at a later date to see if you got off 
probation on time and/or had any later legal trouble? 
 
V. Interview Wrap-Up 
 
Was this interview what you expected?  Is there anything we did not talk about that you 
thought we would or that you think is important for me to know? 
 
Is there anything you would like to add? Anything about yourself or your beliefs about 
delinquent girls in general? 
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Appendix F 

Interview Schedule for Parent Participants 

 
I. Descriptive Data 
 
Desired Pseudonym..., Birth Date…, Age..., Race/Ethnicity..., Last Grade Completed…, 
Residence (where you live and who lives with you)…, Marital Status…, Spouse’s 
Occupation..., Spouse’s Educational Attainment..., Monthly Income…, Receive Public 
Assistance…, Children (number/sex)... 
 
Have your other children ever been in any legal trouble? What about her other parent? 
What about you? What type of trouble have these been in? 
 
II. Your Daughter’s Legal Trouble and Your Reaction to It 
 
Before her first arrest (or legal trouble), had your daughter ever been in any trouble 
before such as school problems (disciplinary or truancy), brought home by the police, day 
or night time curfew tickets, or runaway from home? What about your other children? 
 
When did she first got into legal trouble? What happened? How did you hear about it? 
What did you think when she first got into trouble/ got arrested? Detained? What was 
your reaction? 
 
Since the first time, what other trouble has your daughter had (including probation 
violations)?  Explain each incident (include if anyone was with her and how it came to 
the attention of the police, the probation officer, and the parent).   
 
What has your reaction been to your daughter getting in more trouble? Do you think she 
is a “bad kid”? Why do you think your daughter gets in trouble? What do you think about 
her friends? What about her boyfriend? Does she have a mental health diagnosis? Is there 
anything that you think you should have done differently? 
 
III. Your Family’s Involvement  in the Juvenile Justice System 
 
How do you feel your daughter’s case was handled? Fairly or unfairly?  
 
What do you think of your daughter’s probation officer? If your daughter violates her 
probation in some way, do you report it to her probation officer or try to handle it first? 
Explain. 
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Has your daughter’s probation affected your life? If so, how? What programs were court-
ordered?  
 
Do you think your daughter needs any help? If so, with what?  What do you think would 
help her? 
 
IV. Your Daughter’s Future  
 
Do you think your daughter having been on probation will affect her life after probation? 
If so, how? 
 
What things could be different which would help her stay out of future trouble? 
 
What are your daughter’s future education and work plans?  How do you see your 
daughter in 5 &10 years?   
 
Would you mind if I contact your daughter’s probation officer at a later date to see if she 
got off probation on time and/or had any other legal trouble? 
 
V. Interview Wrap-Up 
 
Was this interview what you expected?  Is there anything we did not talk about that you 
thought we would or that you think is important for me to know? 
 
Is there anything you would like to add? Anything about yourself, your daughter or your 
beliefs about delinquent girls in general? 
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Appendix G 

Interview Schedule for Probation Officer Participants 

 
I. Descriptive Data 
 
Pseudonym..., Birth Date…, Age..., Race/Ethnicity..., Educational Attainment, Children 
(number/sex/age)..., Years of Experience…, Length of Time Supervising This Girl 
 
II. This Girl’s Legal Trouble  
 
Before her first arrest (or legal trouble), had this girl ever been in any trouble before such 
as school problems (disciplinary or truancy), brought home by the police, day or night 
time curfew tickets, or runaway from home? What about her siblings? Her parents? 
 
When did she first get into legal trouble? What happened?  
 
Since the first time, what other trouble has she been in (including probation violations)?  
Explain each incident (include if anyone was with her and how it came to the attention of 
the police, the probation officer, and the parent).   
 
What was your reaction to this girl’s getting in more trouble?  Why do you think she gets 
in trouble?  Do you think she is a “bad kid”? Do you think there is such a thing as a “bad 
kid”? Have you ever supervised one?  
 
What do you think about her friends? What about her boyfriend? Does she have a mental 
health diagnosis? 
 
III. This Family’s Involvement in the Juvenile Justice System 
 
How do you feel this girl’s case has been handled? Fairly or unfairly?  
 
What do you think about this family? How about their cooperation? If this child violates 
her probation in some way, does her parent usually report it to you? Explain. 
 
What are this girl’s or her family’s needs? What programs were court-ordered? Do you 
think what was ordered or in place is adequate to address their needs? What do you think 
would help her? What things could be different which would help her stay out of future 
trouble? 
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IV. Supervising Girls on Probation 
 
What has been your experience with supervising girls on probation? Compare 
supervising boys and girls. Do the parents of boys and girls behave the same about their 
child’s delinquency? 
 
How does this girl’s situation compare to other girls you have supervised? How do you 
see this girl in 5 &10 years?   
 
V. Interview Wrap-Up 
 
Would you mind if I contacted you at a later date to find out if your client completed 
probation on time or if you know if she had any other legal trouble? 
 
Was this interview what you expected?  Is there anything we did not talk about that you 
thought we would or that you think is important for me to know? 
 
Is there anything you would like to add? Anything about your client, her family or your 
beliefs about delinquent girls in general? 
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